NOT ONLY ESCAPE – SPIRITUAL SALVATION ALSO

1 Samuel 30:1-20   Hebrews 12:6-11

"We had earthly fathers who disciplined us for a short time as seemed best to them – in their fallible human estimation, but God disciplines us for our good – absolutely – no qualification, that we may share his holiness. All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness" Hebrews 12:9-11).
David learned this lesson. “Before I was afflicted I went astray but now I keep your word…. It was good for me that I was afflicted that I may learn your statutes,” (Psalm 119:67-71) – we sang those two verses in number 244 in our hymnal. This is what we see going on in our chapter this morning. David had doubted God’s goodness and faithfulness, so he had fled to the Philistines – to Achish, to the world, when he began to fear Saul, instead of staying in the land of Judah where the Lord lived with his people. And it had got him into dire straits. He found himself getting carried along into war with the Philistines against his own people. And only the hardnosed commonsense of the other Philistine lords compelled Achish to tell David, “You must go back to Ziklag because my compatriots don’t trust you.” Of course they didn’t trust him, and quite rightly. It had got David off the hook! It had got him out of a terrible dilemma. And so the Lord’s promise, we saw last week, was fulfilled that when we find ourselves in temptation, he provides a way of escape one way or another, even if it is by direct rescue. 

The Lord has not finished preparing David for the throne yet and, brothers and sisters, he hasn’t finished preparing us for the throne yet either. David gets back to Ziklag where he and his men have been living for some months, maybe a year and he finds the place burned to the ground. Their wives and children are carried off who knows where. This discipline of the Lord is certainly sorrowful and we read that, “David and his men wept until there was no strength in them to weep any more.” 

But perhaps you ask, since I am working out of Hebrews chapter 12; how David is trained by this affliction to produce the peaceable fruits of righteousness? There doesn’t seem a lot of peaceableness about David’s doings in the rest of the chapter. It doesn’t seem very righteous. In fact it seems downright barbaric – an enormous breach of the Geneva Convention. Well it’s true, David seems to act horribly worse even than his enemies; for he went out and did just what he’d been doing over the past several months – not leaving a man, woman or child alive. 

I guess David and his men knew their wives and children were captured rather than slaughtered because there would have been no sign of bodies in the burnt-out rubble of the city. And David must have become even more aware of his sin of not trusting God when he fled to Achish in the first place; because we read in verse 19 of our chapter that they recovered everything to the last pin! "Nothing of theirs was missing, whether small or great, sons or daughters, spoil or anything that they had taken for themselves; David brought it all back." And remember, their wives and children had been preserved by the Amalekites, whom David and his men had been slaughtering over the past few months, to the last babe-in-arms. You would have thought the Amalekites would have taken their revenge in full, wouldn’t you? I would have. 

I need to talk about this for a bit. I’ve talked about it before but, for visitors and for us all really, we need to get something very clear in our minds, because these killings are of course the great charge brought against the ‘horrible, barbaric Old Testament’. Thank God the New Testament saves us from this primitive butchery! 

Of course David breaches the Geneva Convention. But if he does he also breaches the source of the Geneva Convention, Deuteronomy chapter 20, verses 19 and 20; which explicitly forbids Israel, when they go to war, to take the lives of civilians or to destroy civilian property. But David doesn’t breach the Geneva Convention and nor does he breach Deuteronomy chapter 20, for the Amalekites are not an ordinary nation. The Amalekites treacherously opposed the children of Israel when they were coming up from Egypt and God brought them into the same basket of peoples as the Canaanites who occupied the land of Canaan and who were to be dispossessed for Israel to move in. God was going to dispossess the Canaanites for they were a people who had "filled up the measure of their sins." In Genesis 15 God told Abraham that his people would not come back to Canaan from Egypt until the Canaanites "had filled up the measure of their sins." They were therefore ready to receive eternal punishment. The Bible calls it being placed "under the ban." It means to be devoted entirely to the Lord. Not even a silver coin was to be taken of the city of Jericho for plunder. And this is the only time in human history when any human being has been commanded to carry out God’s eternal punishment – on the Canaanites and the Amalekites. They had to be removed to make room for the people of God; even as one day the whole earth will be burned with fire and the wicked removed so that the everlasting people of God may dwell in it in peace and righteousness. Israel coming into the land of Canaan is a picture of the whole people of God, at the last day, coming in to their eternal inheritance, in the new earth, under the new heavens. This is a one-off historical phenomenon. 

I have no idea how the Israelites brought themselves to obey this command of the Lord, psychologically speaking. Why wouldn’t the Amalekites do it back in a blind fury of revenge? The Russians got pretty close to it in Berlin in 1945 and so too, I believe, did the French. (Did some of ours? I suppose those two nations had some cause.) Well, I wouldn’t say that there were not all sorts of mixed motives when Israel went about this work – horrible work. But surely, at least at the first it must have been hard-headed, cold-blooded determination to obey the command of God, as horrible as that command was. And that’s an important point, congregation. Children, that’s a very important point. Obedience to the Lord must be based on the principle that the Lord requires us to live in obedience to him and we must determine deliberately to obey him, not just because it suits us, or it sits well with our fancies; it may well not. And perhaps that is why the Amalekites did not exact their revenge in kind. Because, of course, there was fun to be had with the women and a good deal of money to be made out of the whole lot; sell them as slaves as the Midianites sold Joseph. 

So when David did this, both earlier in his stay at Ziklag and now in our story, he was completing a work that Israel had not finished under Joshua, which Saul had refused to do when he was directly commanded of God and for which disobedience he lost the kingdom. It’s not pretty and I’m sure there was a lot of vengeance in the heart of David’s soldiers. But the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ is not pretty either; and there God was doing exactly the same work. He was exacting a full and final punishment for the sin of mankind, on mankind, in the person of his Son. He was wrecking a righteous vengeance for man, his creature's sin. Thank God it was in the person of his own Son, Jesus Christ! 

People of God, friends, do you stand under the umbrella of the Lord Jesus Christ? Or do you stand still under the umbrella of Adam – as merely an ordinary human being in this world? By nature we’re all children of Adam. We sinned in Adam in the Garden of Eden and from our birth we’ve been adding to that basic rebellion all our own sins which are for number as the stars in the heavens and the sand on the seashore. And when our number will be full, and for which therefore God will cast us out of his universe into outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth without end, when will that be? What Joshua and Israel and David were commanded to do with those nations then is the fate of us all – in Adam. People, do we see how horrible our sin is in the eyes of God? 

But God in his great mercy has sent into the world his own beloved Son, the only absolutely righteous man, to receive that judgment, to receive that punishment on our behalf, and today again God places before us the choice of life or death. He places before you the choice of being your own man and woman and the determiner of your own destiny. Only, you don’t! It’s determined already in Adam. We are not our own men and women as we like to think we are. That’s a lie! That’s the great lie! In Adam we are slaves to sin. We stand under God’s judgment. But God offers us mercy. He offers us forgiveness in his Son, Jesus Christ. Why will you die when Jesus stands ready and willing to save? He took the guilt of mankind on himself. He bore the eternal wrath of God in our place and he calls us today to repent, to fall before him as that poor man in the temple, and say simply, “God be merciful to me, a sinner.” And God will. 

Well, God has provided David with a way of escape from Achish and from having to betray his own people and go to war against them. That must have been a great relief to David and you can imagine he and his men went back to Ziklag with light hearts – until a few miles from home they smelled the smoke and then found Ziklag as we have read of it. Yet it’s not an absolutely hopeless situation – their families are still alive. But what is David going to do now? How is he going to handle this situation? “Before I was afflicted I went astray. I did not trust. But now I keep your word. It was good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn your statutes.” David had acted on his own when he fled to the Philistines, when he fled to the world for help. But he has truly learned his lesson. He has learned to look to the Lord now; and we see it in two ways. First of all we read,

1.
DAVID STRENGTHENED HIMSELF IN THE LORD 

Not only did David and his men lift up their voices and weep until they had no more strength left to weep, we read in verse six, “Moreover David was greatly distressed because the people talked of stoning him, for all the people were embittered, each one because of his sons and his daughters.” Who knows – maybe they opposed David going to Achish in the first place? Maybe they opposed going along with Achish to Aphek and against Israel. “David, this is it, man! It’s time to split with Achish. We are not doing this!” perhaps they said. But David was nothing if not a leader of men and he had got his way. But it had been a pointless exercise. “And we could have told you how it would be with the other lords of the Philistines,” they might have said to him now. It was at least 190 kilometres round trip. At best it had been an embarrassment. At worst, they surely didn’t like their fellow-Israelites seeing them marching along through Israelite territory, tagging along behind Achish and the Philistines! “They’ll never believe us now David. Of course we’re traitors in their eyes,” and, as de Graaf says, “Now they’ve lost everything on account of David’s accursed cleverness.” 

It was all too much for them and out of the bitterness of heart they jolly near stone him. “But David strengthened himself in the Lord.” How refreshing to hear that. Remember what God’s been doing with David. 

#
Back in chapter 26 David had deliberately gone into Saul’s camp but he did not kill Saul and he would not allow Abishai to kill Saul when he said, “David, I can do it with one thrust!” He proved himself a man of faith. He proved himself a man without personal vengeance; and Abiathar needed to know that and the Ziphites, who had betrayed David twice, needed to know that. 

#
In chapter 27 he falters in this faith; he fears he would soon perish at the hand of Saul, so he turns to the Philistines, to the world for protection. 

#
Chapter 28 is about Saul. 

#
In Chapter 29 the Lord delivers David anyway, even though he’d sinned by distrust. 

#
And now David is learning to look to the Lord again. This discipline is beginning to have its desired effect. 

Well congregation, what does it mean to strengthen ourselves in the Lord, because we all need to know this, surely? We all at times feel discouraged at circumstances, or with friends, or maybe with family, maybe even with the Lord! How many times was David pouring out his discouragement to the Lord in the Psalms? Sometimes it’s useful to know what something is not, to help us more clearly define exactly what it is. One commentator suggests three things which it is not, which I thought were helpful.
 

First of all, strengthening oneself in the Lord is not simply recognizing, Hey, the pressure’s on; we better turn to religion. It’s true, God does discipline us at times to bring us to the end of ourselves, as with the prodigal son. But that does not always bring about true repentance. The prodigal son came back and asked absolutely nothing except acceptance and the basic necessities of life, for which he offered himself as a servant. We should always be cautious of conversions in these circumstances. We hear of many. Few seem to turn out like Charles Colson, for example. Remember Charles Colson – Richard Nixon’s hatchet man? You want anything dirty done; get Chuck to do it. He spent two years in prison and the Lord really did save him. But so many turn out never so long-lasting. 

Secondly, strengthening oneself in the Lord is not just being open about one’s distress – to say about our suffering like Cat Stevens said in one of his songs about love;

Oh I can’t keep it in, I can’t keep it in, I’ve gotta get it out. 

I’ve gotta show the world. The world’s gotta see – see all the love; the love that’s in me. 

Or, in this case, 

I’ve gotta show the world. The world’s gotta see – see all this suffering; this suffering that’s in me. 

It’s a let-it-all-hang-out world. We’re full of rage at everything that goes against us. There is truth that in the saying, “A burden shared is a burden halved.” Saul did this in chapter 28: “I’m greatly distressed Samuel. The Philistines are waging war against me; God has departed from me and answers me no more!” But it did Saul no good. 

Thirdly, strengthening oneself in the Lord is not venting one’s spleen against the person to blame! David’s men did that and were very near acting on their anger and stoning him. 

We know what it means to strengthen one’s self in the Lord. Back in chapter 23, we read that Jonathan came and "strengthened David’s hand in the Lord." What did he do, specifically, that strengthened David’s hand in the Lord? We read in verse 17 of that chapter that Jonathan said to him, “Do not be afraid, because the hand of Saul my father shall not find you, and you will be king over Israel and I will be next to you; and Saul, my father knows that also.” He reminded David of the Lord’s promises to him. And, as we were thinking last week, that, congregation, is where we get surety and certainty about life in this world and the next because he is the rock of our salvation. It’s God’s Word that abides forever. Anything else is like the grass of the field – here today and gone tomorrow; and, as Jonathan had reminded David while he was wandering in the wilderness of Judah, the Lord had promised him that he would be king and that Saul, his father knew it. So David must now have reminded himself of the promises of God. Asaph, in Psalm 80, speaks of the Lord as the shepherd of Israel. But David knew this personally, for he had written, perhaps years before this occasion in his life, not only that the Lord is the shepherd of Israel, but that, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” 

We are able to speak in the same way. So, for example, we ought to be able to say with the apostle Paul in Galatians 2:20; “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me.” Can you say that people of God?  “The Son of God … loved me and gave himself for me”? 

And you can take it as read that before David strengthened himself in these promises of the Lord, he also repented of his sin of lack of faith, because we read in Proverbs 28, verse 13, to mention no other passages, “He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper. But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.” 

When we come across those difficult times in life that come to us all, what do we do with them? We come and worship the Lord twice on the Lord’s Day and we are reminded that, “Our help is in the name of the Lord our God.” Congregation, we have to make that real! And we first of all have to look into our hearts and be certain that “Our help is in the name of the Lord, the ruler, our God;” and that sin, therefore, is dealt with; and then we have to take the promises of God, which all come to reality in Jesus Christ, and make them ours and rest in them. That is the only thing that will lift us up and give us strength when everything else around us seems to be crumbling. 

So David looked to the Lord for help; first of all, by strengthening himself with the promises of God. But secondly, we see that, 

2.
DAVID WENT ON AND ENQUIRED OF THE LORD 

David went to the Lord in prayer. He asked the Lord to guide him. Why did he turn to the Philistines, to Achish, to the world, for help earlier? Because he forgot to trust in God; and as a consequence he got himself into a very difficult situation, and not just with the Philistines. He now he finds himself in a difficult situation with his own men about to stone him; and this because, even though God sent him the prophet Gad and the priest Abiathar to guide him, he didn’t turn to them. But now: “Then David said to Abiathar the priest, the son of Ahimilech, Please bring me the ephod. So Abiathar brought the ephod to David. And David enquired of the Lord saying, Shall I pursue this band? Shall I overtake them? And he said to him, Pursue, for you will surely overtake them and you will surely rescue all.” 

And God answered him. He took off after the Amalekites and he hadn’t got very far – and to where we are not quite sure – when he came across a poor Egyptian slave, tossed aside by his master, and that slave directed them. And people of God, God will answer us too – I don’t know how; and usually not in this kind of way. But God will answer us. I remember someone telling me the story once of a family who had lost the car keys; and they absolutely needed those keys very soon – they had to get somewhere urgently. So they hunted all around and they couldn’t find them. Then mum – and so often it’s mum – and mum said, “Listen, why don’t we pray?” So they knelt down and prayed. They were in the cowshed. Of course, a cowshed is not lined on the inside so you’ve got the outside sheathing and you can see the upright studs and the dwangs reaching horizontally between the studs. There was a bench in front of the wall and just lower than the bench was a row of dwangs. The keys were on the dwang, but you couldn't see them because of the bench. But one of the family, when they lifted up their head having finished praying and, being on their knees lower than the bench, looked straight ahead – and there were the keys on the dwang. Of course it doesn’t always happen like that. But is that not an answer to prayer? 

People of God we have the completed Word of God and we have the promise of wisdom from the Lord if we would simply ask – and the wisdom of the Lord is an answer to prayer! Or perhaps we need to learn to read providence a bit more than we do. We need to look at life and think about what’s going on in our lives and ask God to help us understand it. This is what David must have done first of all because what made him strengthen himself in God when he hadn’t done that at all lately? Why did he decide to do it now? He’d been in a very tight spot that, for all his craftiness, he couldn’t get himself out of. Then the Lord, through the lords of the Philistines, overruled his protector Achish and so he got off the hook. But then he found Ziklag burned to the ground and his wives and children carried off and his men threatening to stone him. 

Americans sometimes say about politicians, “When they feel the heat, then they see the light.” David was feeling the heat, so he sat down and thought about his situation and put two and two together and he realised he had been out of fellowship with the Lord. So he put things right and he remembered all the Lord’s many mercies to him and how the Lord had led in the past in righteousness and faith. David strengthened himself by these memories and asked the Lord for guidance and everything became different and he was led to save the families of all. 

What a wonderful story. We haven’t finished it yet – there’s more next week – but how good God is. He saves David despite himself. Before David even thinks to cry out to the Lord, he saves him from Achish and then he brings him back into close fellowship again and he blesses him above all that we are able to ask or think. "Nothing of theirs was missing – whether small or great – sons or daughters, spoil or anything that they had taken for themselves." David brought it all back. 

The Lord promises to do the same for us congregation. A little earlier in Hebrews, in chapter four, we read those wonderful words, “Since we have a great high priest – greater than Abiathar – who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore draw near – let us draw near to our high priest, our Abiathar and ask him – with confidence to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” – as David did; as, indeed, our Lord Jesus Christ himself did “and was heard because of his much crying.” 

Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 17th July, 2005
�    Davis
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