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WHEN THE SAVIOUR IS REVEALED, WHAT THEN?
1 Samuel 17:55 – 18:16 (text)   Mark 4:1-20

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, when Jesus was here two thousand years ago, wherever he went he “caused a division among the people,” we read. There is something about Jesus Christ that forces people back in on themselves and which dredges up their basic religious desires and biases and forces them to make a decision about that revelation. We see this foreshadowed in the life of David in our story this morning. When David killed Goliath God revealed to Israel their new saviour and this time it is God’s man, because David is "a man after God’s own heart." David is zealous for the Lord’s honour and so he has faith that can move mountains of men! 

David is a type of the Lord Jesus Christ and just as when Jesus was revealed to the world two thousand years ago people were forced to make a decision about him and that resulted in different reactions, so today. When David was revealed to Israel a thousand years earlier, the various characters in the story were forced to do something with him. They were forced either to accept him or to reject him; and their reactions are not the same, even within families. That’s how Jesus said it would be: Matthew 10:35, “I came to set a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law and a man’s enemies will be they of his own household.” Here we see it, in our story – the beginnings of a father and a son, Saul and Jonathan, against each other because of God’s saviour. 

The whole Bible is about Jesus Christ. In Matthew twenty-seven we hear Pilate saying to the Jewish leaders, “What then shall I do with Jesus who is called Christ?” And that, ultimately, is the question we must all ask of ourselves; and answer, whether we are adults, whether we are young people, whether we are children. "What will you do with Jesus who is called Christ? the one sent by God to be a Saviour; that’s what Christ means. 

Let’s understand a few things about the story first; because there is a question that immediately comes to mind: how come Saul, as he watched David going out to meet Goliath, asks Abner, his commander-in-chief, “Abner, whose son is this young man?” and Abner said, “By your life, oh king, I do not know.”  So the king said, “You enquire whose son the youth is.” It is a question because in the previous chapter we even read that "Saul loved David greatly" as he often played his harp and sang to lighten his dark moods. And the critics quickly come along and say “Aha, you see, there’s a mistake in the Bible!” 

It is amazing how uncritical are otherwise intelligent critics’ observations of life sometimes. What is going on, of course, is that Saul is looking at this fresh-faced young kid who played the harp so beautifully and he is wondering where on earth this courage suddenly came from. We probably don’t usually put musicians and singers together with this kind of daring. So maybe Saul wants to know if great bravery was in the family line years ago. Because God has left Saul, Saul is now trying to figure out life according to his own devices, with the reasoning of human nature only. That God would give this courage to David doesn’t enter his mind. So after David has done his great deed and Saul asks him further about his family, David just says, “I’m a son of your servant Jesse, the Bethlehemite.” There is more to the conversation than that because we read in verse one of chapter eighteen, “Now it came about when he had finished speaking to Saul….” Indeed, there was plenty to discuss, because David had just won himself Saul’s daughter. So perhaps Saul wanted to know a bit more about this future son-in-law of his. Maybe he even had an eye to the fine print to see if there was an ‘out’ if David didn’t measure up in some way. 

When God reveals himself that revelation demands we take a second look, at least. Thus Saul does. Thus also does Jonathan. So in fact does the whole population, although as far as they are concerned this is the first time he has come to their notice. And they sing his praises. And that, and the reaction of Jonathan no doubt, angers Saul and he asks “With praise like that, what can he have more but the throne?” – a very good question under the circumstances. So we read that “Saul looked at David with suspicion from that day on” (verse 9). 

The next day an evil spirit brings an evil mood again and this time Saul can’t stand David and "he raves about the house" as David is playing his harp. He even hates that which once did him so much good and while David is playing, Saul tries to kill him. After that assassination attempt, we expect to read that David was afraid of Saul. It is true, David flees Saul, but it is Saul who fears David! He can’t stand his face any more so he packs him off to the army full-time and makes him a commander over a thousand men. But instead of getting himself killed, as Saul had hoped, “David prospered in all his ways for the Lord was with him” (verse 14). It’s an interesting word, that word prospered; it can equally as well be translated; he acted wisely. I have the feeling that both meanings are true here. He acted wisely and in doing so David, to use a phrase that is used about the Lord Jesus “grew in favour with God and the people.” And then Saul began to "dread him" (verse 15). 

Well, people of God, what is our text saying this morning? God has raised up his servant, a type of the Lord Jesus Christ, an Old Testament saviour who acts wisely and prospers, “for the Lord was with him” (verse 14). It’s just exactly as we read was prophesied about the Lord Jesus in Isaiah chapter eleven: “The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and strength, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.” As David, so Jesus loved the Lord’s honour and he lived by faith and therefore he was completely obedient. And the question comes to us this morning: What will you do with him? 

We read of three reactions in our text. First of all, as I have put it; 

1.	YOU MIGHT SWAP JERSEYS AFTER THE BIG GAME.
You know how it is after the test match with the All Blacks, they swap their black jerseys for the Springboks’ green and gold; unless, of course, it is your first cap, your first ever All Black jersey. But that’s what Jonathan did when he gave to David his robe and armour and sword and bow and belt. It was a bit different from swapping rugby jerseys after the test because not only was this Jonathan’s first robe and armour and sword and bow and belt, it was his only robe and armour and sword and bow and belt. At least the meaning of what he was doing when he gave them to David carried that significance. For what was Jonathan doing when he did this? 

You remember when Joseph told Pharaoh about the famine that was going to come on Egypt and Pharaoh recognized in Joseph "the spirit of the gods," he said, “Joseph, I have set you over all the land of Egypt. Then Pharoah took off his signet ring from his hand and he put it on Joseph’s hand and he clothed him with garments of fine linen and put a gold necklace around his neck and made him second in the kingdom" (Gen.41:42). You can read of other instances. Jonathan was the crown prince. When he gave David his robe and armour and sword and bow and belt he was saying “You, David, are the crown Prince. I relinquish my position to you.” As one writer said, “God causes David’s true glory to outshine the official importance of Saul” (J N Darby). Jonathan sees it; he recognizes it. David has no great pedigree; he’s just the son of Jesse, the Bethlehemite, but his whole demeanour and his actions show him to be a truly great man of zeal for the Lord and of faith. 

Jonathan also was a man of faith, like David. He too had performed exploits back only a few chapters (14), but lately his faith had struggled to hold its own in the oppressive atmosphere of Saul's court (de Graaf). There is a strange verse in Psalm forty-two that says, “Deep calls to deep at the sound of thy waterfalls.” It is a hard verse to understand, but perhaps it has the idea within it that one of a kind will recognize another of the same kind. So David’s faith called out to Jonathan’s faith. The theologians call it the witness of the Holy Spirit within the heart by which, when the elect are brought face to face with Jesus Christ, they know him, almost instinctively. Didn’t Jesus say, “I am the Good Shepherd and I know my own and my own know me. My sheep hear my voice and a stranger they will not follow.” So when Jonathan sees David’s zeal and David’s faith, his own zeal and his own faith leap into life again. He recognizes David for what he is; the Lord’s anointed, his father’s heir and he makes a covenant with David and strips himself of the clothes of the crown prince. He accepts that the Lord’s sovereign choice has put him in a lower, earthly position and he bows to it cheerfully and with love; because Jonathan loves the Lord. 

We sang of it in that lovely hymn in our supplementary book last Sunday evening, 
Let holy charity mine outward vesture be, 
  and lowliness become mine inner clothing; 
  true lowliness of heart, which takes the humbler part…. 

What did Paul say? “Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but in humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself” (Philippians 2). That is what marks the true follower of the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s exactly what Jesus himself did when he knelt down and washed the disciples' feet. This action marks Jonathan as a true follower of David and therefore as a true follower of Jesus Christ.   J N Darby has a beautiful comment about Jonathan's acceptance of David. "[T]here is a remnant who love Christ, and desire his kingdom, although it will put an end to the economy in which they stand."  

We live in a day in which we must all have our rights. It is so unchristian; it is so anti-Christian. Jonathan is the true believer here who gives up his natural, but actually only pretended, rights in order that he may follow his lord, his saviour David; and ultimately, his Lord, his Saviour Jesus Christ. And if we are not willing to make that surrender we are not following Jesus Christ; we are not Christians; we are not saved. 

On the other hand, secondly, 

2.	YOU MIGHT BE A FAIR-WEATHER FRIEND.
News of the great victory was sounded abroad "and it happened that as they were coming when David returned from killing the Philistine that the women came out of all the cities of Israel, singing and dancing, to meet King Saul with tambourines, with joy and with musical instruments. And the women sang as they played and said, 'Saul has slain his thousands but David his ten thousands'" (verses 6-7). It was a stupid song! If it were a song of faith, surely it would praise the Lord and the praise of David and Saul would be a second string, a sub-plot. But as it was, it was entirely about men; Saul, but mainly David, and as such it could hardly help but get Saul’s back up. 

Furthermore, at least for many people in Israel, their good opinion of David did not last, or at least was not strongly grounded into their hearts. There came a time, not too much later than now, that David delivered the people of a village called Keilah from the Philistines and yet they were willing, immediately, to deliver him over to Saul when they heard that Saul was on the way; and Keilah was a village of Judah, David’s own tribe. It happened also with the city of Ziph, also of Judah. 

They did the same with the Lord Jesus Christ, of course, and the same people. In John chapter eleven we read, “Many therefore of the Jews who come to Mary and beheld what Jesus had done (when he raised her brother Lazarus from the dead), believed in him." We read that sort of thing often in the Gospels. But just as often we read that as many followed him one day left him the next. The classic case is the time Jesus entered Jerusalem just before the last Passover and the crowd, “a great multitude” we are told (John 12:12) "went out to meet him and cried out 'Hosannah, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel.'" But the next day, as we all know, it was the crowd, as well as the leaders, who cried out “Crucify him!”  

Jesus didn’t only experience this; he spoke about it. 
#	He said some people would hear the Gospel and faith would spring up quickly in their hearts and they’ll receive the message with joy, like seed sown on shallow, rocky soil; but because their hearts are shallow, as soon as difficulties and persecutions come, they fall away. So these people could not stand up to Saul, or later, to the Jewish leaders. 
#	Others are like seed sown on ground with thorns growing in it. They profess faith in Christ but "the cares of life in this world, the deceitfulness of riches, the desire for other things" of the world – not necessarily sinful in themselves but just like weeds in the garden, they choke out the life of faith. These women who sang this song could see that David had done a great thing and they were very pleased to have their husbands and sons back home and they themselves not now captives of the Philistines. But they thought it was just some great deed of bravery done by David. They didn’t think deeply, not even as deeply as Saul who knew he had to take a second look. They didn’t think theologically as all the actors in the story we saw last week didn’t, except David. They thought about it only in a worldly way. As long as their husbands and sons were back home safely they were happy; and fair enough as far as it goes. But they didn’t see the hand of God in this. They didn’t see that David was in fact their real saviour now. So when it came to a choice between Saul and David later, under different circumstances, Saul got the nod.

Just so, the true Saviour of the whole world was revealed to us two thousand years ago. And he meets us time and again as the Scriptures are read and preached. Do we see Jesus Christ? Do we think deeply about the world and about life and about the hereafter and about our own hearts and the depth of sin in our own hearts? Do we see in ourselves hearts that are "deceitful and desperately wicked above all things"? Do we see that we need to be born again, that we need to be given new life, spiritual life? 

There are many people in many Churches, including Reformed Churches, who do not think very deeply at all. They are far too much caught up with the affairs of this life – its concerns and its pleasures. And there are so many pleasures and diversions in the world today. We don't even have to think any more to enjoy them so that we have almost lost the ability to think at all.

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, are you and I also getting distracted by just so much trivia, even silliness, that we no longer even know how to think spiritually and deeply about our own soul? And we’ve little desire to allow the Spirit to take the Word and plow up our soul with it and bring to the surface the sin and the wrong ideas and beliefs; and to let the Word teach us right doctrine, to reprove us of wrong understanding and wrong moral standards, to correct us with the right and so train us in righteousness; that’s what the Bible is for. “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction and for instruction in righteousness,” 2 Timothy 3:16; and “to make us wise unto salvation,” 2 Timothy 3:15. Without that work you may well be a fair-weather friend of Jesus Christ. But unless Jesus Christ by his Word and Spirit has done that deep work, you won’t be an eternal friend. And this is the great danger that we in the western Church stand today. Let us search our hearts.

Thirdly,

3.	YOU COULD PERHAPS BE A SELF-SERVING BUILDER IN ISRAEL.
Although Saul had received the power of the Spirit some time ago to be the king over Israel, he’d never had his soul plowed up. He’d never been born again by that Spirit.  He’d never been regenerated. And even that power of the Spirit to be the king had now gone from him and he stands there powerless before his enemies and a young shepherd boy comes and saves the nation. How could Saul not feel again that God had rejected him?   Otto von Gerlach in Keil Saul is merely a natural man now. We know that clearly and it would be a good thing to observe, people of God, whether we find the same thing in ourselves. It would give us something to gauge ourselves by, to help us know whether we really are born again or whether that very basic thing, the new birth, ought to be the burden of our prayers.

Do you remember back when the Lord finally rejected Saul, and Samuel refused to worship with him, that Saul pled with Samuel, “Please come and sacrifice with me and so honour me before the elders and before Israel”? That was Saul’s concern. Saul was zealous of his own honour and therefore he becomes jealous of anyone who might displace him or his descendants. So he becomes David’s enemy and in a not quite up-front way "he seeks to end, by the hand of the Philistines, the life of him whom God had sent to save and establish the kingdom" (J N Darby). 

It’s interesting to see this developing. In verse eight after Saul sees how the people honour David, first of all, anger and jealousy arise in his heart; “What more could he have now but the kingdom?” In verse nine, suspicion sets in; in verse twelve it’s fear. In verse thirteen he tries to remove David but David still prospers. So Saul "dreaded him," verse fifteen. There is a very solemn passage in Hebrews chapter twelve in which we are told, “Pursue peace with all men and the sanctification without which no-one will see the Lord. See to it that no-one comes short of the grace of God, that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble and by it many be defiled; that there be no immoral or godless person like Esau who sold his own birthright for a single meal. For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance though he sought it with tears.” 

Because Saul loved his own honour from very early years and did not repent of that first sin of not giving strict obedience to the charge given to him when he was first anointed, when Samuel told him that whenever he got in a tight spot he was to wait seven days. Saul did not do that; and because Saul never repented of that sin, it grew and the next thing was that after his half-obedient victory over the Amalekites, “he set up a monument to himself” (15:12). Once we become concerned about ourselves and our own honour, of course envy sets in. 

Jesus warned us about this. "Everyone angry with his brother in his heart shalt be guilty of murder" (Matthew 5:22). Saul nursed this anger in his heart and that gave the devil his opportunity, as we read in Ephesians four. So this "root of bitterness" set in in Saul’s heart and grew into a murderous hatred and Saul, like Esau, found no place for repentance. People of God, let us make sure we are born again so that we do not come short of the grace of God; early, at the beginning of our lives. For this thing began to develop early in Saul’s kingship. Children, young people, is there some sin in your life that is growing into a habit? Adults, are you hardening yourself in some particular disobedience, thinking that you can accommodate this one sin, you can live with this one; and so can the Lord!? Do not do it, lest it grow into "a root of bitterness" as it did with Saul and, like Esau, you find no place for repentance. The Lord simply would not give him that gift now and so he went on to seek to kill even the Lord’s anointed.

Which is exactly what the Jews did later to David’s greater son, THE Lord’s Anointed. The Jewish leaders were supposed to be builders in Israel, as a king was. That was their place. They were to build up the people in the Lord. But they rejected the very cornerstone of the building because they "loved the praise of men rather than the praise of God." So the Lord took the kingdom from them and gave it to the New Testament Church,    "…your neighbour who is better than you" (15:28). even as he took it from Saul and gave it to David. But we stand by faith only (Romans 11) and if we seek our own honour we therefore reject the Lord’s honour and he’ll take the kingdom from us too.

All of these people who reacted to David in these three different ways, all loved David. Jonathan loved David as his own soul. In verse sixteen we read that “all Israel and Judah loved David” and in chapter sixteen, verse twenty-one “Saul loved David greatly.” But how differently they loved him! 

Even in rebellion the world can love the Saviour because of his kindness and his blessings. You will hear very, very few people badmouth Jesus Christ; but they’re still the world and they do not know him as their Lord. But the elect love him as their own soul. He becomes their whole heart's desire. As Paul said, and Jonathan did, “I count all things but dung that I may know Christ.” And they’re prepared to be humiliated for his sake and his kingdom as Jonathan was prepared to give up his rightful claim to the throne that David, the Lord’s chosen, may have it. He completely forgot his own interests, his own ambitions. That’s what it means to put the kingdom first. His life was hid with David in God as our life is to be hid with Christ in God. 

And why should we not love him so? For he has delivered us from our great enemy with his very life. People of God, are we world still? Or are we born again? Let us see that we have plowed hearts in which the Spirit has worked very deeply.

The Lord’s Saviour has been presented to us in this story under the guise of David and today we have been shown how we may react to him. Let us ask that question of ourselves, as it is put in an old hymn; 
What will you do with Jesus? Neutral you cannot be. 
  Some day your heart will be asking, “What will he do with me?” 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 23rd January, 2005


