Revive Us Again #6

“It Is Time to Pray to the Lord”

2 Chronicles 20:1-30
Storms have been increasingly common in our world, and their severity seems to only grow. From wildfires to floods to hurricanes to tornadoes, these meteorological events destroy seemingly everything it their path. Just in the last week a tornado wrecked havoc in Alabama where the death toll is near two dozen. A few months ago a tornado bizarrely struck on December 1 and decimated the nearby town of Taylorville, though thankfully no lives were lost.

On the sea, when mariners describe a tempest that no sailor can escape, they call it a “perfect storm.” Not perfect in the sense of ideal, but perfect in the sense of combining factors. All the elements, such as hurricane-force winds plus a cold front plus a downpour of rain, work together to create the catastrophe. The winds alone would be a challenge; but the winds plus the cold plus the rain? The perfect recipe for disaster.

You needn’t be a fisherman to experience a perfect storm. All you need is a layoff plus a recession. A disease plus a job transfer. A relationship breakup plus a college rejection. We can handle one challenge…but two or three at a time? One wave after another, gale forces followed by thunderstorms? It’s enough to make you wonder, Will I survive? Here is the good news. God has never promised a life with no storms. But He has promised to be there when we face them.
 That is when it is time to pray to the Lord.
A good example of this truth is found in the life of King Jehoshaphat of Judah. He was a good, godly man. But some individuals, who are basically well meaning and who strive to do what is right, are also very naïve and easily misled. King Jehoshaphat fit squarely into this category.

In 2 Chronicles 17 we are told that he followed in the way of David and sought to please the Lord (1–6). He sent teaching priests throughout the land to explain God’s law to the people (7–9) and assigned the other priests to serve as faithful judges to whom the people could bring their disputes.

He was a good king and a godly leader, but he got involved in three costly compromises. The first was the “bride compromise” when he married his son to a daughter of Ahab and Jezebel (2 Chron. 18:1; 21:4–7; 1 Kings 22:44; 2 Kings 8:16–19). This led to the “battle compromise,” when Jehoshaphat got entangled in affairs of his son’s father-in-law when Syria attacked Israel (18:2–19:3). Ahab’s evil influence affected the reign of Jehoshaphat’s grandson Ahaziah (2 Chron. 22:1–9), and the “battle compromise” almost cost Jehoshaphat his life (1 Kings 22:32–33). The third compromise was the “boat compromise,” when Jehoshaphat foolishly joined forces with Ahab’s son Ahaziah (1 Kings 22:48–49; 2 Chron. 20:31–37) and tried to get rich by importing foreign goods. The Lord wrecked his fleet and rebuked him for his sinful alliance.

But for all of Jehoshaphat’s sins and weaknesses of character, he mastered the discipline of prayer. And few chapters in the Bible can better illustrate the effectiveness and power of prayer than 2 Chronicles 20.

This story of Jehoshaphat describes one of the great epic storms in the life of Israel. It is relevant to each of us because we all face storms each day: financial storms, spiritual storms, employment storms —all kinds of storms in our daily lives. God put the story of Jehoshaphat in the Bible in order to illustrate certain vital spiritual principles in conquering the storms of life.

A Distressing Invasion

Second Chronicles 20 begins with a distressing invasion. Verses 1-2 read,

After this, the Moabites and Ammonites with some of the Meunites came to make war on Jehoshaphat. Some men came and told Jehoshaphat, “A vast army is coming against you from Edom, from the other side of the Sea. It is already in Hazazon Tamar” (that is, En Gedi).
This storm was of the military variety. Three of Judah’s historic enemies—the Moabites and Ammonites, who were descendents of Lot, and the Edomites, who were the descendents of Esau—had come together to invade Judah. They had come around the south end of the Dead Sea as far north as En Gedi, at the middle of the western shore. This was a common route for enemies since they were invisible to the people on the other side of the mountains to the west.
 The name “Meunites” is unfamiliar to most readers of Scripture, but they were a people from the region of Mount Seir in Edom.
 

Notice that the chapter begins with the words, “After this…” After what? In the previous chapters, we read about Jehoshaphat’s success in leading the people through a time of peace, prosperity, and spiritual growth. Though he narrowly escaped with his life in the battle that killed King Ahab of Israel, Jehoshaphat was on a high. This was a time of great victory for the young king. But with the announcement of the invasion King Jehoshaphat came down from his high in a hurry. En Gedi was only fifteen miles from Jerusalem, less than a day’s march away. Before Jehoshaphat was aware of their presence they were in position to strike Jerusalem, the capital city of Judah. The crisis was total! 

Crises come like this, unbidden, unexpected, and often after some life-changing decision or a period of spiritual gain. We should expect them: every advance on our part will always be met by a counterattack from the opposing side. The question is not, “Will we be assaulted?” The questions are, “When will we be attacked?” and “What shall we do when it happens?”
 When God calls us to a task, we may encounter “armies” of negative circumstances, thoughts, and emotions that discourage us from carrying it out.

So the Moabites formed a great and powerful confederacy with the surrounding nations and marched against Jehoshaphat. It was a military version of a perfect storm. The Jews could handle one army. But when one army allies with another and those two combine with a third? It was more than the king could handle.
 What could he do?

A Desperate Intercession

Verses 3-13 reveal Jehoshaphat’s response, a desperate intercession:

Alarmed, Jehoshaphat resolved to inquire of the Lord, and he proclaimed a fast for all Judah. The people of Judah came together to seek help from the Lord; indeed, they came from every town in Judah to seek him. 

Then Jehoshaphat stood up in the assembly of Judah and Jerusalem at the temple of the Lord in the front of the new courtyard and said: 

“O Lord, God of our fathers, are you not the God who is in heaven? You rule over all the kingdoms of the nations. Power and might are in your hand, and no one can withstand you. O our God, did you not drive out the inhabitants of this land before your people Israel and give it forever to the descendants of Abraham your friend? They have lived in it and have built in it a sanctuary for your Name, saying, ‘If calamity comes upon us, whether the sword of judgment, or plague or famine, we will stand in your presence before this temple that bears your Name and will cry out to you in our distress, and you will hear us and save us.’ 

“But now here are men from Ammon, Moab and Mount Seir, whose territory you would not allow Israel to invade when they came from Egypt; so they turned away from them and did not destroy them. See how they are repaying us by coming to drive us out of the possession you gave us as an inheritance. O our God, will you not judge them? For we have no power to face this vast army that is attacking us. We do not know what to do, but our eyes are upon you.” 

All the men of Judah, with their wives and children and little ones, stood there before the Lord.
Jehoshaphat knew what to do: He prayed to the Lord. Jehoshaphat was badly frightened, and he admitted it—unlike some men who deny their fear. Fear ought to lead us to do the best thing, what Jehoshaphat did. He inquired of the Lord and sought help from him. That’s a reflex unknown to ordinary men, who first search their own minds for the thing to do. Jehoshaphat, an extraordinary man, stood with his people in the house of the Lord and prayed.
 Prayer ought to be our first response, not our last resort, whenever we face the storms of life.

When King Jehoshaphat had been confronted with an army of huge proportions, he resolved to take the matter immediately to the Lord in prayer. In fact, he gathered the entire population of Judah, including the men, wives, and little ones (2 Chron. 20:13). The people came from every town in Judah to seek the Lord’s face (2 Chron. 20:4). It was on this occasion that the king stood up and led them in this most instructive prayer. He begged God to intervene on their behalf.

In this prayer, Jehoshaphat asked for God’s guidance and help, reminding the Lord of His covenant with Abraham and God’s acceptance of Solomon’s prayer when he dedicated the temple. If the people would look toward the temple and pray, God promised He would hear and answer. The Lord could see the great army approaching, and the king asked Him to judge them. (The name “Jehoshaphat” means “whom God judges.”)

I think verse 12 is very instructive regarding prayer: “For we have no power to face this vast army that is attacking us. We do not know what to do, but our eyes are upon you.” One commentator calls this “one of the most touching expressions of trust in God to be found anywhere in the Bible.”
 Another writes, “It is at Wits’ End Corner that you meet the miracles, says the psalmist in Psalm 107:27-28; and the Lord proclaims the same truth in 2 Corinthians 12:9, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’”

There’s only one kind of person that God doesn’t help, and that’s a person who doesn’t think he needs help. When you say, “Lord, I’ve got a problem; I need help, I admit my inadequacy,” then He can work on it. The Christian life is a supernatural life, and we need God’s power to live it. We can’t live it on our own because we have a power shortage. We live the Christian life “not by might nor by power, but by [God’s] Spirit” according to Zechariah 4:6. We need to let God’s Spirit live through us.

The king is not telling God what to do. He is the first to admit that he is not only powerless in the face of this coalition army, but he is clueless about what needs to be done! When we ask God to tell us what to do, we are acknowledging Him as the only One capable of getting us through the storm.

Richard Halverson, former chaplain of the U. S. Senate, writes,

Prayer is not so much getting things from God as it is getting God’s viewpoint about things. It is submitting to God, not using God. It is seeking God’s will rather than demanding my own. It is not “Gimme, gimme, gimme,” but “Lord, what will you have me do?” Prayer is as much listening to God as it is talking to God. It is dialogue, not monologue. Prayer is spending time with God for His own sake—not just asking and running. Prayer’s preoccupation is the glory of God’s name, the coming of God’s kingdom, the doing of God’s will. 

Some may wonder, “But since God already knows our wants and desires, why pray?” The answer is that we pray not so much to inform God as to draw ourselves towards Him and the things for which we plead. But is it not vain to pray, especially because our prayers cannot alter the providence of God? The answer is no. The same providence that orders the end orders the means by which that end is obtained, and part of that means is our prayer. Therefore, just as God has decreed the blessing, so He has decreed that the blessing should come by prayer. Hence prayer is not an optional, spiritual luxury; it is a must.

Notice, also, that Jehoshaphat called for the people to fast as well as pray. We have entered into the season of Lent, in which some fast or give up something in the time leading up to Good Friday and Easter Sunday.

Fasting is not one of the easiest things for us to do when storms threaten. We often cope with stress by eating! However, when we fast, our inner senses become more attuned to God. We can see His plan and hear His voice. Fasting not only tames our appetite for food, but for approval and control.

Fasting does not have to be from food, either. I may fast from watching TV, idle talking (especially on the phone), reading the newspaper, or anything that keeps me from focusing on a spiritual perspective.
 The important thing about fasting is not the giving up of certain things or activities, but what we do in place of what we are giving up. We fast not to impress God in order to get something from Him, but so that we become more in tune with what God wants, where He is leading, what He is doing.

Jehoshaphat responded to the distressing invasion with a desperate intercession, praying and fasting, admitting the overwhelming need and his own inadequacy to meet the need. Only then was he prepared for what came next.

The Divine Intervention

The divine intervention is recorded in verses 14-30,

Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel son of Zechariah, the son of Benaiah, the son of Jeiel, the son of Mattaniah, a Levite and descendant of Asaph, as he stood in the assembly. 

He said: “Listen, King Jehoshaphat and all who live in Judah and Jerusalem! This is what the Lord says to you: ‘Do not be afraid or discouraged because of this vast army. For the battle is not yours, but God’s. Tomorrow march down against them. They will be climbing up by the Pass of Ziz, and you will find them at the end of the gorge in the Desert of Jeruel. You will not have to fight this battle. Take up your positions; stand firm and see the deliverance the Lord will give you, O Judah and Jerusalem. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged. Go out to face them tomorrow, and the Lord will be with you.’ ” 

Jehoshaphat bowed with his face to the ground, and all the people of Judah and Jerusalem fell down in worship before the Lord. Then some Levites from the Kohathites and Korahites stood up and praised the Lord, the God of Israel, with very loud voice. 

Early in the morning they left for the Desert of Tekoa. As they set out, Jehoshaphat stood and said, “Listen to me, Judah and people of Jerusalem! Have faith in the Lord your God and you will be upheld; have faith in his prophets and you will be successful.” After consulting the people, Jehoshaphat appointed men to sing to the Lord and to praise him for the splendor of his holiness as they went out at the head of the army, saying: “Give thanks to the Lord, for his love endures forever.” 

As they began to sing and praise, the Lord set ambushes against the men of Ammon and Moab and Mount Seir who were invading Judah, and they were defeated. The men of Ammon and Moab rose up against the men from Mount Seir to destroy and annihilate them. After they finished slaughtering the men from Seir, they helped to destroy one another. 

When the men of Judah came to the place that overlooks the desert and looked toward the vast army, they saw only dead bodies lying on the ground; no one had escaped. So Jehoshaphat and his men went to carry off their plunder, and they found among them a great amount of equipment and clothing and also articles of value—more than they could take away. There was so much plunder that it took three days to collect it. On the fourth day they assembled in the Valley of Beracah, where they praised the Lord. This is why it is called the Valley of Beracah to this day. 

Then, led by Jehoshaphat, all the men of Judah and Jerusalem returned joyfully to Jerusalem, for the Lord had given them cause to rejoice over their enemies. They entered Jerusalem and went to the temple of the Lord with harps and lutes and trumpets. 

The fear of God came upon all the kingdoms of the countries when they heard how the Lord had fought against the enemies of Israel. And the kingdom of Jehoshaphat was at peace, for his God had given him rest on every side.
When Jehoshaphat focused first on God, he found that everything was under control in heaven and earth. At ground-level the view was appalling, but there was no panic above. The Lord was seated on His throne, with no fuss, no frenzy, no hysteria. God was not pacing the floor, biting His nails, wondering what in the world He would do. He always knows what to do. He always “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of His will,” as Ephesians 1:11 promises. There’s no need to worry.

The king’s prayer was followed by a declaration of the Word from Jehaziel, assuring the king and his people that the Lord would indeed intervene and give Judah victory. “The battle is not yours, but God’s,” he stated in verse 15. The king and the people believed the Lord’s promise and praised Him even before the battle started. The next day, Jehoshaphat sent the army out with the singers at the very front! God caused the three enemy armies to fight among themselves and destroy themselves, leaving the spoils of war for the army of Judah.

To those who come to God in earnest prayer, He will grant deliverance regardless of the odds. How slow we are to capitalize on this fact of spiritual life. Too frequently we assume that deliverance rests in our hands. But just one moment of serious reflection should tell us that such is not the case. Nor was it so on this occasion, for God worked mightily on Israel’s behalf.

The battle was the Lord’s. It was his business to do the fighting. Jehoshaphat’s role was to stand fast and see what God would do. This is what Paul means when he writes in Ephesians 6:10 and 13,

Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes… Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand you ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 

“Standing” is a mental posture, a refusal to run away, to retreat into self-indulgent and self-protective devices. It is a matter of standing one’s ground and waiting to see what God will do. But standing also means engaging our fears. We have to “march down against them”; we must identify the thing we fear and face it. That’s sometimes the hardest thing in the world to do. Our natural inclination is to flee.
 But we are called to stand firm. In the midst of the storm, it’s a mental attitude of quiet confidence that says, “I’m going to trust God.”

And God came through. This chapter contains one of the outstanding stories not only in Chronicles but in the whole Bible. It describes a unique Israelite victory. Though on other occasions God enables Israelite forces to be victorious, here the credit is due entirely to God while the army is reduced to the level of spectators.

We can learn a lesson from this king. Lead with worship. Go first to your Father in prayer and praise. Confess to him your fears. Gather with his people. Set your face toward God. Fast. Cry out for help. Admit your weakness. Then, once God moves, you move too. Expect to see the God of ages fight for you. He is near, as near as your next breath.

If prayer carried the day for these people, then we ought to follow their lead. It is time to pray to the Lord. Prayer must be the hallmark of our Christian lives and the ministry of the church. It must become our number one priority if we are ever going to see revival fire sweep through our church, our community, and our country.
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