The Man of God From Judah
Do you remember the Hale-Bopp comet?  It put on a spectacular show in the sky as it passed by Earth during 1996 and 1997.  It was the largest and brightest comet to appear since 1811.  It was easily visible with the naked eye and remained so for 18 months, twice as long as the comet of 1811.  It was so interesting that I would sometimes go up on our roof to sit and watch it.  My fascination with the comet did not become an obsession unlike the members of the religious sect known as Heaven’s Gate.  Led by Marshall Applewhite, they believed that God was an advanced alien traveling in a spaceship which trailed behind the comet.  Incidentally, Applewhite was no stranger to fringe beliefs.  In the mid 1970’s, he claimed to be one of the two witnesses mentioned in Revelation.  The members of the cult decided that to join God in the spaceship would require them to leave their physical bodies so they committed mass suicide in March 1997.  Like David Koresh and Jim Jones, Applewhite led his followers astray thinking that he had a message from God.  In our study of 1st Kings chapter 13, we see the story of two men who did have messages from God and the account is among the most puzzling in the Bible.
At the beginning of the chapter, a man traveled from Judah to Bethel.  He is described as a man of God sent by the word of God.  He confronted Jeroboam at his altar as he was preparing to make an offering.  The man of God spoke to the altar saying that God was speaking through him and that a descendent of the house of David named Josiah would be born and that he would sacrifice priests of high places and burn human bones on that very altar.  Josiah was born about 350 years later and proved to be one of the most righteous kings to rule over Judah, serving from about 640 to 609 BC.  He ascended to the throne at the age of 8 after his father Amon was murdered.  Both his father and his grandfather Manasseh were wicked kings and Josiah reversed much of the damage they did to Judah.  
After hearing what the man predicted, Jeroboam ordered his attendants to seize him but God caused his hand to shrivel.  At the same time, the altar was split apart confirming the prophecy.  Jeroboam asked the man to intercede with his God to heal his hand.  The man did so and Jeroboam’s hand was restored.  Jeroboam invited the man to go to his house where he would be fed and receive a gift.  The man refused, saying that he had been commanded by God to neither eat nor drink during his visit and that he was to return on a different route so he left Bethel. 
An old prophet who lived in Bethel was told of what had happened at Jeroboam’s altar by his two sons who witnessed it.  They told him the road the man was on and the prophet rode after him on his donkey.  He found the man sitting under a tree and invited him to go back to his house and eat a meal.  The man refused, repeating that he was under orders not to eat or drink.  The old prophet lied to him, saying that he had been told by an angel of God to bring the man back to his house so the man returned with him and had a meal.
While they sat at the table, God did speak to the old prophet and he told the younger man that because he had defied God’s instructions, he would not be buried in his family’s tomb.  After the meal, the young man went on his way and was attacked by a lion and killed.  People who passed by afterward saw both the lion and the donkey still standing beside his body.  The lion had neither eaten his body nor attacked the donkey.  
When the old prophet heard what had happened, he went to retrieve the body.  He buried him in his own tomb and mourned for him.  He told his sons that when he died he was to be buried in the tomb alongside the young man.  He said that what the man had foretold regarding the altar was certain to come true.
Despite the prophecy regarding his altar, Jeroboam did not change his ways and appointed anyone to be a priest who requested it.  He may have thought that the young man’s death vindicated his idol worship.
Some observations about this chapter:
It is ironic that last week we spoke about how our wisdom and judgement improve as we grow older.  In this chapter, it is the older man who had the poor judgement and the young man may have deferred to the older man thinking he had more discernment.  The young man was bold in speaking up for what was right and should have had more confidence in his spiritual walk (see 1st Tim. 4:11)
We don’t know what caused the old man to lie.  He may have been jealous of the young man’s commitment to God.  He could have been the one to confront Jeroboam but did not.  He also allowed his sons to participate in the pagan services led by Jeroboam.  It is also possible that he was influenced by Satan to lie to the man.  Finally, God may have been testing the young man.
The punishment of the young man seems harsh by our standards.  The old man who lied was not held to account while the young man paid with his life.  He had been blessed to have a directive from God and was guilty of disobedience, failing to carry out all that was instructed.  He had first hand instructions from God then relied on second hand information to alter God’s plan.  As a true man of God, he was held to a higher standard (see James 3:1).
What the young man foretold did come true as Josiah defiled the altar that Jeroboam had built.  After Israel had been taken into captivity, Josiah went beyond the borders of Judah to destroy everything associated with the idol worship that was begun by Jeroboam. He had all the false priests put to death and burned their bones on the altar but spared those of the young man of God and the old prophet (see 2nd Kings 23:15-20).
