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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

You have heard it said that pride comes before a fall (Pr. 16:18).  This may well be one way of describing what happened to Solomon, but this morning, I would draw this lesson and ask us to think about it together:  Complacency precedes corruption.

Solomon became so complacent that he became corruptible.  The same thing can happen to us.
Phillips Brooks has been cited as the greatest American preacher of the 19th century observed.  He was a noted abolitionist.  We know him best as the author of our hymn, “O Little Town of Bethlehem”.

He spoke quite directly to complacency:  “Sad will be the day for any man when he becomes contented with the thoughts he is thinking and the deeds he is doing – where there is not forever beating at the doors of his soul some great desire to do something larger, which he knows that he was meant and made to do.”
Solomon, the wise man and temple builder, had long since reached that sad day.  Last week, just after the dedication of the temple in I Kings 9:1, we read, “When Solomon had finished building the temple of the Lord and the royal place, and had achieved all that he desired to do,” the Lord appeared to him a second time…”  The point of that revelation was to warn Solomon not to turn away from Him, not to serve other gods and worship them.

We ask, how could he ever do that?  The answer is complacency.

At that point, Solomon had reigned twenty years; he had twenty left to go.  Anyone grown complacent has far too much time on his hands. The verses that follow confirm it.  They are filled with record of wealth accumulated and flattery received.

The Queen of Sheba gushed (10:6), “The report I heard in my own country about your achievements and your wisdom is true.  But I did not believe these things until I came and saw with my own eyes.  Indeed, not even half was told me; in wisdom and wealth you have far exceeded the report I heard.  How happy your men must be!   How happy your officials who continually stand before you and hear your wisdom…”

Samuel Johnson wrote, “The mischief of flattery is, not that it persuades any man that he is what he is not, but that it suppresses the influence of honest ambition, by raising an opinion that honour may be gained without the toil of merit."

Or put simply, when you are convinced you have reached the top rung of the ladder, you stop climbing, but still expect to be celebrated as if you were.
The last part of I Kings 10 is full of numbers.  Solomon yearly received 25 tons of gold; in the history of mankind no one had a throne as large as his.  Constructed of ivory and gold, it ascended six steps, two lions perched on each, ending at a massive seat.  He had 1,400 chariots and 12,000 horses.  Oh, yes, and 700 wives and 300 concubines.

We look at these last numbers and gasp.  Here is the 500 pound gorilla in Kings.  How did it get there?  

This past Wednesday (01/31/07), I came across an article in the daily news, headlined, “The Richer You Are, the Better Your Sex Life, Survey Finds.”  A survey was conducted of people worth at least $89 million and who make at least $9 million per year.  

When you read the article, you discover that the “better sex life” of the headline refers to more sexual partners and more daring sexual encounters.  In fact ¾ of the men cited more frequent sex and a greater variety of partners as the greatest benefit of wealth.  And ¾ of the women admitted to extramarital affairs.

In one sense, Solomon was running with his pack, but for us to stop at that point would be to lose sight of the truth.  Solomon was not so outrageously different from the reader who gasps as he takes in these words.  What marked King Solomon as different was that he accumulated the objects of his lust.  Lesser men indulge and discard, or fantasize and forget.  Not the king.  The king indulged and accumulated.  

Kings focuses on what was truly shocking, that wise Solomon turned to other Gods.  Verse 4 tells us this occurred “as Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods.”  They were truer to their false gods than Solomon was to the true God.
In the typical prophetic fashion we are coming to expect in Kings, Solomon’s downfall is recorded as a foretaste of the what was to come.  But I wish to stress that this stands as a warning to us.
None of us will have Solomon’s opportunity to accumulate spouses and mistresses. But every day we also have opportunity to be complacent, and complacency leads to corruption.
Here is a definition of what it is to be complacent.  A complacent person settles for who he is or what he has, and doesn’t care about anything else any more.  
There are certain things that tend to fuel complacency.  One of them is wealth.  I am talking about what wealth can buy – tangible pleasures and things.  Solomon had lots of that.

Another is flattery and feelings flattery can create.  Solomon had lots of those, too.
Earlier in his life he had known better than to be taken in.  Solomon included among his proverbs (31) the “Sayings of King Lemuel—an oracle [a] his mother taught him:  "O my son, O son of my womb, O son of my vows, do not spend your strength on women, your vigor on those who ruin kings.  “It is not for kings, O Lemuel— not for kings to drink wine, not for rulers to crave beer, lest they drink and forget what the law decrees, and deprive all the oppressed of their rights...Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. (Proverbs 31:1-8)
What a magnificent warning against the very complacency into which Solomon fell.  Kings are given power and authority to be advocates for those who have none.  Yet of all the wealth Solomon possessed and the extravagant gifts he gave to those who made extravagant gifts to him, there is not a verse in Kings that speaks of his attention to the poor and destitute in his kingdom.

Long before he ran out of life, he ran out of vision.  He lost any passion to make a difference.  It is not uncommon.  American playwright Eugene Oneil wrote, “Those who succeed and do not push on to greater success are the spiritual middle classers.”

There is nothing wrong with being middle class economically or chronologically, but to settle for middle class spiritually, to be complacent, to say, “I am retiring from the race”, “I am leaving the ring in the 8th round” -- that is the day the most important part of a person dies.

Though “complacency” is not found in our passage, it is perfectly described here.  The Hebrew prophets would go on to use it repeatedly of Israel.  The root actually means prosperity or quietness.  In the King James it was translated, “ease”, while in your NIV, “complacent”.  Amos prophesied, “Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria, you notable men of the foremost nation, to whom the people of Israel come!” (Amos 6:1-2)

I speak of prosperity – having all I need and more – as feeding complacency.  I have cited flattery, being fed the highest opinion of ourselves, as feeding complacency.  There is another contributor as well, which may surprise you.  It is self-pity.
Like poor Alexander the Great, the complacent weep for there were no worlds left for them to conquer.

If Ecclesiastes was written by Solomon as an old man looking back on the excesses of his life, we see glimpses of self-pity in the way he expressed truth.
Ecclesiastes 1:18 – “With much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.”  Oh, it is a burden to be wise!  No one else understands what I do.
Ecclesiastes 7:26 – “I find more bitter than death the woman who is a snare, whose heart is a trap and who hands are chains.”  I think it is fair to observe the only arms the king had fallen into were arms he intended to fall into.
How do we avoid complacency, which is really to ask, how do we avoid falling prey to the ease, flattery, and self-pity that leads to complacency?
It does come down to the heart.  Five times “heart” appears in our verses, the center at verse 4:  “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.

The problem wasn’t that he no longer believed.  The problem was he no longer cared.  He took advantage of his wealth and success to indulge his every wish, so that over time, he grew weaker and weaker until he was so feeble morally and spiritually, he could not stand for the Lord.  
In the end, looking back over his dissipated life, he confessed, “everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.”  (Ecclesiastes 2:11; cp. Psalm 92 and the end of the person who stands strong for the Lord)
When in Kings God called for a heart fully devoted to the Lord, he was calling for an undivided heart, a heart that says, “No matter how much success I’ve seen or wealth I have, no matter how many people flatter me or break my heart, not matter how old I am or long I have to live, Christ and Christ alone shall remain my first passion.”  This is the commitment that drives off complacency.
Godliness is not an achievement, it is a pursuit.  The moment a godly person ceases to pursue godliness, he or she ceases to be godly.  

The noble person is made noble by the pursuit of what is noble. The moment he or she breaks off the pursuit, he or she ceases to be noble.
In Isaiah (32:8-9), the prophet wrote, “But the noble man makes noble plans, and by noble deeds he stands.  You women who are so complacent, rise up and listen to me...”

The only way to win a race is to complete it full out, with the most intense devotion.  There is no satisfaction in being in ahead after the first half of a race.  I think of Paul’s words to the Galatians (5:7, paraphrased):  “You were running well.  Who is interfering with you now?  This persuasion does not come from him who calls you.”  The only way to win is the way of steady, diligent perseverance to the end.
There is no pinnacle of success, but a way of success, a way of living.  Jesus taught when he taught it, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.”  Its immediate reward is priceless, fellowship with God.  This is the life well lived.
There are no plateaus for the Christian to stand on.  This world is like a river with currents always at hand to carry you to your destruction.  It is the grace of God to us in Christ that we can swim against those currents.  But we must swim!  As soon as we stop to admire the headway we have made, we are at that instant already being carried back downstream.
In his translation of I Timothy 4:8-9, Eugene Petersen expresses Paul’s words in this way:  “Exercise daily in God—no spiritual flabbiness, please! Workouts in the gymnasium are useful, but a disciplined life in God is far more so, making you fit both today and forever. You can count on this. Take it to heart. This is why we've thrown ourselves into this venture so totally.”
May the Lord keep us in this attitude of heart, fully set on Him.
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