Revive Us Again #8

“It Is Time to Humble Ourselves”

2 Chronicles 34
Among the hymns I grew up singing, one was called, “I Would Be Like Jesus.” The chorus went like this:

Be like Jesus, this my song, in the home and in the throng;
Be like Jesus, all day long! I would be like Jesus.
That sounds great—after all, the word “Christian” means “Christ-like.” What could be better than to be like Jesus? I doubt that any true follower of Christ would not want to be like Jesus.

There’s only one problem: What was Jesus like?
In all of the Scriptures, there is only one place where Jesus Christ—in His own words—describes his own “inner man.” In doing so, He uses only two words. Do you know what He said? Hold on, it may surprise you.
 Matthew 11:28-29 records,

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” 
Gentle and humble. That’s what it means to be like Christ.

Andrew Murray, in his classic book entitled Humility, writes, “For the heavenly and the earthly life, humility is the secret of blessing.”
 Chuck Swindoll adds, “Humility is among the greatest of all virtues.”

Yet humility is among the toughest tests for a Christian. For one thing, humility is not a virtue admired in today’s society. In fact, unbelievers look upon humility as a form of weakness. George Bernard Shaw states their position perfectly when he says, “Leave it to the coward to make a religion of his cowardice by preaching humility.”
 Don’t expect to be rewarded—or even respected—by our culture for being humble.

Secondly, humility does not come naturally. We’re not born with it. Humility is not a disposition some are fortunate to have, while others are simply predisposed to pride. Humility is a character quality that needs to be cultivated. Humility is a discipline, it is a character quality we must learn. Remember the command? “Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God…” (1 Peter 5:6 kjv). Humility is not something a person merely has; its what we are called to do.

Third, most people have a misunderstanding of what true humility is. Humility is not the same as having poor self-esteem. Humility is not the same as inferiority or insecurity. I think it was Andrew Murray who said, “Humility is not thinking meanly of yourself. It is simply not thinking of yourself at all!”

Fourth, humility is nearly impossible to measure. As soon as we think we’re humble, we’re not! And yet humility—the discipline of putting others ahead of self—is, at its core, a matter of faith.

Humility is also at the core of revival. One of the best known verses on revival is 2 Chronicles 7:14, “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” Over the past few weeks we have seen the importance of seeking God’s face and prayer in revivals of the Old Testament. This week we will see the importance of humility. It is time to humble ourselves before the Lord.

Turn to 2 Chronicles 34. Here we read about the last godly king of Judah, named Josiah. His story is both heroic and tragic. But we can learn from his example.

Josiah Removed the Sacrilege

The first thing we notice is that Josiah removed the sacrilege from the land. Reading verses 1-7,

Josiah was eight years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem thirty-one years. He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord and walked in the ways of his father David, not turning aside to the right or to the left. 

In the eighth year of his reign, while he was still young, he began to seek the God of his father David. In his twelfth year he began to purge Judah and Jerusalem of high places, Asherah poles, carved idols and cast images. Under his direction the altars of the Baals were torn down; he cut to pieces the incense altars that were above them, and smashed the Asherah poles, the idols and the images. These he broke to pieces and scattered over the graves of those who had sacrificed to them. He burned the bones of the priests on their altars, and so he purged Judah and Jerusalem. In the towns of Manasseh, Ephraim and Simeon, as far as Naphtali, and in the ruins around them, he tore down the altars and the Asherah poles and crushed the idols to powder and cut to pieces all the incense altars throughout Israel. Then he went back to Jerusalem.

Josiah was just eight years old when his father, King Amon, was murdered. Though he technically became king at that time, court advisors ran the country until he was older. At the ripe age of sixteen, he took over the reins of Judah.

He is described as doing right in the eyes of the Lord, walking in the ways of his father David. There’s no question that Josiah was a great king, for even the prophet Jeremiah used him as an example for the other rulers to follow.
 

At the age of twenty, King Josiah provided aggressive spiritual leadership for the people. He had been seeking the Lord for four years and now he was prepared to cleanse the land. He purged the land of the high places and called the people back to worship at the temple in Jerusalem. He destroyed the idols and the altars dedicated to Baal and other false gods. After purging Jerusalem and Judah, he moved into northern Israel (Manasseh, Ephraim, Naphtali) and rid that area of idolatry. Verse seven tells us that the king personally went on these trips and led the way in removing idolatry from the land.

Humility begins with a recognition of wrong and a dedication to remove wrong from our lives.

Josiah Restored the Sanctuary

Second, Josiah restored the sanctuary, as seen in verses 8-13,

In the eighteenth year of Josiah’s reign, to purify the land and the temple, he sent Shaphan son of Azaliah and Maaseiah the ruler of the city, with Joah son of Joahaz, the recorder, to repair the temple of the Lord his God. 

They went to Hilkiah the high priest and gave him the money that had been brought into the temple of God, which the Levites who were the doorkeepers had collected from the people of Manasseh, Ephraim and the entire remnant of Israel and from all the people of Judah and Benjamin and the inhabitants of Jerusalem. Then they entrusted it to the men appointed to supervise the work on the Lord’s temple. These men paid the workers who repaired and restored the temple. They also gave money to the carpenters and builders to purchase dressed stone, and timber for joists and beams for the buildings that the kings of Judah had allowed to fall into ruin. 

The men did the work faithfully. Over them to direct them were Jahath and Obadiah, Levites descended from Merari, and Zechariah and Meshullam, descended from Kohath. The Levites—all who were skilled in playing musical instruments— had charge of the laborers and supervised all the workers from job to job. Some of the Levites were secretaries, scribes and doorkeepers.

Under the previous two kings, Manasseh and Amon, the temple had fallen into disrepair. It wasn’t enough just to destroy the idol worship in the land; the temple had to be available for the worship of the true and living God. The people had been contributing money for the upkeep of the temple, so the king ordered Shaphan to tell Hilkiah the high priest to distribute the funds to the workers and start repairing the temple.

Whenever we remove what is evil from our lives, we must replace it with good. Jesus warned in Luke 11:24-26, “When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.” Holiness is more than the absence of wrong; it is the presence of good. 

Josiah Recovered the Scriptures

In the process of restoring the sanctuary, Josiah recovered the Scriptures in verses 14-28,

While they were bringing out the money that had been taken into the temple of the Lord, Hilkiah the priest found the Book of the Law of the Lord that had been given through Moses. Hilkiah said to Shaphan the secretary, “I have found the Book of the Law in the temple of the Lord.” He gave it to Shaphan. 

Then Shaphan took the book to the king and reported to him: “Your officials are doing everything that has been committed to them. They have paid out the money that was in the temple of the Lord and have entrusted it to the supervisors and workers.” Then Shaphan the secretary informed the king, “Hilkiah the priest has given me a book.” And Shaphan read from it in the presence of the king. 

When the king heard the words of the Law, he tore his robes. He gave these orders to Hilkiah, Ahikam son of Shaphan, Abdon son of Micah, Shaphan the secretary and Asaiah the king’s attendant: “Go and inquire of the Lord for me and for the remnant in Israel and Judah about what is written in this book that has been found. Great is the Lord’s anger that is poured out on us because our fathers have not kept the word of the Lord; they have not acted in accordance with all that is written in this book.” 

Hilkiah and those the king had sent with him went to speak to the prophetess Huldah, who was the wife of Shallum son of Tokhath, the son of Hasrah, keeper of the wardrobe. She lived in Jerusalem, in the Second District. 

She said to them, “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: Tell the man who sent you to me, ‘This is what the Lord says: I am going to bring disaster on this place and its people—all the curses written in the book that has been read in the presence of the king of Judah. Because they have forsaken me and burned incense to other gods and provoked me to anger by all that their hands have made, my anger will be poured out on this place and will not be quenched.’ Tell the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the Lord, ‘This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says concerning the words you heard: Because your heart was responsive and you humbled yourself before God when you heard what he spoke against this place and its people, and because you humbled yourself before me and tore your robes and wept in my presence, I have heard you, declares the Lord. Now I will gather you to your fathers, and you will be buried in peace. Your eyes will not see all the disaster I am going to bring on this place and on those who live here.’ ” 

So they took her answer back to the king.

During the renovation, the “Book of the Law” was found. Some interpreters hold that this refers to a copy of the entire Pentateuch, while others understand it as a reference to a copy of part or all of Deuteronomy alone.

It seems remarkable that the Book of the Law should be lost in the temple! That would be like losing the Bible in a church building and not missing it for years. This scroll was probably all five books of Moses, but Shaphan “read in the book”; that is, he read the king-selected passages, perhaps from the Book of Deuteronomy. Shaphan gave the king a report on the building program and then, almost as an afterthought, told him about the newly discovered book. It’s to Josiah’s credit that he desired to hear what the book said, and when he heard it read, he was smitten with fear and grief. How people respond to God’s Word is a good indication of their spiritual appetite and the strength of their desire to please the Lord.

When Shaphan read the scroll of God’s Word aloud, Josiah’s reaction was intense. So deeply moved was the king that he tore his robes and ordered the high priest and several officers to inquire of the Lord concerning Judah’s spiritual condition. Josiah was only twenty-six years old and had been seeking the Lord for only ten years, yet his response to the Word of God was that of a mature believer.

Josiah asked that Huldah, a prophetess, be brought in to interpret the Scriptures. Her first words were grim, announcing that the Lord would punish the sins of the people in previous generations. Hope was still not totally extinguished, however, for the second section promises peace in the midst of disaster. People like Josiah, whose hearts were responsive could still know God’s grace for themselves.
 Twice Josiah is commended for humbling himself before God, and was promised that judgment would not come in his own lifetime.

Tragically, Josiah died in 609 b.c., at the age of 39. Three years later, Daniel and his friends were taken into Babylonian captivity in 606, followed by Ezekiel in 598 b.c. The end came when the Babylonians returned for a third time in 586 b.c. and destroyed everything, including Jerusalem and the Temple.
 God was true to His promise to Josiah.

Every revival of true faith—major or minor—has involved a rediscovery of the teaching of the Word of God.
 We need this again today. E. M. Blaiklock observes, 

The Law is lost again, amid the rubbish of an epoch, beneath the din of modern living, amid the noisy and the exhibitionist infidelities of those whose task it is to preach the truth, lost again amid the trash of broken-down standards, derided traditions, and the restlessness of materialism.

Do you remember the first time you heard God’s Word, or the first time it really made sense to you? There is something incredibly liberating about hearing the truth. God’s Word is remarkable. May each of us appreciate and respond to it as Josiah did.

Josiah’s revival highlights the requirement of humbling ourselves as one of the conditions of revival. The Hebrew verb translated “to humble ourselves” occurs in the Old Testament some thirty-six times, with half of the instances being secular and the other half being sacred. The secular use spoke of subduing or being subdued by an enemy, whereas the sacred use referred to bringing oneself low before God. It is interesting that the books of Samuel and Kings, which often contain material parallel to that in Chronicles, have only three examples of this verb. Two are connected with the external act alone, such as ripping one’s clothes in grief, wearing sackcloth, or weeping and fasting. Chronicles, on the other hand, accounts for fourteen of the total eighteen occurrences of this word used in a religious or sacred sense.

Biblical humility is a modesty that replaces vanity, pride, and arrogance. The person who has humbled himself or herself before God is one who is not wise in his or her own eyes, for so the wise writer of Proverbs counseled: “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil” (Prov. 3:7). Romans 12:3 concurs: “Do not think more highly of yourself than you ought.” In accordance with the chronicler’s teaching, it is high time that we humbled ourselves before the Lord.

In the aforementioned book, Humility, Andrew Murray writes, “To every Christian the command comes from the throne of God Himself: humble yourself.” He goes on to add, “Humility, the place of entire dependence on God, is the first duty and the highest virtue of the creature, and the root of every virtue.”

Being humbled is something we think of as a passive activity—that is, somebody or something humbles us. We are humbled by unemployment, by a failed relationship, by a dream shattered. But Scripture speaks of a humbling that is active—we are the humblers. This is not something we wait for to occur naturally. “Humble yourself.”

What does that mean? To humble yourself is to surrender your will to God’s without condition—to take His principles as your own precepts for work, relationships, priorities, life, and death. It means to pray and wait for Him to work. It means to turn from your wicked ways. This is not someone else’s job. It is something that you need to do all alone in the presence of God.

Pride has been called the original sin, the downfall of the devil. Pride is the root that produces all other sins. The antidote to pride is humility. Without humility there is no hope for revival in our own lives, in our church, community, or country. It is time to humble ourselves before the Lord.
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