THE KING IS RIGHTEOUS ONLY BY GRACE

1 Samuel 25

Well brothers and sisters, what is this story about?! Beauty and the Beast? – as in beauty quelling the rage of the beast? Or is it perhaps: Everything you always wanted to know about getting a wife but were afraid to ask? Or has David just become a Mafia Godfather? He’s running a bit of a protection racket and now it’s time for the clients to cough up! Or has David become a terrorist, as we’ve seen in Africa for the last half-century and still goes on. “Vote for me, Nabal, or you and your male servants are blood and bone.” 

Or is the story not really about David, but about Abigail? How she finally got herself a half-decent husband. Because never in the world was there a greater mismatch than Nabal and Abigail. She had brains and beauty and gumption but "Nabal was harsh and evil in his dealings" – a boor; that is, the English spelling (not the Afrikaans or Dutch boer), a  bad-mannered fool, Biblically defined. Isaiah 32:6 says, “For a fool speaks nonsense. His heart inclines toward wickedness, to practice ungodliness and to speak error against the Lord; to keep the hungry person unsatisfied and to withhold drink from the thirsty.” That’s Nabal to a tee, isn’t it? That’s almost a summary of the story. So perhaps that’s it – from mismatch to a perfect match; because that’s what David and Abigail are. They are both very intelligent and have a lot of practical wisdom and they are both physically attractive. The same Hebrew words that are used of Abigail in our text are used of David in chapter 16. 

All these things make for a great story and from a distance, no doubt, we can have a good chuckle. But the question we need to ask is: What is God doing here? In chapter 23 we saw that God was working to reveal to Israel their king, as a man after his own heart. That is David. David saves the village of Keilah from the Philistines. He then delivers it again by leaving the village and the second deliverance is more remarkable than the first. The first deliverance is simply a day’s work in the life of any soldier. But in the second deliverance of Keilah David really showed he had God’s heart. 

The Lord had told David that Saul would destroy Keilah if he remained in it and sought refuge in it. Long ago Saul had begun to view the kingdom and his position as king as a personal possession. Right back in chapter 14 we saw that he put the people under a curse until, he said, “I have avenged myself on my enemies.” He no longer sees the Philistines as the enemies of the Lord. In chapter 15, when Samuel gives him the message that the Lord is going to take the kingdom from him, he says, “Well at least, please Samuel, honour me before the elders of my people.” Then in chapter 23, when the Ziphites inform Saul of David’s whereabouts, he says, “You have had compassion on me.” 

There is none of this in David. David is concerned about the Lord’s people. So in the previous chapter, chapter 24, we saw that David would not lay his hands on the Lord’s anointed. He would leave God to give the kingdom to him in his own time. So David is not only a king who loves the Lord’s people and who truly understands his kingly task, to be a shepherd, to be a saviour; in chapter 24 when David doesn’t take Saul’s life in the cave as he so easily could have done, God reveals David as Israel’s saviour who is righteous. 

But David doesn’t look so righteous in this story, does he? And he’s not! For although David is a righteous king, his righteousness is not his own. His righteousness is a gift of God’s grace. As we just sang: “'Tis grace has brought us safe thus far. 'Tis grace will bring me home.” And that’s what God is doing here. That’s what God is teaching David in this story. He is saying to David, and he is saying to us, that our righteousness as men and women and boys and girls, as children of the Lord, as people of God, is a gift of grace. We have no goodness in ourselves. “In me is no good thing,” we read. And any good we do have, we have it by grace. As the Apostle Paul says, “What do we have that we have not received” – as a gift?  “All that I am I owe to thee,” we sing in one of our hymns. 

Therefore, people of God, we need to tread very humbly in this world. And we need to tread prayerfully, even as the Lord Jesus told us, “Watch and pray that you enter not into temptation.” Old Andrew of Crete put it so well fourteen hundred years ago, and we’ll sing the hymn later;

Christian, dost thou see them on the holy ground, 

  how the powers of darkness compass thee around?

Christian, up and smite them, counting gain but loss;

  smite them; God is with thee, soldier of the Cross. 

Christian, dost thou feel them, how they work within, 

  striving, tempting, luring, goading into sin? 

Christian, never tremble; never be downcast; 

  gird thee for the battle, watch and pray and fast. 

Christian, dost thou hear them, how they speak thee fair: 

  "Always fast and vigil? Always watch and prayer?" 

Christian, answer boldly: "While I breathe I pray!" 

  Peace shall follow battle, night shall end in day. 

Let’s have a look at the teaching of the chapter under three headings. And in doing so, we will look at the three main characters. First of all;

1.
OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS IS AT ALL TIMES A GIFT OF GOD’S GRACE. 
Let’s have a look at David. 

In chapter 24 David’s men had openly and apparently vigorously tempted David to take Saul’s life and so gain the throne immediately. But David had resisted that temptation and he had overcome it. He did so by reminding them that Saul was king by the Lord’s anointing and he also prevented his men from doing what he was not prepared to do. 

But now, so soon, we see David, in the face of Nabal, fall almost exactly to Saul’s condition. “May God do so to the enemies of David and more also if by morning I leave as much as one male of any who belong to him,” verse 22. That’s Saul’s language. That’s the sentiment of Saul’s heart. That’s Saul’s view of the world. He no longer sees his enemies as Israel's enemies, as the Lord's enemies. They are merely his personal enemies! And David begins to speak of personal vengeance. In chapter 24, David said to Saul, “May the Lord judge between you and me and may the Lord avenge me on you, but my hand will not be against you.” But now, faced by Nabal, he falls so low. 

It reminds me of Peter. You remember Peter had that vision in the house of Simon the tanner about eating unclean food. The Lord reveals to Peter that it’s no longer unclean and no longer are the Gentiles unclean either. So Peter goes to the house of Cornelius, the Roman centurion, and eats there with Gentiles. But then, so soon after, in Galatia, he is carried away into hypocrisy on precisely the same point he was so strong about earlier and he wouldn’t, in Galatia, eat with Gentiles (Galatians 2:11-14).

Now it is true, when those young men of David’s front up to Nabal one could get the impression that David and his men had simply left Nabal’s shepherds and his flocks unmolested. They had it in their power to stand over them and help themselves but they didn’t. And it could look as though David was asking protection money. But when you listen to what Nabal’s servant said to Abigail and what David says as he reasons in his heart his response to Nabal, we find otherwise; that he had actually been a wall around Nabal and protected Nabal’s goods. And never forget Nabal’s goods – they are what defined Nabal. David said, for example, in verse 21, “Surely in vain I have guarded all that this man has in the wilderness so that nothing was missed of all that belonged to him and he has returned evil to me, for good.” And all David’s high ideals of leaving things in the hands of God in the previous chapter have gone out the window. Saul praises David for “dealing well with me while I have dealt wickedly with you,” but now, when Nabal "has returned me evil for good," it is a different story. 

But God sends this beautiful woman along. Don’t make light of her beauty; it’s not mentioned for nothing. God knows how to catch a man’s attention. He made us as we are and it’s the face and the form that catch our eye first. Her beauty stopped David dead in his tracks and her wise words turned him from his murderous purpose. 

Brothers and sisters, sometimes the Lord’s people get caught in what we call ‘great sins,’ and they are great, especially in the damage that they can do. Yet there are no sins greater than pride and hypocrisy, especially perhaps the pride that we have not fallen into a great sin, whatever that might be. "What do we have that we have not been given" by God? The only righteousness we have, either justification or sanctification, is God’s and it is God alone who preserves all of us from sinning more than we do. Even in the cave, where we are inclined to admire David – and we may admire him – but it was really God's grace working in David there too. But now the Lord leaves David to his own devices to remind him that his righteousness is from the Lord. For the only one in this world who had a righteousness in himself was the one David pointed to – the Lord Jesus Christ. 

2.
WE CAN RISE TO THE GREAT OCCASION AND FALL TO THE NON-EVENT 
A look at Nabal. 

It’s a funny thing but we often see this in our own lives as well as in the Scriptures. Think about Elijah after that great confrontation and victory over the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. You would think Elijah would be on a high and in danger of falling to pride, if anything. Yet what happens to Elijah? He falls into despair and distrust and a sense of failure and he wants the Lord to take his life. 

How well David has done recently. 

#
God tells him that the people he has just saved in the village of Keilah will hand him over to Saul. That must have been hard to take but he quietly turns around and leaves. He remembers the slaughter of Nob and he understands why the people could be afraid of Saul and he doesn’t ask anymore of them. 

#
Without any particular prompting from the Lord that we read of, he refuses to take the quick road to the throne, which is rightfully his, in the cave. And he refuses to let his men do it for him. And with such provocation and for so long, for it was quite some time ago that Saul first threw a spear at him; which he did again. And how did David feel in his heart about all this? In chapter 20, verse 1, we read, “Then David fled from Naioth in Ramah and came and said to Jonathan, ‘What have I done? What is my iniquity? What is my sin before your father that he is seeking my life?’” 

But then a churlish bloke like Nabal gets under his skin as easily as that and David falls flat on his face. For who is Nabal? His wife doesn’t have a good word to say about him. Listen to what she says, “Nabal is his name and so is he. Nabal is his name and folly is with him.” The word Nabal means fool and that’s what he is. His servants don’t have anything good to say about him either and Abigail doesn’t bat an eyelid when the servant comes along and calls her husband "a son of the devil." That’s actually, literally, what he says. These new translations are a bit polite sometimes.

But the great crime of Nabal is that he doesn’t recognize his king. "Who is David? Who is the son of Jesse?" He knew very well who David was. It was years ago that David killed Goliath. “Many servants are breaking from their masters these days,” he says. That was all David was in Nabal’s eyes – a runaway servant. Yet listen to what his own wife said about David and therefore knew about David; verse 28: “Please forgive the transgression of your maidservant for the Lord will certainly make for my lord an enduring house, because my lord is fighting the battles of the Lord.” 

Nabal knew very well who David was, and what was beginning to be recognized in the eyes of the people. Indeed, Saul had acknowledged it in the immediately preceding chapter. But he didn’t want to recognize David as the future king. He didn’t want to acknowledge the kingly protection that he himself had already received from David. Yet, on her return Abigail finds Nabal "holding a feast in his house like the feast of a king." The storyteller doesn’t say that for nothing. 

Nabal was a low-down cur and David tripped and fell over him. What stupid little things trip us up at times, do they not, people of God? How often is it only fear of the face of men that we rise to the occasion? David knew it would be a public event and the whole world would know if he killed Saul. But Nabal? Sure, he was pretty rich. But at the best he was only a local warlord in the backblocks of Judah, at the extremities of Israelite territory.
 It wouldn’t make anything like the same headlines. Is that how it is with us? – in public, at Church or at work, we manage to do the right thing. We rise to those bigger, at least public, occasions. But at home we let rip over some silly little thing the children do; and it might not even be wrong – just childish. 

Not only is this terribly wrong of David, but quite unnecessary. The Lord had Nabal all planned, as David even acknowledges in verse 39, “Blessed be the Lord who has pleaded the cause of my reproach from the hand of Nabal and has kept back his servant from evil. The Lord has also returned the evil of Nabal on his own head.” 

Our righteousness, congregation, at all times is a gift of God’s grace. We can rise to the great occasion but fall to the non-event.
 Thirdly; 

3.
LET US RECEIVE THE CORRECTION FROM WHEREVER IT COMES. 
Abigail, primarily. 

Sometimes help comes from surprising places – spiritual help too; and wisdom in unexpected ways. 

Abigail was beautiful and that got David’s attention. Men can be pretty silly when faced with a beautiful woman. But not forever; we're not that silly, ladies. Or is even that pride that must be reclaimed? "Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned," the saying goes. Perhaps heaven hath no scorn like a man duped, by a beautiful woman – only to find soon enough that the pretty face was all there was. 

But this woman had everything and that makes a formidable package. However did she marry Nabal? Since Nabal was such a lousy husband and she didn’t love him and was glad to be rid of him, we might also ask, Why did she try to save him? – because she accepted that marriage proposal pretty quickly, didn’t she? One doesn’t get the feeling she wore a black armband for twelve months! But the life of every male servant was in danger. She wasn’t selfish. 

And she knew how to make an entrance! and begin to turn David’s thinking long before he met her. She sent all that stuff ahead, like Jacob buttering up Esau. David must already have begun to think that there had been a change of mind somewhere. So it is with these questions arising in his mind that Abigail meets David. She plainly discredits her husband and takes the blame on herself. Well, what man is going to take out a beautiful and obviously intelligent woman when she presents herself like this, even in that age?
She then speaks to David as if he’d already changed his mind and she takes no credit for that to herself. “Therefore my lord, as the Lord lives, and as your soul lives, since the Lord has restrained you from shedding blood and from avenging yourself by your own hand, now then let your enemies and those that seek evil against my lord be as Nabal” (v.26);

#
and she reminds David of the Lord’s promise. “The Lord will surely make for my Lord an enduring house,” verse 28. That’s the most advanced view of David’s kingship expressed in the book so far; “because my lord is fighting the Lord’s battles,” and therefore, she intends him to understand, he should be too high-minded to stoop to personal revenge in the heat of the moment. “And evil shall not be found in your hands all your days,” she says, and “don’t let it be now,” she hints; 

#
she reminds him that no one can touch his life while, on the other hand, the lives of his enemies are forfeit by the mere fact they are his enemies – and she subtly reminds him that it will be the Lord who will save him (v.29); 

#
“Oh my lord, do not let a deed like this blot your copy book and be a continual cause for regret in years to come.” And finally she says in verse 31, “And when the Lord deals well with my lord, then remember your maidservant.” What did she mean by that? – remember me as the one who talked sense into you? Maybe. But it’s a bit hard not to hear the thief on the cross here, isn’t it? “Lord, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And David did. As a matter of fact, before he even had the kingdom.

This is a class act congregation. This is the wisdom of Solomon. And yet, if we would listen, the Lord often speaks wisdom to us through all sorts of people at all sorts of times. Yes, you say, but look it’s not often a beautiful, intelligent woman; or whatever. No indeed. It would be too dangerous for most of us I suppose – as a beautiful woman proved too dangerous for David, as we remember, on a later occasion. But, in turn, to whom did this beautiful, intelligent, resourceful woman listen to? Just one of Nabal’s servants, who isn’t even named, who bad-mouthed her husband to her face in as bad a way possible. And she took it. She listened. She acted on it. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, how humble we have to be, don’t we? 

# 
Perhaps you can even remember times when you planned sin but something came along and prevented you carrying it out. Thank the Lord for his grace! 

#
How many times do we think sinful thoughts, perhaps fantasize over sin, but the opportunity never really arises. Thank God for his grace! 

#
How many times has it been only in the presence of your children or somebody like that, in whose presence you would be ashamed, that prevented you from sinning? Thank God for his grace! 

#
How many times would you have done some sin, great or small, if you could have got away with it or if it weren’t known that you were a Christian; but if you did that sin you wouldn’t therefore be able to come into that company again with the name Christian? Thank God for his grace! 

We are, people of God, every one of us, only a step, only a provocation from great sin. We need the Lord’s grace to help us at all times and the Lord has some surprising and sometimes apparently not very spiritual methods of preserving us. Mind you, the sin is still done in our hearts and we need to confess that and find the Lord’s forgiveness for that. But at least we didn’t do it in fact and therefore sow the seeds of some destruction that might have been a grief to us and given us a troubled heart all our days. Do you ever thank God for all of this, congregation? For we are, none of us, probably half as holy as we think. 

Maybe you are not a Christian and perhaps you are often disillusioned by Christians and by the Church; at times I can’t blame you. I can only ask you to forgive us our sins, to forgive us the bad example we give you. But Christians never claim to be sinless. We never claim to have arrived. We never claim to have got over and past sin. It can be said very glibly, I realise, but all we claim to be is confessed and forgiven sinners. I don’t like the bumper sticker that says, “Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven,” because it is too glib. But it’s true, all the same. And maybe it can be true for you too. For that is all that is required of you to be saved and to be right with God. 

Please don’t think that you have to achieve something; that you have to overcome sin; that you have to beat it; for then you will only and always continue to be lost! Because the righteousness God requires is absolute; it’s divine righteousness. And not even this man David, "a man after God’s own heart," a type of the Lord Jesus Christ, the only righteous man who ever lived – not even David could preserve the righteousness that God had given him. The righteousness we need, friends, can be had only by grace, through confession of our sin and our sinfulness, repentance toward God and faith in the sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 5th June, 2005
�   For another example of this 'politeness', read verse 22 in the AV; it has "any that pisseth against the wall." Obviously, that was not regarded as quite the crude expression it is today. But still, David was scorning these men; it is a term of abuse.


�    V.1 has David and his men in the wilderness of Paran, yet the whole story takes place around Maon. Paran is in eastern Sinai, at the closest, 60 miles from Maon. Most commentators conclude, therefore, that there must be a corruption in the Hebrew text in v.1.


�   And maybe this is even reflected in the fact that the chapter begins with the death of Samuel and ends with the marriage of David to Abigail and Ahinoam and a comment about Michal. That is, the chapter begins with a national and nation-shaking event and ends on domestic matters. It is hard to know what to do with verse 1. Bruggeman says Samuel can die now for Saul has recognized David's anointing (24:20). But then perhaps both the beginning and ending verses are simply to keep us in touch with these facts which play their part in the ongoing story and provide the scene for future events.


�   I didn't read Darby when writing this sermon but I came across this later. With the caution I have noted at the end, it is very well put. From his Synopsis of the Bible, fn., p.344;


   "(Abigail) takes a much more humble place than Jonathan did, and one which even at the time, acknowledged David much more fully. It is not a friend like Jonathan; it is a submissive soul which, in spirit, gives David his place according to God, taking her own place before him. It is exactly that which distinguishes the spirit of the assembly (Plymouth Brethren nomenclature for the church) – of the true Christian.


   "In Jonathan we see the remnant under the Jewish aspect. But Abigail enters into the spirit of God's purposes respecting David, although he was now in distress; and David, who, while thoroughly submissive, can act according to the faith that owns him, hears her voice, and accepts her person.


   "Let us mark the features of Abigail's faith. All rests upon her appreciation of David (it is this which forms a Christian’s judgment – in every respect he appreciates Christ); his title as owned of God; his personal perfection; and that which belonged to him according to the counsels of God. She thinks of him according to all the good which God has spoken of him; she sees him fighting God's battles, where others only see a rebel against Saul; and all this from her heart. She judges Nabal, and looks upon him as already judged of God on account of this, for with her everything is judged according to its connection with David (ver.26); a judgment which God accomplishes ten days later, although Nabal was at peace in his own house, and David an exile and outcast. Nevertheless the relation of Abigail to Nabal is recognized until God executes judgment. She judges Saul. He is but a man, because, to her faith, David is king. All her desire is that David may remember her. Jonathan says, when he goes out to David, "I shall be next unto thee"; and David abides in the wood, while Jonathan returns to his house. In the order of things which God had judged (a judgment that faith recognized) he remains with his family and shares its ruin. This is important to a Christian. For instance, he respects, in so far as based on God's authority, official Christianity – which, in the world, is the religion of God while God bears with it – and does not stand up against it. As to faith and personal walk, this Christianity is nothing at all; just as Saul was only a man to Abigail's faith."


    We can let the last sentence go; it reflects Darby's dissent from the Church of England. But his David-Christ-centredness is beautiful. Only, I do not share his view of Jonathan. Jonathan, like Abigail to Nabal, had a relation with Saul that had to be recognized; that of crown-prince, as we have noted earlier.
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