THE KING & I

“Who wants to be a millionaire—or a king?” is not just a very popular television program, it is also a consuming passion of lots of people in America—and around the world.  Have you ever stood in line waiting to get your refund for returning bottles with deposits just to hear someone rattle off all the various kinds of gambling games and then lay down a $20 bill for them?  One time I had three guys in front of me doing just that

and naming games that sounded like a foreign language to me.  Don’t get me wrong, I

Will purchase a $1 lotto ticket maybe once a month—just in case God is ready to trust

me with significant money to help others.

What would you do if you got to be a millionaire—or a king?  Maybe it would be a good

exercise to write down just what you would do, just in case it happened to you.  And it would be a good thing to have a plan.

Why?  Because being a millionaire or a king is NOT easy.  In fact, it’s pretty risky business.  Look at some kings from recent memory.  Elvis Presley was the King of Rock n’ Roll, Michael Jackson was the King of Pop, and Bernie Maddoff was the king of consistently high investment returns, Keith Ledger was a rising prince of Hollywood .  There have been queens or divas, too, like Whitney Houston and Billie Holiday.  For a time, each one enjoyed being “king” or “queen” of his or her particular sphere of influence, but then, each lost the ability to move about freely and became isolated 
in Graceland, Neverland and a penthouse apartment in New York and most of them turned to drugs for comfort.  Drugs have a way of leveling the playing field between those at the top of our culture and those at the bottom.  Drugs become the last king standing!

You might be thinking or saying privately to yourself, “That would never happen to ME.

I would never sell out my life to drugs, drug dealers or doctors who provide all the prescription drugs I could ever want or imagine.”  After Elvis Presley’s death, his doctor was imprisoned for having written 1,000 prescriptions for Elvis the year before he died.  Now a criminal investigation is being held to determine if Michael Jackson’s death was a homicide committed by his doctor who had only been hired by Michael for reportedly $150,000 per month only a few weeks before he died. 

Someone once told me that anyone, I repeat ANYONE can be had for money, sex or power.  Henry Kissinger, the Secretary of State under President Richard Nixon, was quoted as saying, “Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac.”  An aphrodisiac is something which increases sexual desire.  He was a very powerful and bright man.  Think of all the groupies following movie stars, sports stars, singers, and, today, politicians.  In fact, it was a groupie who brought down Sen. John Edwards who was heading into being a leading candidate for the Democratic nominee for President before his affair, while his wife deals with terminal cancer, spilled out all over the public media.  Today’s paper is filled with the same scandals with leading Republicans.  Powerful public figures are magnets.  Billy Graham, who was very dynamic and handsome, extremely powerful and charismatic, always had “guards” travel with him so that they could keep temptation away from him.

All of this discussion about temptation and power and how we are all vulnerable to it…Remember I said, anyone can be had for a certain amount of money, sex or power,

and here we pause for a “pregnant” thought:  If you could spend a night with someone, without anyone knowing, who would it be?  Robert Redford was always my dream guy—

but he just got married to his German girlfriend of many years.  Redford starred in a movie with Demi Moore called “Indecent Proposal” and it involved giving her husband $1,000,000 to spend the night with her.  How much money would it take for you to “sell out?”  $1,000,000 after taxes isn’t tons of money anymore.  Whenever the lotto goes over $100,000,000 I try to buy a ticket—for that, I could do a lot of amazing things for God.  And, what about power?  What if you were Robert Gates or Steve Jobs or Warren Buffet or Jeff Bezos who founded Amazon or any of the techy founders who get younger and younger each day.  Our oldest daughter graduated from boarding school with a man who went on to Stanford and was one of the founders of Yahoo!  And, the country star Kenny Chesney, who has had the biggest tours in all of music for a number of years, is a friend of our family—although getting more distant all the time.  What if you were Kenny Chesney or Lance Armstrong or Tom Brady or Alex Rodriguez?  What if you were any of these people, would you think the world was your apple and you could do anything you want?  When ex-President Bill Clinton was asked about his sexual indiscretions, he said that he did the things he did, “Because I could.”  Absolute power corrupts absolutely.

Which brings us back to our Hebrew scripture reading this morning about the super star King David and his extraordinary downfall?  Like the song from Ecclesiastes, “Turn, Turn, Turn…”  What part of this story didn’t he or we understand?  When God needed a hero, it was the least likely person, a little shepherd boy.  Just for a minute, reflect on the fact that God always chooses the least likely person and why?  So, there is the possibility that we, who are least likely also, can see ourselves doing great things for God?  We think if he or she can do it, so can I!

So, God called David and he said, “Here am I, send me!”  And so God sent him into battle with the giant Goliath whom David brought down with a single smooth river stone from his slingshot.  And, then, God gave him bigger and bigger assignments and, with God on his side, he became more and more successful.  God gave him everything.  But, even as King David of Israel and Judah, David wasn’t satisfied with all that God had given him.  He felt he deserved more.  He fell out of step with God.  He saw a beautiful woman bathing when he was walking on his roof, found out who she was—whose daughter and whose wife—and had her brought to him, he laid with her, and she conceived…Then he tried to set up her husband to look like the father, but, the husband, Uriah the Hittite, was too noble to go home to his wife’s bed when God’s ark of the covenant and all his brothers in battle had no home, he felt he couldn’t go home….then King David got him drunk but still he would not go home…so David set it up with his General Joab to have Uriah killed by putting him in the fiercest fighting with the fiercest warriors.   Joab followed the king’s orders, Uriah died, and after mourning for her husband, the woman Bethsheba moved in and became the king’s wife and bore his son.  How many mighty sins were committed in this story because of sex?  7 or 8 or 9 or 10?
David sent this message to his general, “Do not let this matter trouble you, for the sword devours now one and now another; press your attack on the city, and overthrow it.”

But 12:1 tells us, “But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord, and the Lord sent Nathan to David…”  Read this again through v. 15.

Nothing escapes God’s notice, n-o-t-h-i-n-g.  How quickly can we get so “high & mighty” that we think we are above the Lord and the Lord’s judgment?  We’ve all heard the expression,  “The higher you rise, the harder you fall.”

And yet, when everything is going our way, we say, “I’m on a roll now,” and since we don’t really need God,  we really don’t think a lot about God, do we?  I like watching award shows on TV because they’re live, because the women wear beautiful dresses, and because I am always amazed at which winners thank God first.  It’s never the ones you think it will be.  And, yet, all the talent, all the opportunities, all the blessings we receive, all come from God.  We sing, “Praise God from whom ALL blessings flow,” not some blessings, nor rare blessings, but ALL blessings!

If temptation is everywhere and anyone (or everyone?) can be had for some amount of MONEY, SEX or POWER, what are we to do?

Let us now turn our attention to the New Testament reading from today’s lectionary.  Jesus runs away from the people because he’s afraid that they are going to make him king.  He runs away!  Verse 15 tells us, “When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king (notice MAKE him king—without his willingness even), he withdrew again to the mountain by himself.”  Can’t you just see Jesus running, watching, hiding and ducking to get away?
Jesus, who could do anything because he was the son of God, whether it be feeding five thousand with five barley loaves and two fishes, or walk on water, Jesus did not want to be king.  Elsewhere in John 18:33-37 he tells Pontius Pilot, “My kingdom is not of this world.”  Remember early in his ministry, in Luke 4:1 we read,  “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.  He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished.  Read from 4:3-12.  “When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.”  Notice very carefully, the devil never gives up.
In 1 Peter 5, we read in verse 5b and on, “And all of you must clothe yourselves with humility in your dealings with one another for ‘God opposes the proud, and gives grace to the humble.’  Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time.  Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you.  Discipline yourselves, keep alert.  Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour.  Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know your brothers and sisters in all the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering.  And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish you.
To him be the power forever and ever.  Amen.

I called this sermon THE KING & I (or I could have called it THE KING IN I) because we all have some influence, some power, some money, and as adults, some sex.  How do

we use these gifts we have?  Do we glorify ourselves at the sake of our families or do

we live in humble ways that glorify God?  Is our life about ME, ME AND MORE FOR ME or is it about spreading joy and love and hope and peace around to others and then, when good happens, giving the glory to God?

This morning, you were exposed to two models, which will you choose to follow?  Amen.
Let us pray:

Lord, you have given us, especially as Americans, such a beautiful world and it is full of

beautiful creatures and creations all made or inspired by you.  You have put us in a land of milk and honey and of great opportunity,  even though it may not seem so right now…but, right now, there are many difficulties--that produce more challenges--that produce limitless opportunities, much more so than when everything is going along just honky-dory.  For America and the world, this is in one of Walter Cronkite’s favorite words a “sensational” moment in history!  We have a fresh chance to start again, learning from the triumphs and tragedies of the past, while imagining a shining new future.   
And, we need God’s help for temptation is everywhere, for always that evil adversary the devil is still hungry and “going about like a prowling lion looking for someone to devour.”  We have a choice each day—whether to follow you, Lord, to or sell out by the temptations all around us, like Martha Stewart did, like Gov. Eliot Spitzer did, Sen. Mark Sanford did, like football great Steve McNair did, and now even some Syrian orthodox  rabbis in New Jersey who hitched up with crooked politicians to funnel money to Israel after skimming off 5-10% for themselves.  The end does not justify the means.  
Precious Lord, help us to choose you as King of our lives, to seek to stay humble and helping, and to turn aside from all that is not of you and from you.  Just like the food we are told to eat today—if God made it, eat it—if chemists made it, avoid it (especially if it has more than five ingredients and we don’t know what they are.)    Let us listen or sing about the right relationship with The King & I, “Lord, I lift your name on high, Lord, I love to sing your praises.  I’m so glad you’re in my life, I’m so glad you came to save us, You came from heaven to earth, to show the way, from the earth to the cross, my debt to pay, from the cross to the grave, from the grave to the sky, Lord, I lift your name on high.”

Please join me in the Lord’s Prayer and take your neighbor’s hand…

