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Getting the Most Out of 1 & 2 Kings


			What good will it do twenty-first century Christians to study kings who ruled a nation of Hebrews three thousand years ago? For people who get excited about battles and dates and ancient political maneuverings, the answer is obvious. All history, even Hebrew history, is great.

			But what about the rest of us? God must have had some reason for designing his Holy Book so that one-third of the Old Testament text recounts historical events. He wasn’t just entertaining history buffs. A look at the issues surrounding these kings will give us some clues.

			We see Solomon, who prayed as if he knew exactly what God desired to give, then fell into paganism under the influence of his seven hundred (!) wives. And we ask, “Do I ever place the people I love ahead of God?”

			We see Jeroboam and Rehoboam, who split their nation in civil war and then split their places of worship. Who among us has endured civil war within our church that could end in separate places of worship? 

			We see Ahaz who, when faced with trouble, stopped believing in God. And we wonder about our own ability to keep faith in the face of despair.

			We see Hoshea who angered God so much by his determination to serve other gods that God terminated his nation. And we pray for our own national leaders, and thereby for ourselves.

			We see Manasseh, the most wicked king of all. Yet God let him reign for forty-five years, the longest reign of any Hebrew king. We wonder how our faith, rattled by an afternoon of inconvenience, would endure an era when the king killed God worshipers every day.

			We see Josiah, who became a king at the age of eight yet turned his nation to worship God. And we wonder about our influence for God on our own children—and the results of their influence on others.

			We see Zedekiah, the last Hebrew king, presiding over a nation already dead, and we look for hope from a God who is not stopped by death.

			They ruled for four centuries, these Hebrew kings. There were forty-two of them. Some ruled only days, others for a lifetime. Some were so minor that they rate only a line of text, others fill whole books. Some were evil; some were good. The biblical text evaluates each one at the end of his life—a reminder that we, ourselves, will undergo the same evaluation.

			But when the narrative of the kings ends with the fall of Judah in 587 BC, their names are not forgotten. In the opening pages of the New Testament, they live again. It seems that when God chose a family for his Son, the infant Jesus, he chose from a line of kings. When we read Joseph’s genealogy, we find, among all those hard-to-pronounce names, a familiar line: the kings of Israel.

			Let us read from them and learn. None was perfect, and neither are we. But God was sovereign—even over the kings. And he is sovereign over us as well.

    Suggestions for Individual Study


    1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


    2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


    3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


    4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


    Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


    5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names, or places.


    6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


    7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.


    Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


			1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

			2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide. 

			3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.

			4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

			When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

			5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

			6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group. 

			7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

			8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Solomon

			
Praying with God’s Values

			
1 Kings 3


			“Hello, Mary? I need a listening ear. Do you have time?”

			Haltingly, I poured out my disappointment and sorrow about a problem that had been plaguing me for days. Mary made sympathetic noises, offered a few corrective comments, and promised to pray. The situation went unchanged. Yet, as the day progressed, I felt the cloud of sadness lift. I knew Mary was praying. And God, in his generosity, was granting the requests of her prayer.

			Why had I chosen Mary—because she was approachable? Partly. But more because I knew her spiritual walk. It was carefully metered by Christlike patterns. And because she was comfortable with prayer, her prayers were specific and to the point. Like her spiritual walk, her prayers seemed closely matched to God’s values.

    GROUP DISCUSSION. If you wanted someone to pray for you, who would you call? Why would you choose that person?

    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Take a quick mental assessment of your current practice of prayer. How would you grade yourself: A, B, C, or D? Why?

			The first day of school, the first line of a sermon, the first page of a book—first impressions are important. Read 1 Kings 3:1-15.
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