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The fall of the Soviet Empire, the Iraq war, the atomic menaces of Iran ….. Does God write his plan in history? Does the rise and fall of nations bear witness to the hand of God? Does God build or undermine entire civilizations?

Perhaps such questions make us uncomfortable. After all, we are children of the Enlightenment. Those currents of thought dating back to eighteenth-century France “emancipated” Man from the tutelage of God. The Revolution of 1789, the overthrow of monarchy and religion, brought in – allegedly - a new age of Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité.


The Enlightenment replaced the mystical medieval world with the idea of a rational, orderly and comprehensible universe. It stressed the freedom of the individual. 

According to the Deists, God did not involve himself with human affairs. Having created and wound up, as it were, the machine of the Universe, he left it to run by its own innate and reasonable laws, and intervened no further. There was no Revelation, just natural religion. The Church, therefore, was nothing but an oppressive power structure ensnaring free thought. 


Voltaire ridiculed the Church, suggesting that "Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.”

Consequently, in the modern era, religion has been largely squeezed out of the public sphere. There are a few ritualistic hangovers: Latin grace before meals in the Oxbridge colleges, prayers to begin the Parliamentary day, Anglican bishops in the House of Lords. Then the professors and MPs speed off to their embryo-cloning experiments, their legislation on divorce, euthanasia or abortion, with minimal reference to the Deity who has just been invoked. 


By and large religion is considered to be a private affair, a personal movement of the heart, quite separate from national life and politics. If religious ethics intrude upon the political stage, the cry goes up: “Don’t mix religion and politics.”

No wonder the appearance of Islamic extremists on our streets shouting “To hell with free speech” sends a shudder down our flabby liberal backbones. 


The Biblical view of history, however, is different. It clashes with the above philosophical view derived from the Enlightenment. It extols Yahweh as the Lord of history as well as of each human life. It maintains that His plans can be discerned in the rise and fall of nations, as well as in the destinies of individuals. 

We have a classic example of this in this weekend’s first reading from 2 Chronicles 36. 

Now I guess that few Christians would nominate 1 and 2 Chronicles as their favourite Bible reading. In Hebrew their title is “books of the words [events] of the days.” They are a type of historical journal written c. 300 BC by a member of the priestly caste. In Greek they bear the uninviting title of the “Paraleipomena”, the “bits left over.” 


In an account of Israel’s kings from David until the Babylonian exile, the Chronicles meditate upon God’s action in the nation’s history of Israel. Why, above all, did the Jews suffered this worst of all setbacks in their 1500 year history, the Exile of 597 BC? 

What was the problem? Firstly, “All the princes of Judah, the priests and the people added infidelity to infidelity, practicing all the abominations of the nations and polluting the LORD'S temple which he had consecrated in Jerusalem.”


Recap for a moment: God used Moses to free the Israelites from slavery in Egypt by signs and wonders. They trekked through the desert, guided by Yahweh. He gave them the Law and struck a Covenant with them. Out of all the nations of the earth they were uniquely chosen by God.


Joshua led them into the Promised Land and for a while, everything went well. Then they began to backslide. They adopted pagan practices. They offered sacrifice to idols. They oppressed the poor. Inequalities and injustices multiplied.

God was patient and urged them to amend their ways: 

“Early and often did the LORD, the God of their fathers, send his messengers to them, for he had compassion on his people and his dwelling place. But they mocked the messengers of God, despised his warnings, and scoffed at his prophets, 


Still, God was patient. He sent Hosea, Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah and many other prophets to bring the people of Israel back to the right path. But they would not listen…. “until the anger of the LORD against his people was so inflamed that there was no remedy.”


So what did God do? God is not vindictive. He does not take umbrage, or go off in a sulk to plot revenge. God is pure Spirit. He does not suffer our human emotions and passions.


God is, however, a God who respects human freedom. He allows us to feel and to experience the consequences of our sins. He does not molly-coddle us. If we do wrong, he does not wrap us in cotton wool. He is not a sugar-daddy. No, He allows us to suffer the results of our actions. Thus we learn, albeit painfully. That is His judgement. Individual wrongdoing, national apostasy have their inexorable consequences, even the destruction of the nation: 


These next few verses were censored out by our lectionary compilers, lest they offend pious ears: 

“Then He brought up against them the king of the Chaldeans, who slew their young men in their own sanctuary building, sparing neither young man nor maiden, neither the aged nor the decrepit; He delivered all of them over into his grip. All the utensils of the house of God, the large and the small, and the treasures of the LORD'S house and of the king and his princes, all these he brought to Babylon.”


God used the pagan Chaldaeans as the instrument of His judgement. The Jewish people watched helplessly as the Babylonians tore down Zion’s walls, looted the buildings, including the Temple, and set the entire city on fire. Those inhabitants who had useful skills (scribes, artisans, builders) they deported to Babylon. Seventy years of servitude, heartbreak and exile followed: “By the rivers of Babylon there we sat and wept, remembering Zion.” (Ps 137)


Now if we wish, we can ignore this theme of God’s judgement in the Scriptures. We can pretend it isn’t there. But if we do that, we are not being honest about Divine Revelation. We are sieving out something which makes us uncomfortable. If we want to be truthful, then we need to face the question of Divine Judgement.


The sufferings of Exile brought the Jewish people to repent of their corruption and evil-doing. Salt poured onto a wound makes it sting terribly, but it can also disinfect and purify. It allows the healing to begin.


God does not enjoy seeing the wicked suffer. His nature is always to forgive. Yet because evil is so alien to Him, there is no extreme to which He will not go, in order to purify His chosen ones from sin. If it takes extreme suffering to destroy the evil within us, then for the sake of our ultimate union with Him, God will let us suffer. Purgatory is no less than this. We shall pay the last farthing, in order to be able completely to enjoy His Presence.

Finally, once the Jews’ repentance was sincere, God used another pagan King, Cyrus of Persia, to allow them to return to Jerusalem and to rebuild the Temple. 

Christian history too shows a patchwork of disaster and triumph. 


The English Reformation and Elizabeth’s break with Rome was followed within eighty years by the worst Civil War Britain ever suffered – by the beheading of the King and the joyless Puritan Commonwealth of Oliver Cromwell. 


The French Revolution with its rejection of God, was followed by the reign of terror, bloodletting on an unparalleled scale, and the wars of Napoleon.


The Bolshevik revolution of 1917 set in train the destruction of churches and persecution of Christians. It was followed by the abominable reign of Stalin, with at least twenty million deaths in purges and famines throughout the USSR.


Only four years after Hitler decided to wipe European Jewry off the face of the earth, at the 1941 Wannsee Conference, and subjugate the Slavs, Berlin - like most German cities - was a smoking piles of rubble, and the nation was divided into three parts. 


How often God has allowed militant Islam to be an instrument for the punishment of slack and apostate Christians. “If you do not stand by Me you will not stand at all.” At Poitiers (713), Lepanto (1571) and Vienna (1683), Christians had to defeat Turkish and Arabic aggression, to save Europe from the sharia rule of the crescent and the scimitar. 

At the world’s end we shall see the multicoloured tapestry of human history in its full glory, and recognize God’s handiwork. Even those who now think they are running the world, without any “interference” from God, will see on that day how they were but instruments whom He used, despite themselves, for His own long-term purposes. . "The old order changeth giving place to the new and God fulfills himself in many ways." (Tennyson)

