20th March 2011
1 Sam 24: 8-22

E100 – The rise of Israel

Introduction
You will recall a few weeks ago (6th March) we explored how God was working through the Book of Judges and Dave reminded us that the Israelites were not a coherent nation but rather a confederation of tribes and clans.
As we move on in Israel’s history we see there was an inherent weakness in this system – localised tribes even working together were still at a disadvantage when trying to deal with outside aggressors. The Israelites at this point were subject to the aggression of the Philistines and this is where we enter the story. 

The prophet Samuel in obedience to God anointed Saul as King (1 Sam 10:1).
 In practical terms Saul’s kingship was a tentative one – although he made no structural changes to Israelite society (the tribal structure continued) he developed the beginnings of a standing army as he recognised that he couldn’t rely solely on tribal levies. 
Having made an auspicious start to his reign it didn’t last long – he fell out with Samuel (1 Sam 13 and 15) and he became extremely jealous of David, to such an extent that he tried to kill him (1 Sam 19:9 -17). Further examples of irrational behaviour follow and when David flees for his life Saul ignores the continuing Philistine threat and devotes his energies to capturing David.
In a desert place

It is at this point we enter the story. David has gathered an assorted band of fugitives and malcontents and fled to the wastes of Judah. Saul hearing of David’s location sets out with three thousand men to finally deal with him. It is at this point we remember that we are dealing with real people as we read that Saul needed to go and relieve himself – entering a cave that happens to contain David and his men. The provident nature of that encounter was obviously not lost on David’s men – ‘this is the day the Lord spoke of when he said to you, ‘I will give your enemy into your hands for you to deal with as you wish.’
 These fugitives could see a golden opportunity to rid themselves of their persecutor. Now we have on the face of it a strange thing – David creeps up and cuts a piece off Saul’s robe. But if we think logically about his actions we can see some sense to it. For if the cave had a back entrance David could have just killed Saul and fled but we assume that it didn’t. And David knew that if he killed Saul in the cave he in all probability along with all his followers would have been massacred by the fighters waiting outside for their King to return.
What is God’s aim here?
1. To test David

2. To train David

3. To display the Godly heart of David

God sets up a scenario to test David – Saul is led directly to a cave where David is hiding with his men. We could conclude it was coincidence but that is to ignore what then follows with David’s behaviour. But we are told that Saul was searching for him with no clear direction other than a region where his adversary is living. David is then tempted by his men who see from their narrow standpoint an opportunity to dispose of Saul. 

David cuts off a piece of Saul’s robe instead of killing him. He has weighed the consequences of his actions and taken a step down the path God is leading him along. Even then David is troubled by his conscience which tells him that to touch the Lord’s anointed king is like abusing God. 

Can you think of circumstances where you have been in a similar position to David? Where perhaps you have found yourself in a situation which on the surface appears not to be of your choosing and you have had to make a decision about how to deal with it; especially when you feel that right is on your side. What was your response? 
God places us in these types of situations to test us just like David. He waits for our reaction – will Jesus’ words (Love the Lord you God with all heart and with all your soul and with all your mind... [and] love your neighbour as yourself)
 ring true or hollow in our ears? 
Having spared Saul’s life, God then takes the opportunity to train David in righteousness. Our passage tells us that David did what on the face of it would seem a foolhardy act – he prostrates himself before Saul. That very act of supplication exposes an individual to allow someone else to have the advantage. In the context of our story this act was indeed extremely foolhardy. You will recall that Saul by his own hand has already tried to kill David with a spear.
 And David would no doubt have been aware of Saul’s behaviour which has become increasingly irrational and has become if not insane surely close to it. 
David’s response hinges on two things – he acknowledges that Saul for all his faults is God’s anointed; someone chosen to take a role above others. He secondly lays his innocence before Saul in rational words which explain his actions, capping it with visible proof of his innocent intentions – the piece of cut robe. My own experience as a Police Officer tells me that to be rational with an irrational person or indeed an insane person can be hazardous – because of the uncertainty of how that person will react.
But David relies solely on God for his protection – he has placed himself in a situation that only God can step into and protect him; because humanly he has exposed himself to extreme danger and vulnerability. Now most of us don’t willingly put ourselves into such an exposed position but we can nevertheless be placed in situations where we can only rely on God for protection - in relationships or in our working life are examples that spring to mind. Where our own willingness to be vulnerable or involve ourselves can potentially present a real danger of those things going drastically wrong. 
David here has relied on God and from this example there is surely the encouragement for us to do the same. Despite our own reservations about the outcome – it is a step of faith. But for all the dangerous potential of situations God ask us to do exactly that. Because He knows that we will never grow in our faith until we do step forward.
The final demonstration of God’s hand in this passage is the display of David’s Godly heart. It’s like that expression the proof of the pudding is in the eating. David’s actions have had a positive response on Saul – despite his state of mind Saul has recognised something in David that is lacking in his own life. Remember Saul started his reign with such high hopes but that has degenerated into bitterness. But even in the midst of what he has become he can still see good, he says to David – ‘you are more righteous than I.’ (v 17)
David’s actions and speech reflect the way he has allowed God to take charge of his life. The evidence is so overwhelming that it forces itself into not only the situation but into the life of another. It is as though something is removed so that the truth can be revealed. It’s like a veil, now there was a time that veils were commonly seen – but nowadays we seem to confine their use to weddings. But the analogy is a valid one when, as Christians we are reminded that – ‘whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away...and we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed  into his likeness.’
  

In this small story from the start of David’s rise to be the eventual ruler of a united nation we see God’s hand clearly on his life – God is working out His plans through the life adventures of His anointed. And so as not to dismiss this story of long ago involving a particular figure of the Bible we would do well to hold before us the words of our Lord Jesus Christ – ‘you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses...to the ends of the earth.’

We all have that potential; all it takes is a step of faith.
� After leaving Samuel, Saul will receive 3 signs to confirm the prophet’s words (vv 2-7)


� We have no record of this divine revelation being given. However David’s men may have recalled the anointing of David to replace Saul (1 Sam 16:13-14) 


� Matthew 22:37-39


� 1 Samuel 19:9-10


� 2 Corinthians 3:16-18


� Acts 1:8
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