1

A Sermon on 1 Kings 21:1-11a, 15-21

By Don Tuttle, pastor

First Christian Church, Corpus Christi, Texas

Preached June 13, 2010

As Ahab looked out from his palace, he couldn’t help but admire the vineyard next door.  It was well-kept and fruitful.  The leaves were deep green, the clusters large and the grapes plump.  Of all the property around him, Ahab liked it best.  It would, he thought, make an excellent vegetable garden.  Being so close to the palace, his servants could run out before any meal, pick whatever was ripe and serve it.  How good would that be?    


So Ahab set his mind to getting the vineyard.  He went to its owner—a man named Naboth—and offered a deal.  He would trade Naboth another vineyard, an even better one, for this one at the foot of his palace.  Or, if Naboth preferred, the king would buy it outright, give him top dollar for it.


But Naboth said no.  The land was more than a productive vineyard to him.  It was a sacred inheritance, passed down from generation to generation.  As Naboth saw it, the vineyard wasn’t even his.  It belonged to God, who had given it to his ancestors.  He was its steward, holding it for the next generation. 


 “The Lord forbid,” he said, “that I should give you the inheritance of my fathers.”


And Ahab understood.  He was an Israelite.  He knew how they viewed property not as a possession to be bought and sold but as a gift God had entrusted to them.  So he knew Naboth would never sell—and he was bummed.


He slinked back into the palace, put on his jammies, climbed into bed, and pulled the covers over his head.  He wouldn’t even come to dinner.  He acted like the spoiled child who threatens to hold his breath until he gets his way or the angry teenager that goes into her room, locks the door and refuses to come out.


Yet I wonder if there isn’t something more here than disappointment.  After all, Ahab already had a vegetable garden, although maybe not right next to his palace.  And I would imagine there were other properties he could have secured.  As king he had the money to make any field as beautiful as Naboth’s.  So why the tantrum?  Why the histrionics?

Maybe it was not just because he was denied the property, but because he didn’t like Naboth’s reason.  Naboth wasn’t just being contrary or holding out for more money, he was following the Law of Moses.  The Book of Leviticus makes it clear that one’s ancestral property was, by God’s command, to always remain within the family.  That suggests that what bothered Ahab was that what he wanted, what he desired, was being denied him by God.  He was mad because God’s commandments prohibited him from doing what he wanted.

And I think that’s pretty common.


In the 1500s, Henry the Eighth ruled England as a defender of the Catholic faith.  But Henry wanted a male heir, and his wife, Catherine of Aragon, could not provide it.  So he sought Rome’s approval for a divorce.  He wanted the church to bend God’s rules to his will.  But when it wouldn’t, he threw a tantrum, separated the Church of England from the Roman Church and placed himself at its head.


Or consider the case of Carla Bruni.  Last year the former model and current first lady of France said she had lost her Christian faith and had embraced secularism because of Pope Benedict’s stand on artificial contraception.  I am sure there are people who have legitimate disagreements with the Catholic Church on that issue.  But one gets the sense that Bruni’s disagreement might be more personal than theological.  Long before Benedict became pope, she was, shall we say, romantically busy. Her list of ex-lovers include Louis Bertignac [ber ti yak], Mick Jagger, whose marriage she broke up; Eric Clapton, Leos Carax, Charles Berling, Arno Klarsfeld, Vincent Perez, and the former French Prime Minister Laurent Fabius.  Oh, and then there was Paul Enthoven, with whom she was living before having an affair with his son, who was, at the time, married.  And when her current husband, French President Nicolas Sarkozy, went to visit Benedict in 2007, he left his then-pregnant girlfriend, Ms. Bruni, at home.


Could it be that her trouble with church is that it refuses to bend to her desire, to tell her whatever she wants to do is OK with God?

Closer to home, we’ve seen the same thing.  How many people got upset when the church finally began to say no to racial discrimination?  How many people have dropped out of the church because they didn’t want to hear about proportional giving or, heaven forbid, tithing?  How many have rejected the faith because they find its ethical expectations limiting?

I suspect many of us have, like Ahab, bumped up against the teachings of our faith.  It’s impossible not to.  We are, after all, self-centered.  We want our way.  And when we can’t get it, we are, like Ahab, tempted to sulk.


Of course, if Ahab would have left it there, I suppose all would have been OK. Yes, he would have been guilty of coveting, but at least he listened when God said no.  That should have been the end of the story.


But, unfortunately, when we are of a mind to sin there are always people willing to help.  And in Ahab’s case, that was Jezebel, his wife. 


When she saw her woefully depressed husband, she wanted to know what was wrong.  And, of course, he told her the whole story, which Jezebel found it bizarre.  After all, she was a Phoenician princess.  She had grown up in the royal court, and from where she hailed the king was the law.  He could do whatever he wanted.  No one said no to him.  She couldn’t imagine her husband submitting to some old command.  

“Are you or aren’t you the king?” she asked.  Then she volunteered to get Naboth’s vineyard for her husband.  

Taking a piece of royal stationery, she dashes off a letter to Jezreel’s leading citizens, orders them to have a religious feast, put Naboth at the head table, hire two thugs to charge him with blasphemy and treason, then kill him.  She forges Ahab’s signature, seals it with his signet, and the deed is done.  Before long, Ahab is told that Naboth is dead.  In a clear case of “don’t ask, don’t tell,” Ahab goes out and claims the vineyard as his own.  His enabler, Queen Jezebel, has made it OK to ignore God’s law.


And I don’t think that dynamic is uncommon either.  


Tiger Woods is Buddhist, not Christian, but Buddhism also condemns adultery.  Woods knew what he was doing was wrong, but he had enablers that helped him do it.  I suspect there were friends who told him it was just one of the perks of being golf’s reigning king or that he was above the rules by which others play.  According to press reports, there were associates who arranged flights and hotel accommodations for his mistresses.  And somewhere there is an accountant who was willingly blind to Woods’ odd expenditures. Enablers, one and all.


Sometimes, like Jezebel, enablers do so in religious guise.  Mary Eberstadt is a fellow at the Hoover Institute.  She recently recounted the evolution of Christian teaching on divorce in the Anglican tradition.  Despite being the church founded by Henry the VIII, the Church of England rejected divorce during its first two centuries.  Then, in the early 1800s, priests and parishes in the U.S. began easing the restrictions on it.  By the mid-1800s, England’s Parliament had approved divorce, although most Anglicans remained devoted to marriage as a lifetime commitment.  Of course, that devotion deteriorated over time and in 2002 the Anglicans declared that remarriage was now acceptable.  If there was any reluctance to such a decision, it collapsed when the divorced Prince Charles, the future head of the church, married the divorced Camilla Parker Bowles.


According to Eberstadt, most Protestant churches have followed a similar path.  And now most no longer even pretend that marriage is to be for a lifetime.  We enable the dissolution of marriages, the collapse of families, with what Dietrich Bonheoffer called “cheap grace,” forgiveness without repentance.


Of course there are other enablers—internet sites that appeal to prurient interests, advertisers willing to feed our greed, self-help gurus who tout self-centeredness not as sin but salvation.  


I suspect many of us have, like Ahab, taken advantage of such enablers.  We have allowed them to tell us what we want to hear.

Yet there is a difference between ignoring what God commands and getting away with it.  A fact that Ahab discovered.


While he was busy in his new garden, God was busy talking to the prophet Elijah. And what he had to say was not what Ahab wanted to hear.  God was telling the prophet to go to Ahab and pronounce judgment on him for the murder of Naboth and the theft of his vineyard.  He was to tell Ahab that his evil—the breaking of God’s commands--would be rewarded only with death.  As Elijah put it when he found Ahab, “I will bring disaster upon you.”


Such judgment is not uncommon either.


No, not every trouble is a result of sin and judgment.  Sometimes bad things just happen.  But ignoring the commands of God often has serious consequences.


When John Edwards was running for president he gladly portrayed himself as a  family man standing with his wife in her battle with cancer.  In reality, he was having an affair and fathering a child.  When that truth was revealed, his reputation, political ambitions and marriage were destroyed.  

When Nickelodeon star Jamie Lynn Spears became pregnant at 16 tongues wagged and controversy raged, but Spears was lucky.  She had money and a supportive family.  Many such teenagers don’t.  Their decision to engage in sex before marriage can have lasting consequences.  Some struggle for years with questions of self-worth.  Others become pregnant and are abandoned by their partners.  Some abort the child; others give it up for adoption. In either case, the psychological costs are high.  Others rear the child, but often in poverty because they lack the education to truly provide.


How many people have been fired for their lies?  How many have suffered for their greed or bigotry?  How many lives has sin destroyed?


Is that God’s judgment?  One cannot know for sure, but would the result be any different?  And should that fact not warn us of the dangers of a life lived crossing the boundaries God has set?  Should it not lead us to repentance?

It did Ahab.  Our reading doesn’t go quite far enough to hear it, but after Elijah confronts Ahab with his sin, the great king tore his clothes, donned sackcloth, fasted and prayed. He humbled himself before God.  Warned that he was running headlong toward the cliff, he turned around.  

That fact was not lost on God.  Seeing Ahab’s repentance, seeing Ahab’s renewed commitment to walk in his way, God postponed the judgment he had planned for Ahab.  God offered Ahab mercy.


And that is the good news for us.  God does not want to condemn.  God does not seek for us to fail.  That is why he set forth his commands in Scripture—to make it clear where the boundaries lie.  That is why he warns us of the consequences of breaking them.  That is why he invites us to repent when we fall, to turn around when we are heading off the cliff.  He wants us to live within the confines of his grace, and being faithful is the way to do it.


Just ask Ahab.
