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C. S. Lewis is probably one of the most quoted Christian authors from the last century. His book “The Screwtape Letters”, which was first published in book form 1942, takes the form of a series of letters from a senior demon named Screwtape, to his nephew, a junior “tempter” named Wormwood. 

At first it is Wormwood’s assignment to keep a man, known only as “the Patient” from salvation. But between the first and second letter the man converts to Christianity.

So Screwtape shifts his tactics to keep the Patient from growing in his faith or even worse, to sideline him altogether.  

In the remainder of the letters Screwtape gives Wormwood detailed advice, based on observations of human nature, ways to dull and undermine the Patient’s faith which would lead to sin and the Patient’s faith being rendered impotent.

One of my favorite lines in the whole book is when Screwtape is instructing Wormwood in the art of gradual erosion. 
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Screwtape writes:
“The safest road to Hell is the gradual one — the gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.”
Now for those of you who were here last week, you remember that we looked at King David and his affair with Bathsheba. 

At first David tries to cover up his sin, but when confronted he confessed his sin, called his acts what they were—sin, and the he repented and turned back to God.

Though there were consequences for his sin, this is a beautiful story of God’s grace and restoration and the power of forgiveness when we seek after God’s heart.

David’s response to his sin reveals the character of God. We see that God maintains his role as holy and just calling right right and wrong wrong in dealing with sin appropriately. 

But at the same time we see in David’s response a gracious and loving God, a God who restores David’s relationship with him.

And even though this relationship began in adultery and led to the death of her husband, God blesses Bathsheba as well.

David and Bathsheba do marry and after the death of their first child, God chooses to bless them and give them another son, Solomon.

And who would God choose to succeed David on the throne as king of Israel? The next king of Israel would come from the womb of Bathsheba.

That means that Bathsheba is included in the lineage of Jesus Christ.

Listen to this. He is a little Christmas Quiz you can give this week. In the Gospels, Matthew traces the genealogy of Jesus all the way back to Abraham. In it, Matthew list five women. Who are they?
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Five Women included in the Lineage of Christ
1. Tamar – see Genesis 38:6-30
2. Rahab – see Joshua 2 (mother of Boaz)
3. Ruth – see book of Ruth
4. Uriah’s wife (Bathsheba) 2 Samuel 12:24-25; 1 Kings 1:11-31
5. Mary (mentioned as “Joseph, the husband of Mary) Matthew 1:16

Over and over again we see this in God’s upper story. Of all the people God could have chosen to be included in the lineage of Jesus Christ. 

The one who would come to provide the ultimate way for us to come back into relationship with God would come through these unique women; these outsiders, these sinners, these women who would seem the least likely candidates to be considered to be included in the unfolding of God’s upper story.

And here is an amazing thing. The same is true for us. 

God includes you so other will see him through you.

God wants us to walk in righteousness. He wants us to walk in truth so that others can see God through us. Amazing isn’t it?

But here is the problem. We’re not doing it! People aren’t looking at us and seeing God. For the most part people look at Christians and the way we live, the things we say and think to themselves; “If that’s what being a Christian is, than no thank you.”

Why? It is not because most Christians have sinned like David. Sure some have and that distorts God image.

The real problem is that most Christians have slipped down Screwtape’s easy road without noticing any turns or decline. We have simply grown cold and our faith has been rendered impotent, dull, and lukewarm.

Think about this with me. Next Sunday is Christmas, the Sunday that we Christians will be celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ our savor and our Lord.

Yet churches all across America are going to be closed! Because it’s Christmas and who would want to be bothered with worship when there are presents to open?

An old college friend of my posted on his church’s Facebook page this week: “We would love you to join us on Christmas morning @ [name of church]. Can't make it in person to church on Christmas? Join us live online!”

Really! I mean, REALLY! 

You can’t pull yourself away from your stuff, get out of your pajamas and worship He who gives you eternal life. 

You’re too busy, you have more important things-higher priorities in your life than to come to church and worship your savior who shed his own blood for you on the day we celebrate His birth!

For some I know you will have family in, but what a better witness than to show them your priority, what your faith is really about, and who knows, you might even get them to come too.

Man, we used to joke about the C & E Christians. You know those “Christians” who only come on Christmas and Easter.

This Christian asked his co-worker if he wanted to go to church with him next week. The co-worker said no, he quit going to church. When the Christian asked why he quit, the co-worker said that church was too repetitive. 

Too repetitive? The Christian asked. Yeah, his co-worker said. Every time I go to church they either sing Up From the Grave He Arose, or O Come All Ye Faithful.

Can you imagine what those C & E Christians will be thinking when they show up at some of those churches on Christmas morning and nobody else is there? 

Maybe they will think the rapture happened and will repent.

You see it’s not like we’ve committed some big sin like David. 

No, we are more like Solomon. You see Solomon’s sin is not one big overt sin. 
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No:
Solomon’s sin is a sin of degrees

Solomon’s sin is a sin of degrees, one of incremental, ever so slightly shifting away from God until he has forsaken God all together.

Now Solomon starts out strong. As king he had it all, but he was willing to make compromises on his faith journey. He began to make compromises in his walk with God.

At first he didn’t think that much about it. It wasn’t that bad. But as he began to lose his focus on God he starts to make more accommodations for those around him and to tolerate their faith until their idols become his. 

He begins to worship the things that those around him worshiped.

How easy is it for us in our own lives to do the same thing? 
How easy is it for us to make compromises in our faith walk and to lower our standards and say oh it’s not that bad?

We begin to tell ourselves things like; after all, everybody is doing it, it’s not that bad and it really doesn’t affect my faith.

To accommodate other people in the name of tolerance, we just have to accept what they believe and consider it as the same standard as correct and to allow societal standards to set my standards for what I watch and what I do and what I think and what I listen to. 

And before you know it, without any signpost along the way, without any mile markers or sudden turns, we have left God and His word, His standards, His place and priority in our lives somewhere along the side of the road.

How many of you here this morning can remember what it was like when you first came to faith, or when as an adult you confirmed your faith and recommitted yourself to following God? Do you remember the excitement, the passion, the drive to learn all you could about God, to tell everyone you know about this saving faith?

What happened to that passion?

Chapter 13 of the Story is the story of Solomon and his decline from following God. 

We are going to pick up in 1 Kings 2:1.

So, if you would please turn in your Bibles there, to 1 Kings 2:1.

Just before David dies he passes this warning, this advice to his son Solomon whom he has named as the next king of Israel.

1 Kings 2:1-3 “When the time drew near for David to die, he gave a charge to Solomon his son. 2 "I am about to go the way of all the earth," he said. "So be strong, show yourself a man, 3 and observe what the LORD your God requires: Walk in his ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go…” 

Now if this sounds familiar, it should. It is because almost every person who acquires leadership, God gives this same basic instruction. It is passed on from one leader to the next.

They give basically the same instruction: Do all that God has asked you to do, obey and keep all the commandments, and if you do that then it is going to go well for you. But if you don’t then it is going to go badly.

Back in Joshua 1:7 God tells Joshua “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.”

God uses almost the same words with Joshua. If you have been reading the Story along with us you have been hearing this same kind of instruction all along—over and over again.

And you would think, wouldn’t they learn? I mean if you obey God, if you do everything God asks you to do then you will be blessed, successful and prosperous. And if you don’t then you are going to lose it all.
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Wouldn’t you think they would learn? 
Wouldn’t you think…we would learn?

It seems like the circumstances are different but the theme is repeated over and over again.

A person starts out on fire for God and then little by little they begin to grow cold. They start off well but they finish off poorly.

And that’s a problem many of us face:
We start off well but we finished off poorly!

Solomon started off really well. Well, I should say, fairly well.

Turn over to 1 Kings 3:1-3 “Solomon made an alliance with Pharaoh king of Egypt and married his daughter. He brought her to the City of David until he finished building his palace and the temple of the LORD, and the wall around Jerusalem.”

Here Solomon is already showing his abilities as diplomat by making a peace agreement with Egypt. With this in place Israel’s southern boarder would be secure and both countries could pursue their peaceful goals.

But also here is the first small step down the gradual road. He marries Pharaoh’s daughter. Yes this makes good political since. It was a common practice in the ancient Near East.

But with her comes the worship of her pagan gods and practices.  This would eventually lead Solomon himself into idolatry and pagan worship.

Let’s read on in verse 2: “The people, however, were still sacrificing at the high places, because a temple had not yet been built for the Name of the LORD.”

Going back to the time of the Judges many of the Israelites adopted the Canaanite custom of offering sacrifices at... high places. 

These were on hilltops and other elevations. The pagan Canaanites felt that the closer they got to heaven the more likely that their prayers and offerings would reach their gods. 

God had commanded in Leviticus 17:3-4 and Deuteronomy 12 that sacrifices were to be offered at the tabernacle, the tent of meeting. 

The excuse “everybody is doing it” doesn’t make it right, even for Solomon the king.

As we read in verse 3: “Solomon showed his love for the LORD by walking according to the statutes of his father David, except that he offered sacrifices and burned incense on the high places. 

Solomon had been warned to obey all of God’s commands yet we see another step, another gradual decline!

And sure Solomon start out worshiping God in these high he ends up being drawn into full-blown apostasy. He will abandon his principles and the purity of worship God alone. 

How many Christians truly love God and from all appearances are upright moral people. They serve and work and give but there is this “one” thing, this one sin that they hang onto.

Oh sure, nobody knows or at least they don’t think anybody knows about it. It’s really not that bad, not as bad as what other people do.

Jesus is Lord of my life in every area, but this one thing, this is mine.

Friends, Satan will seize hold of that sin and will wreak havoc in your life. He will use it to drive a wedge between you and God, between you and the story God wants to play out through you.

Well let’s read on. 
In 1 Kings 3:4-5 we read: “The king went to Gibeon to offer sacrifices, for that was the most important high place, and Solomon offered a thousand burnt offerings on that altar. 5 At Gibeon the LORD appeared to Solomon during the night in a dream, and God said, "Ask for whatever you want me to give you.”

We are given some important back drop on this passage in 2 Chronicles 1:3. There we read “…Solomon and the whole assembly went to the high place at Gibeon, for God's Tent of Meeting was there, which Moses the LORD's servant had made in the desert. 

From the time of Joshua’s conquest Gibeon was the resting place of the Tent of Meeting and was a legitimate place of worship. The bronze altar made in the days of Moses was there in front of the tabernacle.

And it is there, on that alter Solomon comes to make this generous offering to God out of gratitude and recognition of what God has done.

Then in response, God generously appears to Solomon in a dream and tells him to ask for whatever he wants.

Let’s pick up with Solomon’s response to God in 1 Kings 3:7: 

“Now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David. But I am only a little child and do not know how to carry out my duties. 8 Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great people, too numerous to count or number. 
9 So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong. For who is able to govern this great people of yours?" 

Like I said earlier, Solomon starts our good. His heart is for God’s people, for the things that God cares about. 

Instead of asking for things that would benefit himself, he asks for God’s help so he can better serve for the good of God’s people. He wants to serve them and point them back to a relationship with God.

Solomon request is one every pastor I know has prayed; Oh Lord give me wisdom to lead your people…because I sure don’t know what to do with ’em.

And God is pleased with Solomon’s request and blesses him for it.

Let’s pick back up with verse 10:
“The Lord was pleased that Solomon had asked for this. 11 So God said to him, "Since you have asked for this and not for long life or wealth for yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for discernment in administering justice, 12 I will do what you have asked. I will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, nor will there ever be. 13 Moreover, I will give you what you have not asked for--both riches and honor--so that in your lifetime you will have no equal among kings. 

In response to Solomon’s heart and request God says to him I will give you the wisdom you asked for AND I will give you all that other stuff you didn’t ask for.

God says; I will give wisdom, I will give wealth, and blessings, and honor.

And if you will (verse 14):
“And if you walk in my ways and obey my statutes and commands as David your father did, I will give you a long life.” 

One thing that is clear here is that God will give to Solomon “a wise and discerning heart”. This is a divine gift.

This is not innate, human wisdom. This is not the wisdom that is acquired by patient hard work, or life experiences.  

Solomon’s wisdom comes from above. It is a supernatural gift from God. And with such wisdom, Solomon is unmatched in all of Israel’s history.  

It would be under Solomon’s reign that Israel reaches its panicle of wealth and prestige among the nations of the world.

Kings and queens from around the known world would travel to Israel, bringing gifts and tribute to listen to the wisdom of Solomon.

In the course of his lifetime Solomon would write some 3000 proverbs. Many of which are included in the book of Proverbs found in the Bible.

He also is accredited as having written, what is my favorite book of the Bible, the book of Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs.




As diplomat he would secure the boarders of Israel bringing peace to the land like it have never known. And he does that as he expands the nation to its largest point in history.  

As general contractor Solomon would be unequaled. He would build cities and palaces. He built the wall around Jerusalem. And his greatest achievement would be to build the Temple that his father David and always dreamed of building.

There is no doubt that Solomon was a wise and gifted man whom God had blessed.

But here is an important thing about wisdom:
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Wisdom is knowledge applied.

Solomon received “a wise and discerning heart” from God, but it was up to Solomon to apply that wisdom to all areas of his life. 

Solomon was obviously wise in governing the nation, but he was foolish in running his household. 

Wisdom is both the ability to discern what is best and the strength of character to act upon that knowledge. While Solomon remained wise all his life, he did not always act upon his wisdom.

Solomon had it all. He had power, wealth, honor and prestige. He started out strong with a heart after God.

[bookmark: _GoBack]But he doesn’t end well. Inch by inch, compromise followed by compromise, Solomon moves further and further from God.

Turn with me to 1 Kings 11.

Listen to this starting in verse 1:
“King Solomon, however, loved many foreign women besides Pharaoh's daughter--Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians and Hittites. 2 They were from nations about which the LORD had told the Israelites, "You must not intermarry with them, because they will surely turn your hearts after their gods." 

Typically one un-confessed sin leads to another sin, which will to another sin, and so on it goes.

Solomon begins by marring the Pharaoh’s daughter. Sure it was a political maneuver. It secured his southern border. It’s what all the kings do. It is how business gets done.

But at the end of the day:
It was sin.

Soon he marries another and another. And with each one he is pulled further and further away from God.

We are told in verse 3: that Solomon “…had seven hundred wives of royal birth and three hundred concubines, and his wives led him astray.”

But let’s not skip over the end of verse 2. It continues:
“Nevertheless, [Nevertheless, though you have been warned, and taught in God’s commands you not to marry these foreign women, and you know that they will turn your heart after their gods] Nevertheless, Solomon held fast to them in love.”

Here’s the thing. Solomon puts his love for his wives above his love for God. In a very real way his wives have become his idol.

Jesus makes this clear in Luke 14:26. Here Jesus is speaking to a large crowd and he is telling them to count the cost of following him.
He tells them “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters--yes, even his own life--he cannot be my disciple.”

Now, clearly Jesus is not telling us that we are to hate people. Jesus makes it clear in other parts of his teaching that it is a sin to hate someone.

But here Jesus is using a form of exaggeration to drive home his point. 

Jesus is saying that by comparisons, your love for Him should be so high that it seems like you hate your brother or sister. Nothing or no one should take a higher place in your life that God.

Indeed for many people around the world today to become a Christian means that you will be rejected by your family. What a powerful witness to genuine faith. 

If you had to choose, family or Jesus, who would you choose? 

Jesus says if you choose anything or anyone over him, then you are not truly one of his disciples.

Well, verse four continues of 1 Kings 11:
“As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the LORD his God, as the heart of David his father had been. 5 He followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, and Molech the detestable god of the Ammonites. 

6 So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the LORD; he did not follow the LORD completely, as David his father had done. 7 On a hill east of Jerusalem, Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the detestable god of Moab, and for Molech the detestable god of the Ammonites. 8 He did the same for all his foreign wives, who burned incense and offered sacrifices to their gods. 

You know, every time I read through the Bible, especially the story and history of Israel, I start to think to myself; “why don’t they get it?” 

I mean listen to verse 9: (1 Kings 11:9) “The LORD became angry with Solomon because his heart had turned away from the LORD, the God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice.”

God appears to Solomon twice! 

And we are told in verse 10 that even though God himself “had forbidden Solomon to follow other gods, Solomon did not keep the LORD's command.”
You know, I just have to say it. Solomon might have been the “wisest” man to have ever lived but he sure wasn’t very smartest.

You would think!

You would think that if God appeared to Solomon, twice and told him not to marry these women that he wouldn’t do it!

You would think that if God showed up right here this morning and said this is what I want you to do, you would do it.

You would think that if God would show up right here, in the pages of the Bible, where he reveals himself and what he requires of us we would read it and do what it says.

You would think that if God showed up, himself as a baby born in a manger to die on the cross so that we should know him and obey him, you would think we would do it.

You would think that if God showed up and put his spirit, the spirit of God in us who would lead us and guide us if we would only listen and obey that we would let the spirit lead us.

You would think!

But you see here’s the problem. Solomon had it all. He had power, wealth, honor, women, and anything else you could think of.
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Solomon had it all…but he lost the fear of God.

Look over at Proverbs 1:7. Here Solomon writes “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.” 
All spiritual knowledge and wisdom to live life in right relationship with God begin right here. It begins with the fear of the Lord.

Proverbs 9:10 puts it this way “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”

What keeps us from compromising; sliding ever so un-perceptibly downward away from God is to keep God in his rightful place.
  
If we want wisdom and knowledge to live life as we should, if we want any true spiritual understanding at all it must begin with the fear of the Lord.

So what is meant here by “fear of the Lord”? 

Some have tried to limit this to mean reverence and respect. And it certainly does include that.

But it is a mistake to do away with a healthy fear of the Lord.

Let me put it this way. Yesterday, Bryan, Buck and Rod were here putting up the new projectors. Buck brought in scaffolding to get up to the celling so the men could work.

My one contribution to the project was at one point Buck wasn’t sure which jack on the back of the rear project he should plug the cable into. 

So I climbed up the scaffolding to help. Now I don’t have a fear of falling but I have a healthy fear of landing. So I watched each step, where I put my foot, where I was going to put my next step.

A couple weeks ago we had some friends stop for a visit on their way home. Bob, who is 76 years old, tells me at lunch that he had just fallen 9 feet off of a roof. He was cutting limbs out of a tree and had over extended himself. 
Then his saw bit into a limb that was just a little too thick it literally pulled him right off the roof. 

You see Bob had lost his fear of landing! And as a result he lost his focus, and overreached, and fell.

So there is a place for a healthy frear of the Lord.

In 2 Samuel chapter six, when the ark of God was being return to Israel, the oxen stumbles and Uzzah reaches out and grabs hold of it. 

Because touching the ark was in violation of God’s commands and was consider irreverent, God strikes Uzzah down and he dies instantly.

That certainly put the fear of God in some people.

Again, in the New Testament we find the story of Ananias and Sapphira in the book of Acts chapter 5 sell a piece of property and give the money to the church. No problem.

If they had just said that they were giving this amount to the church it wouldn’t have been any problem. But what they did was to lie to the Holy Spirit and seek glory for themselves. So God strikes them dead right there in front of everybody. 

And that certainly put the fear of God in some people.

But our fear is not a fear of the unknown. The fear of the Lord begins with a right understanding of who God is, what his nature is like, what his holiness requires, and his power to judge and to save.

But as one friend put it, we have turned God into a moralistic therapeutic deity. 

We want a God who helps us to love a basically moral life. We all want to be basically good people but we just don’t want to go all fanatical about it.

We want a God who helps us feel good about ourselves, who heals our wounds and accepts us as we are without judging us.

And we want to keep God in his proper place, that is, close enough to call on him when things start to go south but not so close that he actually interferes with what I want to do or my plans this weekend.

Solomon wanted God’s blessings but he loved his wives. 

The God of the Bible never takes second place. Healthy fear of the Lord keeps God where he belongs—first.

Healthy fear of the Lord comes from our reverence and humility before the Maker and Redeemer. Our reverence for God is expressed in our submission to His will.

When we fear the Lord we give him the honor and respect he deserves.
We live in awe of his power, and to obey his Word. 

The fear of the Lord, keeping a right view of who God is and what our response to him should be, helps us from letting our faith walk slip away.

Solomon sinned by degrees. Step by step he walked away from God. 
He stated out strong. He had it all and he let it slip away. 

Listen to what God says to Solomon in 1 Kings 11:11 “...the LORD said to Solomon, "Since this is your attitude and you have not kept my covenant and my decrees, which I commanded you, I will most certainly tear the kingdom away from you and give it to one of your subordinates. 

Solomon wrote in Psalm 127 “Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain.”

Solomon began well by laying the foundation with God, but he did not follow through in his later years.

Solomon had it all. He had God’s promises, guidance, and answers to prayer, and yet he allowed sin to remain all around him. As a result, he lost everything. 

It is not enough to get off to a right start in building our marriage, career, or church on God’s principles; we must remain faithful to God to the end.

God must be in control of our lives from start to finish. 
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