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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon series: Counterfeit Gods
Success 

	2Kings 5:1-15

	

	

	


	


A disclaimer from Pastor Jon
I am often inspired, provoked and corrected by such luminaries as John Piper, Mark Driscoll, Wayne Grudem, John McArthur, Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Charles Spurgeon and many others. If you know their writing and preaching well, you will no doubt sometimes find their thoughts, illustrations and quotations scattered throughout my sermons. I make no claim to original thinking; indeed I am very wary of anything that seems new or unique – it seems unlikely that the Spirit of God should reveal something to me that he has chosen not to reveal to the great preachers and teachers of the past! I try to footnote direct references to other peoples’ material, but sometimes they are just there in my head, perhaps from something I have read months or years ago, and I don’t really know where it’s come from! 
We’re in a series called Counterfeit Gods
. Unashamedly influenced by Tim Keller’s book. All about things that come into our lives that become so big and so precious to us that they end up taking the place in our lives that should be reserved for God. Looked at money, sex & relationships, dreams goals & ambitions. Last week: idols of power. This week: Success. 

Now let’s be clear about this right from the start. There is nothing wrong with being successful. Being successful is a good thing. There are plenty of successful people in the world today, who make this world a better place to live in. 

If Warren Buffett wasn’t successful, he wouldn’t have donated 99% of his fortune to solving the problems of AIDS and Malaria in Africa
. That’s a good thing. 

There are plenty of successful people in the Bible too. Peter was pretty successful. He started as a fisherman
 and becomes a preacher – very first sermon 3000 are converted!
 I’d say that was successful.

Paul met a woman called Lydia on one of his journeys. She was a highly successful merchant on a business trip, who invited Paul to stay at her business address.
 She was successful, and she was a keen contributor to the early church. 
But success – like anything else - can become an idol. So many of us have this idea that idolatry is all about bowing down to a metal or wooden carved thing, in a little hut somewhere a long way away, with incense and chanting. In fact anything can become an idol. This series about idols could go on a while!

Well let’s think for a moment what idols are: An idol is anything that is more important to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you seek to give you what only God can give.

That’s what sin does - sin takes something that is good and breaks it: It takes something (like success) that is good, and twists and distorts it, and makes it into something bad. 

Film: Chariots of Fire – 1924 Olympics – Harold Abrahams – 100m sprinter. He’s asked why he runs. He says it’s not because he loves running, but because he has to do it: “I’m more of an addict. I’m 24 and I’ve never known contentment. I’m forever in pursuit and I don’t even know what it is I’m chasing. I’ll raise my eyes and look down that corridor, four feet wide, with ten lonely seconds to justify my whole existence.”

His whole purpose for being – his whole life is devoted to chasing after success – to fulfil this goal of being a champion. Success has become such an idol to him that he feels that the value of his life is based on whether or not he wins that race. 

Maybe that’s you? Or maybe you’re thinking, well, I’m not very successful. I only got 1 GCSE and I can’t dance and my hair never does what I want it to. Really, seriously, success is not an idol for me!
Let me ask some questions. Idols hide themselves well. Let’s probe around a little bit:
Perhaps to younger ones: have you ever cheated on an exam, or copied someone else’s essay or adjusted the results of a science experiment so that you would get the answer you wanted? Why? Why do people do that? It’s because they want to pass the exam, get a good grade, get a good result – want to be successful. Willing to let what is right – what God wants - take a backseat to your desire for success.

Are you someone who always has an opinion on everything? I had a friend like that once. He knew about PA systems. But he had such a sense of success in that one part of his life that he felt he had to impart his wisdom on every are of life. So at every opportunity he would tell us what he thought about so and so, and he would argue his case even though he clearly hadn’t a clue what he was saying. Pretty annoying! Is that you? Do you feel like you know it all – like you’re a success and you enjoy telling everyone else just what you know?

Have you ever tried to push yourself to the limit: Exercise – push yourself that bit harder – and it feels great – adrenaline – euphoria - come down – do it again – push harder. Want to succeed. Need to do this, for me. Nothing wrong with pushing yourself – self-control – discipline. But if the high is like a drug that you need – that indicates you’ve made something more important than it should be. Success has become an idol because you’re finding your worth in success rather than in God.
Or in education – push yourself – nothing wrong with it – need more! Idol.
What about if you run a ministry at church. Say you’re doing it really well – and then someone leaves your group – whether it’s a Life Group or Sunday School or Brigades – whatever it is. Someone leaves or moves to a different group. Or fewer people turn up one week? How do you feel? Upset? Angry? Hurt? Why? Why do we take it so personally? Is it because we’ve made the success of that group too important to us? Is it because our success – my group being good – me being a good group leader - is more important to us than just serving God because he deserves to be served?

Tonight we’re looking at someone in the Bible who was immensely successful. We’re in 2Kings 5. The time is about 900BC
, the place is Syria, the man is called Naaman. 
Naaman had a designer life. Richard Branson of the 9th Century BC. He was powerful, successful, respected. He probably had a gorgeous wife and a Lamborghini chariot and Rolex sundial.
He was commander of the Syrian army (called Aram back then). He was a personal friend and assistant to the king.

2 Kings 5:1 Now Naaman was commander of the army of the king of Aram. He was a great man in the sight of his master and highly regarded, because through him the LORD had given victory to Aram. He was a valiant soldier,[all sounds so impressive – so good – but there’s a problem!] he had leprosy.

Leprosy in the Bible covered a range of nasty skin diseases. Dr Paul Brand was the world’s leading expert in treating leprosy. Missionary in India. In his book Fearfully and Wonderfully Made, describes what leprosy is like: Most people think of leprosy as a flesh-devouring fungus. It’s not. It’s a disease that attacks nerve cells – slowly kills them off so you can’t feel pain any more. So if you brush past something and get a splinter, you don’t notice and an infection develops. Or if you tread on some glass, you don’t know about it and you carry on going until irreparable damage is done. And fingers and toes are especially vulnerable to damage – because you don’t know if you’ve hurt yourself. And they eventually become abused and diseased and drop off.
 
Easy to treat now, but in Naaman’s day, this was incurable – a long, slow death sentence. Had the same resonance then that cancer has now.
Naaman very nearly had it all. And yet there was something outside his grasp. He was not fully in control. Even the very wealthiest and most successful people can’t control their own death. No-one has power over life and death except God himself. Lesson: far more important things in life than success and power and wealth. Buffett and Branson will stand before God one day.
2 Kings 5:2-3 Now bands from Aram had gone out and had taken captive a young girl from Israel, and she served Naaman's wife. 3 She said to her mistress, "If only my master would see the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy."

So Naaman’s wife has a slave girl who told him about a prophet in Israel. Naaman is obviously pretty desperate because he takes the advice of his slave girl and travels over 300 miles
 to visit this prophet, Elisha.
2 Kings 5:5-6 The king of Syria [Naaman’s mate] said, "Go! I will send a letter to the king of Israel." So Naaman went, taking with him ten talents of silver, six thousand shekels of gold, and ten suits of clothes. 6 He brought the letter to king of Israel. It read: "This is a letter of introduction for my servant Naaman, whom I have sent to be cured of his skin disease."

Just the gold was worth about £1.7m in today’s currency
. So he heads off to the top man in the country, the King. Did you notice what the slave girls said: “Go to the prophet”. But that didn’t really fit in with his way of seeing the world. Naaman was someone who was used to going to the top man – He’s the kind of guy who would never be happy speaking to someone in a call centre – he’d always ask to speak to their boss. He liked to use his power and influence and success and money to buy privilege. He thought he could use his success to get out of his problems. So he goes to the king.
Naaman and the Syrian king assumed that religion in Israel functioned the same way that it does in every other nation. Religion always says something like this: If you live a good life, then God (or gods) will bless you and be nice to you because he’ll owe you one. Islam: pray 5 times a day and give to the poor and go to Mecca… then, chances are, Allah will be nice to you. All religion has that idea at its heart. 
So it follows that the most successful and healthiest and wealthiest are closest to God. So if you’re important and powerful and wealthy then you must be especially favoured by God – God must like you – because you’ve been good. Religion assumes that God will be at work through the powerful and the successful, not through the poor and marginalised, and failures.

The king of Israel though, knows better!

2 Kings 5:7 As soon as the king of Israel read the letter, he tore his robes and said, "Am I God? Can I kill and bring back to life? Why does this fellow send someone to me to be cured of his leprosy? See how he is trying to pick a quarrel with me!"

The king of Israel knows that Israel’s God – the God of the Bible – Yahweh - cannot be manipulated – cannot be bought – cannot be controlled like that. If you work hard and do your best and give loads of money in the offering and read 10 chapters of your Bible a day, God emphatically does not owe you one. The king of Israel knew that whatever God gives, he gives by grace. It’s his unmerited favour. Healings cannot be bought, whatever certain folks on satellite TV might say!

So Naaman is beginning to learn about the true God. He’s beginning to learn that success and power and greatness is not important to God. It doesn’t matter how much currency you have in your pocket – it’s not the same as God’s currency. What he’s about to find out is what actually does matter to God.
2 Kings 5:8-9 When Elisha the man of God heard that the king of Israel had torn his robes, he sent him this message: "Why have you torn your robes? Make the man come to me and he will know that there is a prophet in Israel." 9 So Naaman went with his horses and chariots and stopped at the door of Elisha's house.

So Naaman arrives – in all his finery – with his (getting on for) half-tonne of precious metals and other gifts. Sits outside Elisha’s house. And what happens?

2 Kings 5:10 Elisha sent a messenger to say to him…

That’s the first shock – Elisha doesn’t even come to the door! The second thing is even worse – what does the messenger say?
2 Kings 5:10 … "Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed."
Naaman was expecting this prophet – Elisha - to do some great miracle – to sprinkle fairy dust over him – or tell him to climb the highest mountain and make a sacrifice there – to take the ‘One Ring’ back to Mount Doom – something big – some great task. Instead, Elisha tells him to go and have a dip in a dirty river.

2 Kings 5:11-12 But Naaman went away angry and said, "I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of the LORD his God, wave his hand over the spot and cure me of my leprosy. 12 Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel? Couldn't I wash in them and be cleansed?" So he turned and went off in a rage. 

Naaman is angry because he’s been challenged. He thought he could buy a blessing from God – he thought God could be influenced by his success. He’s angry because for all his success, he is powerless - his success means nothing. Because God isn’t interested in success. What God wants is humility. I reckon Elisha could have healed him then and there. But then he wouldn’t have learned the lesson. Elisha wants to show Naaman that God is not interested in success – what he wants to see is humility.
Let me take you back to the example we had at the start. Do you lead a group in church? How do you feel when no-one turns up to your group one day? Or when someone moves out of your group into another one? Or when something you organise just isn’t going well
Angry? Upset? Why is that? I think it’s a big issue for a lot of us. We hold onto our things – our ministries so tightly. Is that you? When you think of your group is it yours? Is the success of your group so important to you that it really hurts when it doesn’t go well? 

We all know  we should have a light grip on the things of this world – that material things are not that important. Do you know the same is true of our ministries too – we should have a light grip on them – they should not be the be-all and end-all of our lives. The success of our thing must not be the source of our satisfaction, our self-esteem, our worth. Only God can have that place. Anything else that tries to do that is an idol.

God isn’t interested in how successful you are as a leader. Just like he wasn’t interested in Naaman’s success, he’s not interested in yours either. What he’s interested in is your humility. Humility that says, I’m going to do this whether 50 people turn up to my group this week or 5. The success is in God’s hands not mine. He’s the one that is in control. It’s for him – not for me. It’s not about what I get out of it. It’s not about how I feel about it. It’s not about what anyone else thinks. It’s about serving him because he is worth it. And whatever happens – whether good or bad – is up to him. And I’m not going to let success or otherwise affect my serving him.
That’s what God wants – humble service, regardless of success.

So what happens to Naaman? He’s being asked to humble himself. To count all his success as nothing. What does he do?

2 Kings 5:13 Naaman's servants went to him and said, "My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? [If Elijah had asked you to climb a big mountain – do something really hard – you’d have done it, right?] How much more, then, when he tells you, `Wash and be cleansed'?" 14 So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young boy. 15 Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.
So Naaman gets it. He accepts that all his power and wealth and splendour and success count for absolutely nothing. He understands that what God really wants is humble obedience. 

I don’t know if you noticed it? Did you see who helped Naaman to discover that? Not the king of Syria. Not the king of Israel. Not even the powerful prophet.

V2 – wife’s captive slave girl suggested he go to see Elisha in the first place.

V10 – Elisha’s nameless servant goes and tells him to bathe in the river.
V13 – It’s his own servants are the ones who basically tell him not to be so foolish and just do what Elisha says.

Every time, it’s servants who are giving Naaman the best advice. At every point, God sends his message of salvation through people who were no more important than animals to someone like Naaman. That’s pretty humbling! God uses the humble things to shame the proud; he uses the foolish things to shame the wise; he uses the weak things of this world to shame the strong.
 

That’s just the way God has chosen to work. Jesus of course, is the supreme example of it:
Philippians 2:5-8 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death--even death on a cross!
Down & down… Jesus came not to a palace in Rome or Alexandria – not to the important people in the important cities. But to carpenters and fishermen in a rural backwater in a small occupied territory. 
And his disciples continually asked him, “When are you going to take power? When are you going to liberate Israel? Jesus, when are you going to become a success?”

But instead of becoming great and successful, he served humbly, did his Father’s will, ignored his own status and comfort and was arrested, tortured and killed. As Peter says, he was conscious of God
, not of himself. And that’s humility. That’s what God wants from us. 

And the salvation that Jesus bought was achieved not through money, status, power or success, but through weakness, surrender, service, sacrifice, suffering, pain and death. Those are the means God uses to bring his kingdom.
The opposite of that is what people like Joel Osteen say:

In his book, It's Your Time [“Your”, being you, not God] he writes, "If you have a burden of heavy debt, you need to announce to that debt, 'It is finished.' Look at that house payment. 'It is finished.' Look at that college loan. 'It is finished.' Look at those unpaid bills. 'It is finished.' … It starts ... with the vision that you have to believe that God can help you to get out of debt to fulfil your dreams,"
  For Joel Osteen, and for many others in Christian circles these days, actually, it’s not about weakness, surrender, service, sacrifice, suffering, pain and death. It’s about fulfilling your dreams. It’s about comfort, rest, security, money, success and prosperity. It’s about having “Your Best Life Now” – that’s another one of his books. Wrong! Your best life comes later – suffering followed by glory is the pattern of Christian discipleship.

That’s one of the key messages of the Bible. God wants your humble obedience, not your success. Which is great news if you’re a poor, unhealthy,  unsuccessful person with 1 GCSE who can’t dance and whose hair won’t behave itself! The question is, are we willing to let go of our desire for success and serve him in humble obedience, regardless of whether we succeed or fail? 

Pray: Father, thank you for the model we have In Jesus - as someone who was not interested in power, status, money, luxury, comfort or success. But who, instead, committed himself to doing your will, whatever the consequences. Help us to trace out our lives following the pattern he has set.

Lord, we confess we are so easily captivated by the things this world sees as valuable and worthwhile. Help us not to care about whether we succeed or fail in the world’s eyes, but to be satisfied in knowing that we have done what is right in your eyes. 
Father, you humbled Naaman - you used his disease to bring about your salvation in his life. None of us wants to be humbled in that way. But Father, if that is your way, help us to graciously receive it. Most of all though, please give us the same humble attitude he ended up with – help us to recognise that we can offer you nothing – that all our success counts for nothing before an infinitely impressive God. Help us to serve you just because of who you are. Amen
� Keller, T. Counterfeit Gods. Hodder, 2009


� �HYPERLINK "http://money.cnn.com/2010/06/15/news/newsmakers/Warren_Buffett_Pledge_Letter.fortune/"�http://money.cnn.com/2010/06/15/news/newsmakers/Warren_Buffett_Pledge_Letter.fortune/�


� Mark 1:16


� Acts 2:41


� She was from Thyatira, which was renowned for its trade in dying cloth. �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thyatira"�http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thyatira� It seems clear then, that her main home was in Thyatira. However, she invites Paul to stay in her home in Philippi (Acts 16:12,15) which strongly suggests she had a second home in Philippi. This indicates her success in business and Luke may be referring to her in Acts 17:4,12 also. See Marshall et al. New Bible Dictionary. IVP, 2001. p707


� Cut for time: If God is the greatest being in the universe – idolatry is taking something less than God and making it more important in your life than he is. It’s taking something that is finite and making it more important in your life than the one who is infinite.


And that’s why is such a big deal. First of the 10 commandments:


Exodus 20:3 "You shall have no other gods before me.


Which leads to the obvious question, well, what do you mean by “other gods”? The answer comes immediately:


Exodus 20:4-5 "You shall not make for yourself an idol… [Well, what’s an idol?] …in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them…”


� Keller, pxvii


� Quoted in Keller, p73.


� We can’t date this episode for sure because the name of the king in verse 7 is not mentioned. Possibly Jehoram. Elisha served in the 9th century BC however. Marshall et al. New Bible Dictionary. IVP, 2001. p314, 796                                                                                                                                                                  


� The King leaned on his arm when he want to the temple of his god, Rimmon. (2Kings 5:18)


� Note that the LORD gave victory to Aram through Naaman. The Lord’s sovereignty extends way beyond ordering the affairs of his own people. He plans the rise and downfall of all nations and all peoples. Secondly, Naaman’s success was not his own – although at this point he didn’t recognise that of course.


� Brand, P. Fearfully and Wonderfully Made. Zondervan, 1980. p50


� The capital of the ancient nation of Aram was Aleppo, where, as an important official close to the king, Naaman would have lived. He visits the King of Israel, who presumably would have been Samaria, which was the capital of Israel at the time. The distance between the two is about 325 miles.


� A shekel was about 11g, so 6000 shekels is about 66kg. The current price is £752/oz, giving a value of £1.7m. And the silver – about 300kg - was worth about £122,000 in today’s prices.


� And so he has a problem. He can’t demand a healing from Elisha. And the King of Aram won’t understand, so he’ll think the King of Israel is just picking a fight with him.


� 1Corinthians 1:27


� 1Peter 2:19


� Quoted in: �HYPERLINK "http://www.cnn.com/2009/US/12/18/romans.osteen/index.html"�http://www.cnn.com/2009/US/12/18/romans.osteen/index.html�





