2 Chronicles

Today we are going to look at the second book of Chronicles.The writer seems to haver been a priest or scribe and clearly he was a well-read man – he was aware of the extent of material already recording the period he was setting out to cover.  So, in places (e.g.chapter 9 verses 29 and 30), he directs his readers to the other scrolls which they too can consult for further information - the records of Nathan the prophet, of other prophets and visionaries.  There are also the books of Kings and official court records.  This means that the Chronicler can concentrate on his main theme – what had happened in and around Jerusalem.
He starts with the building of the Temple in the early years of Solomon’s reign and ends with its destruction nearly 400 years later in 587 BC – though the final verse of the book says how, after 70 years of exile, there is the announcement of the building of a new temple.  This leads us on to the stories found in Ezra and Nehemiah.
What was the purpose of the Temple?  We tend to refer to it as Solomon’s Temple but it was not about Solomon, not to emphasise his power and wealth (the palace which he went on to build did that job).  It wasn’t even a place like today’s great churches and cathedrals where the primary purpose seems to be big set-piece services of celebration and praise.  In Solomon’s Prayer of Dedication (chapter 6) we find that it was, above all else, a place where God met with his people to hear their prayers and accept their repentance.  God Himself didn’t need the Temple (verse 18 says “….even the highest heavens cannot contain You”) but his people certainly did.  They were constantly finding themselves in difficulties, often of their own making, and needing to turn back to God as a nation.    The temple was the place where they could come to offer their sacrifices and become put right with God.  It was a constant reminder of God’s demands and also of His way of bringing them back to himself.  The Chronicler could never have realised that in time to come, even though the temple itself and subsequent temples had been destroyed, the Lord Himself would become His own temple in Jesus and in His own body provide that way back.
In the period covered by the books of Chronicles the Israelites’ troubles sometimes came thick and fast; and even as the Temple was being built the foundations were also being laid for one of the major disasters in their history.  Solomon, as we know, was immensely rich and powerful and during his reign the kingdom expanded as it had never before nor since.  He built extensively – the Temple, his palace, repairs to Jerusalem, fortified cities, store cities and even chariot cities for his 1,400 chariots and 12,000 expensive imported horses.  He had numerous wives and concubines to maintain and the expenses of a big diplomatic corps.  Where was all the money to come from?  Taxation, of course, and the use of forced labour; slave labour from non-Israelites  and a system of conscription for his own people – 1 months work for the king cutting timber in Lebanon, then 2 months at home, then back for a further month and so on (see 1 Kings 5 v 13-16).  There were also the quarries near Jerusalem where stones were cut and dressed.  It all caused resentment, though it cannot be denied that there were opportunities for ambitious young men to work their way up to being foremen and beyond. 
 One such successful young man, the son of a widow from the tribe of Ephraim, was a certain Jeroboam, who had been noticed by the king  and put in charge of the whole labour force from Manasseh and Ephraim.  He was really going up in the world.  Then, one day, as he was walking out in the country he met a well-known prophet, Ahijah, who was resplendent in a brand-new cloak.  To Jeroboam’s amazement he whipped it off and ripped it up into 12 pieces.  “These represent the 12 tribes of the kingdom”  he said “and 10 of them are for you.  For the sake of David his father I won’t split the kingdom in Solomon’s time even though his people are going after other gods.  But when the time comes for his son to reign I will take 10 tribes, give them to you and build a dynasty for you if you keep to My ways.”  
How Solomon got to hear about this we don’t know – some have speculated that Jeroboam tried to lead a rebellion immediately – but one way or another he did hear and attempted to have Jeroboam killed.  The young man fled to Egypt and nothing more was heard of him for years.  Probably Solomon thought the problem had been solved.

After a 40 year reign Solomon died and his son Rehoboam succeeded him as king. The Israelites wondered if this might be the opportunity for them to be relieved of some of his father’s harshest measures.  Whom could they find to speak on their behalf?  Had they kept in touch with Jeroboam over the years?  They sent to Egypt for him and when he returned they all went to Rehoboam to say “Your father put a heavy yoke on us, but now lighten the harsh labour ….. and we will serve you”.    “Come back in 3 days for an answer” said Rehoboam and then went to consult with his counsellors, inherited from Solomon.  In they filed to stand before him – shoulders stooped from years of studying the scrolls of the law, beards and hair grown white in the pursuit of wisdom, full of experience -  and with unexpected advice.  They suggested that the king  treat the people sympathetically to ensure their loyalty.  “Be kind” they said. It has a modern ring about it – we heard it said a lot especially in the first lockdown.  You might also find it ironic in view of the way the people frequently responded to God’s kindness.  I wonder why we sometimes find it easier to recognise and accept kindness in people’s individual acts more than in God’s over-arching goodness to us. However, it seems that “be kind”  was not what Rehoboam wanted to hear. We get the impression from the account in Chronicles that he was a rash and impetuous young man but he was actually over forty (2 Chronicles 12 v 13) – certainly old enough to recognise and enact a sensible decision.  However, he chose to listen to his contemporaries, who had grown up alongside him and they had an entirely different suggestion to put to him.  
When the Israelites returned for Rehoboam’s answer they were shocked to find that he intended to make their conditions worse.  “My father scourged you with whips” he said “but I will scourge you with scorpions.”  It was too much!   “We’re going home” they told him.  “We want nothing more to do with David’s descendants.”   So home they went, to be ruled by Jeroboam, who soon led them into following other gods and set up alternatives to the Temple in shrines at Dan and Bethel.  Only the two tribes of Judah and Benjamin were left to Rehoboam, just as Ahijah had prophesied decades earlier.  Rehoboam tried to send an army against the rebels but another prophet warned them not to march against their fellow Israelites and they too went home.

That was the beginning of the split between the tribes and they never came back together.  Sometimes they fought each other, sometimes they co-operated when threatened by an external enemy; and eventually, after 200 years the northern 10 tribes were conquered by the latest super-power, the Assyrians and dispersed throughout their empire, never to return to their own land.  That is why we speak of them as the Ten Lost Tribes.   The southern kingdom of Judah and Benjamin almost suffered the same fate at the hands of the Assyrians but escaped by God’s intervention when the good king Hezekiah turned to Him for help as Jerusalem lay surrounded by enemies. As the poet Byron puts it “ the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword, hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!”   We find that story in Isaiah chapter 36 and 37 as well as 2 Chronicles chapter 32 .
From chapter 11 onwards the Chronicler tells what happened to the southern kingdom and only mentions the northern kingdom when their paths cross.  To find the history of the northern kingdom we need to look back at the books of Kings.

The southern kingdom’s history went on as before.  Time and time again the people forgot about God and turned aside to worship other gods.  Time and again this resulted in disaster and they turned back to God to be forgiven and restored – only to fall away again.   There are records of bad kings who led them astray and good kings who brought them back again.  There are stories of a murderous queen,  heroic priests and faithful prophets ;  plots and betrayals, wars and alliances – and through it all God constantly speaking to His people and restoring them as they turned back to Him.

Eventually, however, after nearly 400 years in 587 BC, chapter 36 verse 15 onwards, tells us that “the wrath of the Lord was aroused against His people and there was no remedy”.   By then the new super-power was Babylon with their famous king Nebuchadnezzar, who attached Jerusalem, broke down its walls, burnt the temple, after first looting it, and took the majority of the remaining inhabitants into exile in Babylon.  It looked as if it was the end for the people of God.  They had been brought out from slavery in Egypt only to return to serving a foreign power in Babylon.  Their land was laid waste and their holy city and temple had been destroyed.  All the warnings of the prophets had come to fruition.  Surely there could be no way back to the God Whom they had defied and neglected.
Then, in the final verse of the book, the Chronicler moves forward 70 years to the time when the Babylonians too had fallen to the latest super-power of Persia.  Their king Cyrus, guided by the Lord, had a new plan for Jerusalem and this is what he said “The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for Him at Jerusalem in Judah.  Anyone of His people among you (i.e. in exile in Babylon) – may the Lord His God be with him, and let him go up (to Jerusalem)”.
You could say that in some ways our position today is like that of the Israelites.  We have been in captivity (or at least in lockdown) and the land has, in many respects, been laid waste by Covid.  Our politicians are talking about “Building back Better”.  It’s a catchy slogan and it would be good if it were to be put into practice.  But this building refers to finance, infrastructure, culture and equality -to all the secular things with which politicians must concern themselves.  Our prayer should be that the Lord Himself will build back better and in this case the building will start with us, His own people.  We may well find some indications of this building and what is involved  when we go on to study the books of Ezra and Nehemiah with Helen later this month.  Until then, like the Chronicler, we end on a note of encouragement, hope and expectation. 
