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16th October 2011
The rise of Israel

Reading:  1 Samuel 24:1-20
 David Spares Saul’s Life
1Saul took three thousand chosen men from all Israel and set out to look for David.  3 He came to the sheep pens along the way; a cave was there, and Saul went in to relieve himself. He didn’t know that David and his men were hiding far back in the cave. 4 The men said to David, “This is the day the Lord spoke of when he said to you, ‘I will give your enemy into your hands.’ ”   Then David crept up unnoticed and cut off a corner of Saul’s robe.  5 Afterwards, David was conscience-stricken and said to his men, 
“The Lord forbid that I should do such a thing to my master, or lift my hand against him; for he is the anointed of the Lord.”    7 With these words David rebuked his men and did not allow them to attack Saul. And Saul left the cave and went his way.

8 Then David went out of the cave and called out to Saul,  “My lord the king!”   When Saul looked behind him, David bowed down with his face to the ground. 9 He said to Saul, “Why do you listen when men say, ‘David is bent on harming you’? 10 This day you can see how the Lord gave you into my hands in the cave. Some urged me to kill you, but I spared you;  I said, ‘I will not lift my hand against my master, because he is the Lord’s anointed.’11Look at this piece of your robe in my hand!  I cut off the corner of your robe but did not kill you.  Now understand that I am not guilty of wrongdoing or rebellion.  I have not wronged you, but you are hunting me down to take my life.   15 May the Lord be our judge and decide between us.  May he vindicate me by delivering me from your hand.”
16 When David finished saying this, Saul asked, “Is that your voice, David my son?” And he wept aloud. 
7 “You are more righteous than I,” he said. “You have treated me well, but I have treated you badly.  The Lord gave me into your hands, but you did not kill me. 19 When a man finds his enemy, does he let him get away unharmed?   May the Lord reward you well for the way you treated me today. 20 I know that you will surely be king and that the kingdom of Israel will be established in your hands.

Sermon

Dave went to visit his 90 year old grandfather;  he lived in a rather a basic cottage, in a very rural part of Norfolk.

They spent a great evening chatting and drinking beer and the next morning Dave’s grandfather made a breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast. 

Dave noticed a filmy coating on his plate …
And asked his grandfather, 'Are these plates clean?' 

His grandfather replied, 'Oh, they're as clean as Cold water can get ‘em.  Eat up…. its fine.’

For lunch the old man made hamburgers.

Again, Dave was worried about the greasy plates;  his appeared to have tiny specks or dried egg round the edge,

'Are you sure these plates are clean?'

Without looking up the old man said, 'I told you before, the plates are as clean as Cold water can get them.  Don't be such a fuss pot, it’s fine!'

Later that afternoon, the big dog chained outside started barking at something.   
Without diverting his attention from the television, the old man shouted …

'Coldwater, shut up!.... go and lie down!’
The grandfather in the story set himself pretty low standards, at least in the cleanliness stakes.  He had got used to doing something the easy way, not bothering about what most of us would consider fairly ordinary levels of hygiene …

And of course we all have our standards.  And whatever they are we tend to think if they’re good enough for us, they’re good enough for anybody.
In fact that’s not true.  We will achieve a better way of living if we set the bar a little higher.  It’s best if we judge ourselves against the standards of behaviour set by God and demonstrated by Jesus.
In these Old Testament readings we are being reminded over and over again about how much God’s chosen ones are only human beings after all.  The stories are full of action and full of amazing detail about times and places which gives us a strong sense of authenticity.  And the characters from more than 3,000 years ago 
are so finely drawn that we can almost recognise people we know.
This week is “The rise of Israel” and next week will be (guess what) “The fall of Israel”.  And that just about reflects our own experience:   there is a natural rhythm to the ups and downs of our own lives, as well as the lives of the people we are reading about.
Each patriarch, each prophet, each king it seems, has their time in the sun, their golden moment of trusting God completely and utterly, being humble, faithful, putting God’s will first. 
Samuel became a prophet as a small boy and continued to speak God’s word to the people untill he an old man, a lifetime of faith and wisdom.

Saul was described as “an impressive young man without equal”.  Samuel said of him, “Do you see the man the Lord has chosen?  There is no-one like him among all the people” ... a wonderful example.  He became the first anointed king of Israel, so full of promise …
Then of course even David himself:  called “A man after God’s own heart” who is such a bright shining star, David is amazing.  He calmly goes out to fight the giant Goliath, armed only with a sling shot and a few pebbles, not because he thinks he is big and strong and brave but because he knows that he has God on his side.  His faith is wonderful, he doesn’t feel fear because he knows that God is in charge.
In his turn he is God’s chosen one, a man of obedience, submission and faithfulness. … 
And yet he is a real victim in the story: he is being hunted down by Saul, who has become envious of David, vindictive and openly murderous.  David is pursued from place to place, never at ease, never able to rest, always in fear of his life.  

But he finds an opportunity to get close to Saul and spare his life, make Saul see that he means him no harm, that he is kind and merciful.  He creeps up on him in the cave and just cuts off the corner of his cloak to prove that he had the opportunity to kill him, but resisted.  

When he confronts Saul, Saul replies with honeyed words to his face (and in front of other people…) but actually nothing changes - he continues to persecute David.  David gives him every opportunity to reconsider, he continues to honour Saul and to forgive him over and over but in the end it all falls on deaf ears.

David goes on to establish the centre of the great nation of Israel in Jerusalem.  He brings the Ark of the Covenant to its rightful place, a real high spot in their history.  And David’s prayer to God is so touching (see 2 Samuel 7:18-29) , full of wonder and gratitude and joy.

But then, later on, David also will fall from grace, he will lower his own personal standards to a depth we can hardly imagine.  

Of course we overestimate people, so in a way it’s our fault.  Each of these people are unfairly built up in our estimation.  We want to see them as only good, paragons of virtue, but then a few chapters later they come tumbling down.  They become ordinary mortals with feet of clay, paranoid, jealous, disappointed, sinful…..or should we just say “human”?  Remember no human leader is perfect.  God only has ordinary frail people to use in his service.
Only this week a government minister has “fallen from grace”.  Of course, as Christians we know that if we repent,  we can fall straight back into grace!

What stops people staying good?   Is it that “power corrupts…and absolute power corrupts absolutely”?  Or is it that they have been put up on a pedestal, and that being on a pedestal is a cold and lonely place …  It’s high and dangerous, one is always fearful of falling off and when you do fall, you come down with a big crash.

Or is it that the war that is constantly waged in heaven, good versus evil, God versus Satan, (or our “good selves” pitted against our “bad selves” whichever way you like to look at it….).  That, even if you are someone God has called.  They are not proof against mistakes, falling short or even outright sin.  You know to watch this space for the continuing story of David. 

When people loose sight of God’s will then we have to hold our breath and wait to see what happens.

You may think I am a good person, a wise person who doesn’t make mistakes … but watch this space too.
Sometimes we have to come back to God and confess, “I have made a terrible mistake, I am so sorry, I repent of the vanity, the carelessness, the going-my-own-way that made that happen”.
Life is a school and we are here to learn.  However good or bad a situation is, you can be sure… it will change!

Problems are simply part of the curriculum - they appear out of the blue and then fade away again, like some cosmic algebra lesson, but the lessons we learn from those problems will last a lifetime.

Sometimes when we are in the middle of things it’s hard to see what God is doing, but we can be fairly sure that if we trust God to bring us through then eventually we will start to see the big picture again.

I would not want to speculate how clean or not clean you all are, but as for myself, I am about as clean as the plates washed by Coldwater!
We all bodge along as best we can.  Sometimes our bodging goes well and sometimes less well.. and we have to live with the consequences of “less well” and learn from those mistakes.  We may not always understand what God is doing, but we can have confidence in him to work out his plans for us as we accept His promise of forgiveness and the assurance that Jesus’ sacrifice gives us.
The only real hero in the whole story of the Bible is God himself and of course his son Jesus Christ, perfect, without sin, consistently wise.  As long as we can rest on God to be our strength we too can rise up with strength and confidence.

David’s prayer is right: “O Sovereign Lord, you are God, your words are trustworthy, and you have promised good things to your servant”.   Amen
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