FROM PILLAR TO POST

1 Samuel 21:1-22:5 (text)   Hebrews 4:14 – 5:10

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, I’m sure you have all seen that poster of the footsteps in the sand. For a while there are two pairs of footsteps, then there is only one for a bit and then again there are two pairs of footsteps. Underneath is a little poem that goes to the effect that, “Lord you said you would walk beside me and for a while it felt like it. But then I went through a difficult time and I looked back and I saw only one set of footprints in the sand. Where were you then Lord when I needed you most?” And the Lord said, “I did not leave you my child; then I was carrying you. They were my footsteps, not yours.” 

We all have times in life like that and we box our way through and maybe for quite a long time. Maybe we even manage to keep doing the right thing, by and large. Then, eventually, we come out of it into the light again. On other occasions, in difficult times, we don’t manage to cut such a clear path and we find ourselves doing stupid things, as David did in at least one incident in our text. Yet, eventually we find solid ground underneath our feet again and the truth will be that the Lord had carried us then too. As he says of Israel in its journey through the wilderness, “I carried you as on eagle’s wings.” 

So what do we find in our chapter this morning? In his desperate flight for safety David is tossed from pillar to post and yet, all the while, the Lord is providing for him. The Lord preserves his anointed, even as he preserved the Lord Jesus Christ, as we read in Hebrews 5, “In the days of his flesh he (Christ) offered up both prayers and supplications with loud crying and tears to the one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his much crying. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered and, having been made perfect (and in respect of Jesus the meaning here would be: having been made complete in his experience of human existence) he became to all those who obey him, the source of eternal salvation.” And so, brothers and sisters, he will preserve us through whatever difficulties he calls us to go. “Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast to 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 like as we are, yet without sin. Therefore, let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 

Whatever are the circumstances of our lives, the Lord is with us, for we too are the Lord’s anointed. The Lord has made a covenant with us and he will keep it. As we sing from Psalm 138,

The work thou hast for me begun shall by thy grace be fully done. 

Forever mercy dwells with thee. O Lord my maker, think on me. 

And the Lord does, whatever stupid or maybe even sinful turns we take, and whatever he might actually have to do to bring us back. That’s what we see going on in our chapter. Let's have a look at it. First of all 

1.
GUNS AND BUTTER.

And the emphasis is on guns and butter. Many years ago I studied Economics 1 at university. I don’t remember much of it but I do remember that I was taught that economics is about choices. The resources of this world are limited; you can’t have everything you want and the question was traditionally put: you can’t have more guns and more butter. You have to make a choice. If your present need is for more food, you can’t produce more armaments. But if your neighbour is invading you, you better go without some peacetime food supplies and produce more guns.

“David arose and departed,” that’s how chapter 20 ended. “Then David came to Nob,” about three kilometres south-west of Jerusalem; that's how our chapter today begins. Perhaps David had been to the priest at Nob on other occasions to find out the Lord’s will, before going into battle perhaps, even on Saul’s behalf. This time he had fled completely unprepared. If the Civil Defense Department had had anything to do with it, he wouldn’t even have left Jerusalem to meet Jonathan in the field without his emergency kit; you know, an aluminium-foil sleeping bag a few Moro bars, a candle, waterproof matches and a whistle. But here was David fleeing for his life with nothing and he ends up on Ahimelech’s doorstep. 

"No I’m not completely alone Ahimelech, but secrecy is of utmost importance, so I’ve left my small party out of sight down the road. Have you got anything in the house, man?" 

"Oh David, only consecrated bread.” That was the holy "bread of the presence" as it’s called in our translation; it used to be called "shewbread" in the Authorised Version. New loaves were put out every week before the Lord in the Tabernacle. 

"Well if you’d be so kind Ahimelech, that’ll do just fine."
 

"Oh, but David, Its holy bread! What about your men?"

"Oh yes, my men are holy too, don’t worry about them. They haven’t been near a woman for two days."

Well now, that doesn’t sound very complimentary, does it? I mean, do men catch something from women or something? It’s got nothing to do with putting down women. In the Canaanite religions round about, sex was all mixed up in the worship of the gods, up to and including all sorts of the vilest perversions. But the worship of the God of Israel is spiritual and it is holy. He is not served by sinning with prostitutes or animals or whatever. And to make that very clear, God said, “No sex twelve hours before going to the Temple.” That would make one religiously unclean.
 And that’s the meaning of that; it’s nothing unkind about women or anything like that at all. 

"Well thank you very much Ahimelech, you’re very kind but I need guns as well as butter!" So he gets Goliath’s sword which, for some reason, was in the tabernacle. 

The Apostle Paul says in Philippians, “My God shall supply all your needs according to his riches in glory.” The Lord has promised to answer our prayer for our daily bread. But daily bread is only a symbol. Each day he will give us whatever we need for life – today. He doesn’t give us everything we would like, that is true, but he gives us enough to get us to the next stage. And the Lord, through Ahimelech the priest, does that for David too. He gets both guns and butter; bread and a sword. And also, if we were to read a little further on, into the next chapter, it would appear that he received guidance from the priest as well; guidance from God (22:11-15).

2.
THE LION’S MOUTH. 

David is still obviously overwrought by his troubles; he’s desperate; he’s not thinking clearly; he’s almost irrational. So distraught by the injustice of Saul’s hatred is he that he takes off from Nob, this time fifty kilometres, to Gath, of all places – you know, as in Goliath of Gath, Goliath whom he slew! Does David really think he won’t be recognized? Well that might be possible. But hardly when he’s planning to walk into Goliath’s city with Goliath’s sword strapped to his side, of which there is no other like! (21:10) 

Can’t you just hear the Widows and Orphans Division of the local Returned Servicemen’s Association? There will be no talking about it; he’ll be torn limb from limb in the street! Fortunately the Refugee Section of the Immigration Department got to him first. But even they had reservations and the whole thing went to appeal, right to the top, to Achish, the king. "Sir, this is the bloke about whom they sing in Israel, 'Saul has slain his thousands. David has slain his ten thousands.' And those ten thousands, oh king, are us; Philistines!" 

All of a sudden David realizes what a stupid thing he has done. He has been mad. And as his brain warms up it suddenly strikes him that madness might be his best chance. David seems to have been as culturally aware of the Philistines as the Philistines were of Israel. The Philistines knew Israel’s latest pop song and David knew that the Philistines believed that the mad had been touched by the gods and therefore they were under the protection of the gods.
 So he starts dribbling down his beard and scratching graffiti on the city gates. Well, you must be mad to do that right under the eye of the authorities! You can get fined for that sort of thing.

And Achish sent him packing. “I’ve got more than enough Philistine madmen without an Israelite one as well,” he says. And out of this experience, David wrote Psalm thirty-four; 

  This poor man cried and the Lord heard him and saved him out of all his troubles. 

The righteous cry and the Lord hears them and delivers them out of all their troubles. 

The Lord is near to the broken-hearted. He saves those who are crushed in spirit. 

Many are the afflictions of the righteous but the Lord delivers them out of them all.

Psalm 34:6,17-19

Guns and butter; the lion’s mouth; thirdly, 

3.
CAVE COMPANIONS. 

David escapes from Gath and goes about fifteen kilometres east-south-east into the western lowlands of Judah. He’s only twenty kilometres from home. That’s convenient, because word would have got around by now and it might not have been safe for his family anymore. He goes to the cave of Adullam – the word means refuge, and there David and his family find refuge from the anger of Saul. But not only David and his family; "everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was discontented gathered to him; and he became captain over them. Now there were about four hundred men (alone) with him" (22:2). By the next chapter that figure had swollen to six hundred. And there was plenty of room for them all. The caves are still there; there are many of them and not a few larger than a basketball court. 

We don‘t know the character of these men. Maybe they were a bunch of no-good disaffects but David took them and, over time, welded them together into a formidable and loyal fighting force. But I suspect they were not riffraff and in that case it must have been a great comfort to David to know that he was not alone. It must have been a great comfort to him to know that there were others who had problems with Saul, for it’s not an easy thing to be in a small minority. 

4.
OLD PARENTS AND A YOUNG PROPHET. 

David is concerned about his parents. He was the youngest of seven sons. Were there daughters as well? Living rough was not what they needed at that stage of life. David has connections with Moab. Maybe you remember – his father Jesse’s grandmother was Ruth the Moabitess. Maybe there had even been a little continuing contact over the years. At any rate, it wouldn’t hurt the king of Moab to make life easier for the king of Israel’s internal enemies. While Saul is a little less sure on his throne, the king of Moab is a little more sure on his. So the king of Moab gave David’s parents refuge for quite a long period of time. 

David is a type of the Lord Jesus Christ. We need to be careful with that, as we've already noted. But would we be wrong to see a picture of the Lord Jesus on the cross here, handing his mother over into the care of John, the disciple, before he dies? The fifth commandment is "the first commandment with a promise," Paul tells us (Ephesians 6:2). And as David honours God by honouring his old parents, God honours David and shows him even more clearly that he is with him. For the next thing we read is that the prophet Gad is with him (22:5). (We know he is a young prophet because he’s still with David in the last year of his reign.
) 

CONCLUSION

Well congregation, what is the point of all this? In his desperate flight for safety David is tossed from pillar to post. Yet the Lord is providing for him. The Lord is leading him. David is his anointed and God preserves him because God must set his anointed on the throne of his kingdom. Even as he preserved the Lord Jesus Christ from all his temptations and trials in his time of humiliation during which he, too, cried to the Lord and the Lord has now set him upon the throne of his kingdom. 

The point for us is that he will do the same for us, for we too are anointed to that same throne and the day will come when we will really be on that throne and glorified on that throne with our glorified Lord. 

Some writers think David did wrong in this chapter.
 In his distracted frame of mind, going outside of Israel to Gath was not only foolish, but wrong! And going to Moab was likewise; for the same reasons. They think that because God caused him to be rejected in Gath with the result that he was turned back to Judah; and in Moab he sends him a prophet to direct him to depart and go to the land of Judah (22:5). They might be right. But with our experience of life I think we’ll be a little slow to condemn him, under these circumstances. For how often do we, when we get distracted by troubles and things going against us, even though we confess and know that the Lord will turn everything to our good, nevertheless do foolish things? And the Lord has to rescue us from the consequences of our folly and maybe even have to chastise us to do it. We shouldn’t, and we know it, but often we do not always in all our ways, acknowledge the Lord (Proverbs 3:6). Perhaps David did not do that here and as a consequence of that, he was tossed from pillar to post. Like the Lord Jesus, but not in his case because of either sin or folly, he found he "had nowhere to lay his head" of nights. Hebrews 11:38 tells us that that makes David one of those who were too good for the earth, "of whom the world was not worthy." 

#
Yet even though David was foolish, and maybe even sinning here, the text begins with the priest giving David the consecrated bread; the bread of the presence. That holy bread was a constant reminder in the Temple that the Lord is with his people at all times and at all times he supplies their needs. 

#
This episode in David's life ends with God sending his prophet Gad to him. Thus the Lord identifies himself with the cause of David. Long ago the Lord’s Spirit had left Saul. Now he openly and explicitly accompanies David in the person of the prophet – probably standing in for Samuel who was now quite old. And Gad not only accompanies him but gives him the plain words of God as to the next move he is to take.
 

The Lord guarantees us only our daily bread. We would sometimes like to be like God and see "the end from the beginning" but the Lord only promises to give us daily guidance along with the daily bread. As the beautiful hymn of John Henry Newman puts it, which we may pray;

Lead kindly light, amidst the encircling gloom. 

  Lead thou me on. 

The night is dark and I am far from home. 

  Lead thou me on. 

Keep thou my feet. I do not ask to see 

  the distant scene. One step enough for me. 

The Lord guarantees us our daily bread and daily guidance. But he guarantees to do that every day of our lives. And when we do stupid things or even sinful things, he promises still to be with us and to carry us and to restore us to himself. Isn’t that how it was with Peter, for example, after he shot off his big mouth and promised more than he could deliver? “Lord I will even die with you.” And then again when Paul had to rebuke him because of a certain piece of hypocrisy in Galatia with respect to eating with Gentiles; and so he brought Peter back to true consistency. 

God has promised to "supply all our needs according to his riches in glory." And because God is a faithful covenant God, as we saw last week, he will also bring us back to himself when we are stupid or sinful. People of God, that should be a great comfort to us! And with that comfort can we not now let go of ourselves a bit and be a little less concerned about ourselves? Our salvation is absolutely secure in the promises the Father and the Son have made to each other in the covenant of peace. Can we not then now afford to give ourselves to serving the Lord; to serving our Saviour; to seeking first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness? All these other things are taken care of. They’re all covered by the promises of God. So why not let go and stop worrying and simply serve and be obedient. 

Wesley put it like this in one of his hymns; 

Captain of Israel’s host and guide of all who seek the land above; 

  beneath thy shadow we abide, the cloud of thy protecting love. 

Our strength, thy grace; our rule, thy word;

  our end (therefore; our aim, our goal), the glory of the Lord. 

Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 13th March, 2005

�   de Graaf, Promise & Deliverance, says, "The Law of the Lord is not to be used against the life which the Lord himself has given." On the shewbread, cf. Leviticus 24:5-9; Matthew 12:3-7; Mark 2:25f.


�   Cf. Leviticus 15:18; 22:4ff.


�   Ellison.


�   2 Samuel 24:11. Baldwin adds that Gad became one of the chroniclers of David's reign (1 Chronicles 29:29), lived to see Solomon's temple and took part in regulating its worship (1 Chr.29:25).


�   de Graaf, Darby, possibly Keil.


�   Darby has a lovely comment here (anticipating slightly the next chapter); "There Gad joins him and he is guided in a direct manner by the plain testimony of God, and soon after he is joined by the priest also; so that, rejected as he is, all that belonged to the testimony and the dealings of God gathers round him. He was the king; the prophet was there; the priest was there also. The outward forms were elsewhere."





