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A. Yoggi Beara, (1925-2015), the colorful catcher for the New York Yankees, perhaps had too many collisions with baserunners, for he was known for making absurd, silly statements. One of his more famous was, “It was Déjà vu all over again!” Déjà vu is a French phrase that literally means “already seen.”  It’s the strange sense that one has heard or seen or been in the same situation before, so saying it is that “all over again” would be redundant, nonsensical. 


But let’s think about our text for a moment: “A popular, handsome, spoiled son of David claims the throne of his father for himself.” Why, even the name “Absolom” is right there in the text! “5 Now Adonijah the son of Haggith exalted himself, saying, “I will be king.” And he prepared for himself chariots and horsemen, and fifty men to run before him. 6 His father had never at any time displeased him by asking, “Why have you done thus and so?” He was also a very handsome man, and he was born next after Absalom.” Ugh, oh! It’s Déjà vu all over again. 


B. We could pause to point out the great necessity of disciplining our children, highlighted here by David’s indulgence of his spoiled sons. Proverbs 22:15 reminds us of the fact of original sin in every person: “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from him.” King David apparently forgot that, even though his son, Solomon, later recalled it and worked it into this proverb. And if you read the first nine chapters of the Proverbs, you will find that David was more attentive to training and disciplining this son, Solomon. 


C. But I want to focus on a common defect of the sinful heart that is described by James in James 3:13-16: 13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice.” Notice that, in good Hebrew fashion, James repeats this sinful weakness of the heart: “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition.” These evil desires are seen up on the big screen here in our text, in the hearts of Adonijah and his cronies: the evil heart of bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. 

I. THE EVIL HEART INDULGES THE SINFUL.


A. In most stories we find the “protagonist,” the good guy in the white hat, and the “antagonist,” the bad guy in the black hat. The writer of 1 Kings introduces us first to the antagonist and his company. “5 Now Adonijah the son of Haggith exalted himself, saying, ‘I will be king.’” Today we might respond, “Selfish ambition much?” That’s about the clearest expression of what James was describing. “And he prepared for himself chariots and horsemen, and fifty men to run before him.” Those who have read 2 Samuel cannot miss the connection, for Absolom before him did the very same thing. 2 Samuel 15:1 says, “After this Absalom got himself a chariot and horses, and fifty men to run before him.” It must have been a custom that had morphed into a cliché.

The folly that was bound up in his heart had not been driven out by his father’s rod of discipline. “6 His father had never at any time displeased him by asking, “Why have you done thus and so?” He was also a very handsome man, and he was born next after Absalom.” So, he carried with him an unchecked sense of entitlement: he deserved this. But one scholar points out that “By declaring such intentions he breaks with the Israelite tradition of God choosing the king, then confirming the choice through a prophet’s ministry.” (House, p. 88) Succession by birth order was not the practice. And, if you recall, David himself was the eighth-born son of Jesse. 

B. And there is more evil lurking in his would-be administration. “7 He conferred with Joab the son of Zeruiah and with Abiathar the priest. And they followed Adonijah and helped him.” If you look up the words “selfish ambition” in an Old Testament dictionary, you will very likely find a picture of Joab. He personally murdered in cold blood two of his rivals for the military commander position, and also the rebel Absolom against the king’s expressed orders. In each of these instances, it was a matter of Joab, David’s nephew, putting himself first. He himself could not become king, but he often acted as though he was. David would later warn Solomon against the scheming of his much older cousin, Joab. 

And then there was Abiathar the priest. What’s his deal? I think, and this involves a measure of speculation, but I think he is the poster boy for “bitter jealousy.” Abiathar was the old priest. He had been with David for a long time. But now there was the new man, Zadok, who seems to have taken his spot. Yes, pastors, priests, clergy, elders, and church leaders, are not immune from the inherent evil lingering in their unsanctified heart.


And lastly, there were all of the other brothers of Adonijah, except for his main rival, Solomon. Because he excluded Solomon but invited all the rest of his brothers, it’s apparent that David’s promise to Bathsheba that Solomon would be his successor was known, probably widely-known. The other brothers knew this also. They knew that they stood no chance of becoming king, but they also knew what would happen if they resisted a strong man like Adonijah. So, the scaredy-cats fell in line as well. Kingdoms can be lost through cowardice as well as treachery. 


C. And this is a good reminder to us all. Folly remains, lingers, continues to lurk in our hearts as well, biding its time, waiting for its chance to strike. Forewarned is forearmed. But we hasten on…
II. THE EVIL HEART DEFIES THE RIGHTFUTL.


A. So here we want to firm up the fact that David had already named Solomon as his successor. We have noted that Adonijah explicitly excluded Solomon from the coronation party while he invited all of his other brothers. Why Solomon alone? The answer’s pretty obvious. You don’t invite the true candidate when you are attempting to usurp his place. 


But there’s more evidence. When Adonijah’s intention becomes known, Nathan the prophet speaks to Bathsheba. “13 Go in at once to King David, and say to him, ‘Did you not, my lord the king, swear to your servant, saying, “Solomon your son shall reign after me, and he shall sit on my throne”? Why then is Adonijah king?’” 

Now, unbelieving scholars suggest that this was pure fiction on Nathan’s part, that he hatched the plan for Bathsheba to plant this thought in David’s muddled, old head. But if you read on, you will find that David, while physically decrepit, is still quite clear of mind. And when she does inform David of what was happening, and Nathan backs up the truth, David swiftly takes charge and installs Solomon as king.


B. The point is that the evil heart continually seeks to supplant and steal from others. Of course, Adonijah was attempting to snatch the throne from his brother. But he was also trying to take from his own father the right to name his successor. And ultimately, Adonijah was attempting to steal from God. Israel belonged to God himself. He establishes all powers on earth. God had promised an enduring dynasty to David which would eventually bring his Messiah to earth for the salvation of his people. 

C. Adonijah was defying God! So, he would have made a terrible king, for it’s pretty clear that he was not a believer. He already had a god, and it was he himself. Francis Schaeffer, in a small book called True Spirituality, located what he called reality in the Christian life in terms of contentment in God and not coveting God’s gifts to others. The grasping, sinful heart with its bitter jealousy and selfish ambition knows nothing of these deeply satisfying blessings of contentment in God and freedom from coveting. I’ve already quoted from James 3, warning against those two evils. But listen to the next verses: “16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. 17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. 18 And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.” 
III. THE EVIL HEART DESTROYS THE VULNERABLE. 


A. Every despot will end up hurting, even killing the innocent, “in the best interest of the people” or “for the good of the cause.” Those who stand in the way of the new and better way will have to be liquidated. It was no secret, apparently, that if Adonijah succeeded in taking the throne from its rightful heir, some innocent heads would have to roll. I do not think Nathan or Bathsheba were being overly dramatic about his. We should take them literally, at face value. 


“11 Then Nathan said to Bathsheba the mother of Solomon, “Have you not heard that Adonijah the son of Haggith has become king and David our lord does not know it? 12 Now therefore come, let me give you advice, that you may save your own life and the life of your son Solomon.” Bathsheba was apparently convinced, for when she spoke to David privately, this is what she said, “21 Otherwise it will come to pass, when my lord the king sleeps with his fathers, that I and my son Solomon will be counted offenders.”

“Bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” will do a lot of damage. It will insist that its cause is just, that its way is right, that “some sacrifices will be necessary,” that you “have to break some eggs to make an omelet” (that is, as long as the ambitious don’t have to sacrifice or they aren’t the eggs that must be broken).

B. This is the sad, sad story of human revolution and treachery. In preparing for a lecture contrasting the morality of Christianity and atheism, I took up the charge that the Christian church, through the Inquisition and other purges and religious wars, had killed many people. So, I considered the twenty centuries of the Christian church and tallied up its body count. A very generous estimate of the number of the deaths of innocents due to “Christian” wars and purges would be around one million, a terrible tragedy! But then I tallied up the deaths of innocents caused by atheists, not in twenty centuries, but in just the last century, the 1900s. Atheistic Fascism and Communism was the direct, undisputed cause of the deaths of well over 100 million innocents! And all of them “justified” by their perpetrators by the claim that the slaughtered innocents stood in the way of progress or were on the wrong side of history.


C. And maybe we should think twice before we suggest that, well, some innovation we favor may rankle some people or ruffle some feathers, but that doesn’t matter. That doesn’t mean that God’s people must always be captive to the views of one or two complainers. But beware: the evil heart of “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” will eventually hurt a lot of people, and will often do so quite self-righteously because the cause was just. Adonijah was the next in line after all, no matter what the king had said. He “deserved” it! He was “entitled” to it! And if Solomon and his illegitimate mother had to be silenced, neutralized, well so be it. 


But the true insanity of bitter jealousy and selfish ambition is seen in that…     

IV. THE EVIL HEART ASSAILS THE INVINCIBLE. 


A. We also see the end of this bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. David the king is not yet down for the count. “28 Then King David answered, “Call Bathsheba to me.” So she came into the king’s presence and stood before the king. 29 And the king swore, saying, “As the Lord lives, who has redeemed my soul out of every adversity, 30 as I swore to you by the Lord, the God of Israel, saying, ‘Solomon your son shall reign after me, and he shall sit on my throne in my place,’ even so will I do this day.” 31 Then Bathsheba bowed with her face to the ground and paid homage to the king and said, “May my lord King David live forever!”

David then moves swiftly and decisively: 
  
32 King David said, “Call to me Zadok the priest, Nathan the prophet, and Benaiah the son of Jehoiada.” So they came before the king. 33 And the king said to them, “Take with you the servants of your lord and have Solomon my son ride on my own mule, and bring him down to Gihon. 34 And let Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet there anoint him king over Israel. Then blow the trumpet and say, ‘Long live King Solomon!’ 35 You shall then come up after him, and he shall come and sit on my throne, for he shall be king in my place. And I have appointed him to be ruler over Israel and over Judah.” 36 And Benaiah the son of Jehoiada answered the king, “Amen! May the Lord, the God of my lord the king, say so. 37 As the Lord has been with my lord the king, even so may he be with Solomon, and make his throne greater than the throne of my lord King David.” 


“38 So Zadok the priest, Nathan the prophet, and Benaiah the son of Jehoiada, and the Cherethites and the Pelethites went down and had Solomon ride on King David’s mule and brought him to Gihon. 39 There Zadok the priest took the horn of oil from the tent and anointed Solomon. Then they blew the trumpet, and all the people said, “Long live King Solomon!” 40 And all the people went up after him, playing on pipes, and rejoicing with great joy, so that the earth was split by their noise.”

B. So, Adonijah and his band had set up their party site a hundred yards or so southeast of the old city of David, close enough that everyone invited could make it there that day. And yet David instructed that the noisy, boisterous coronation party be held just outside the northeastern gate of the same city perhaps two or three football fields away from Adonijah’s shindig. They were bound to hear the other brass band playing. And it was Abiathar’s own son, Jonathan who brought the news.

“41 Adonijah and all the guests who were with him heard it as they finished feasting. And when Joab heard the sound of the trumpet, he said, “What does this uproar in the city mean?” 42 While he was still speaking, behold, Jonathan the son of Abiathar the priest came. And Adonijah said, “Come in, for you are a worthy man and bring good news.” 43 Jonathan answered Adonijah, “No, for our lord King David has made Solomon king, 44 and the king has sent with him Zadok the priest, Nathan the prophet, and Benaiah the son of Jehoiada, and the Cherethites and the Pelethites. And they had him ride on the king’s mule. 45 And Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet have anointed him king at Gihon, and they have gone up from there rejoicing, so that the city is in an uproar. This is the noise that you have heard. 46 Solomon sits on the royal throne. 47 Moreover, the king’s servants came to congratulate our lord King David, saying, ‘May your God make the name of Solomon more famous than yours, and make his throne greater than your throne.’ And the king bowed himself on the bed. 48 And the king also said, ‘Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who has granted someone to sit on my throne this day, my own eyes seeing it.’ ”

And, well, the party broke up quickly as all of the rats abandoned the sinking ship. “49 Then all the guests of Adonijah trembled and rose, and each went his own way. 50 And Adonijah feared Solomon. So he arose and went and took hold of the horns of the altar.” This was a common response of one seeking “sanctuary.” It is actually the origin of the concept of the accused running into a church to avoid capture, or whole municipalities declaring that they were “sanctuary cities.” And, for the immediate moment, Solomon proves to be the better man who would grant is half-brother clemency, the very one who surely would have destroyed him. “51 Then it was told Solomon, “Behold, Adonijah fears King Solomon, for behold, he has laid hold of the horns of the altar, saying, ‘Let King Solomon swear to me first that he will not put his servant to death with the sword.’ ” 52 And Solomon said, “If he will show himself a worthy man, not one of his hairs shall fall to the earth, but if wickedness is found in him, he shall die.” 53 So King Solomon sent, and they brought him down from the altar. And he came and paid homage to King Solomon, and Solomon said to him, “Go to your house.”


C. This is what will always happen to those who, by their schemes and plots, seek to overcome and thwart the purposes of the Almighty. Do not ever discount the promise of perfect justice in the end. Scoundrels may seem to succeed and to escape justice for their wicked deeds until their dying day. But, of course, their dying day is not the end. Atheists do not believe in God. But God does not believe in atheists. He knows better. And his judgment day is surely coming. 

CONCLUSION


The main point, though (don’t miss it!), is that this all too common “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” can do a lot of harm in the short run, but will always meet with a just and holy God in the end. And the root of these conjoined twins, bitter jealousy and selfish ambition, is the same: it is the failure to recognize the Lord’s presence and kindness. This ingratitude will always grow into a sense of offense and entitlement. And there is, perhaps, no more deadly and destructive, but sadly quite common and controlling attitude at work in our day. 


It has been argued, successfully I think, for example, that the obvious class envy of Marxism is not so much devoted to raising the standard of the poor as it is dedicated to lowering the standard and increasing the misery of the wealthy. 


But this is not really so much about economics as it is the sinful human heart. And only those who have come to recognize their personal sin and offense against a holy, truly good and gracious God, and the astonishing mercies of God in Christ who gave his life to rescue us, it is only such a believer who is able to lay hold of the goodness and kindness of God in Christ and to recognize the wonder of his gracious salvation. And this resulting gratitude is the only sure cure for the grasping, grating, enslaving curse so common to all of bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


