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WHAT THE DEVIL MEANS FOR EVIL GOD TURNS TO GOOD
1 Samuel 18:10-30   Matthew 16:13-20

“Oh Jerusalem; Jerusalem; how often would I have gathered you as a hen gathers its chicks, but you would not,” said Jesus, weeping over Jerusalem toward the end of his life and ministry. It is obviously not wrong, therefore, for us to weep over the world, even when it has plainly rejected God. 

It is hard not to read this chapter without mixed feelings. David was only a very young man, in his late teens, maybe twenty. He’d had a great victory; he had saved the nation. He had often worked to save the king’s sanity, to restore his peace of mind. He almost did for Saul what he said the Lord did for him. He led Saul beside quiet waters. He restored his soul – somewhat. But we read now, “Saul was afraid of David for the Lord was with him but had departed from Saul.” That is such a sad verse – a grown man, a man’s man he had become, afraid of this lad. But how much more sad that the Lord had departed from him. 
#	His own son had accepted the fact that he would never be king and so Jonathan had made a pact with the man who would be king after his father, David. 
#	The crowds sing David’s praises and that of course riles Saul, so he tries to kill him. 
#	He fails, but his anger and his fear cannot be stopped. But he at least regains his composure and he posts David to a command in the army, where he does very well. 
#	And Saul now not just feared him but "dreaded him," we read. So he offered him his older daughter, Merab. “Only”, says Saul, “be a valiant man for me and fight the Lord’s battles.” How easy it is, isn’t it, to hide sin and hypocrisy under such high-sounding spiritual language. For in reality Saul thought, "My hand shall not be against him. Rather let the hand of the Philistines be against him" when he goes out to fight the Lord’s battles (verse 17). Was it in remembrance of this occasion that David wrote Psalm fifty-five, part of which we sang just now? “The words of his mouth were smoother than butter but war was in his heart. His words were softer than oil yet they were drawn swords.” 
#	Well, he breaks that promise about his daughter, as he had broken it earlier,   Although Gill quotes Arbinel as suggesting that Saul's promise of chapter 17 may have another explanation. It is only ever in the mouths of the soldiers – perhaps they supposed that was what Saul would (or should) do? Or, if spoken by Saul, it may have been hyperbolic, as Herod said to Herodias' daughter, "I will give you whatever you ask, up to half my kingdom" (Mark 6:23).  but when he sees that his younger daughter, Michal, loves David, he determines to use her to ensnare David. What kind of a fatherly heart is that? He sets the dowry at a hundred dead Philistines which surely must get David killed. 
#	And the story ends up, “Then Saul was even more afraid of David, thus Saul was David’s enemy continually.” 

But actually congregation, it doesn’t quite end up that way because Saul is not the main actor in the story now. David is the main actor in the story, for “the Lord had left Saul and was with David.” So there is one more verse to the chapter, verse thirty, and the story ends up in praise of David. 
Nevertheless, Saul steadily sinking into increasing rashness and even low dealing with his own children is a sub–plot of the story and it’s a pitiful sight. We can and ought to feel sad about and sorry for our world in its misery because of its sin. Yet in that sorrow we cannot fall in with the world. We might on the one hand, empathize with it, but we cannot, on the other hand, sympathize with it and excuse it and go along with it. Even as we read in Isaiah forty-eight, as we did earlier this morning, and it applies to all the world, “I am the Lord your God who teaches you to profit; who leads you in the way you should go. If only you had paid attention to my commandments then your well-being would have been like a river.” 

We might well weep over the world, even in a sense with the world, in the closet, in our room when we pray. But out of the closet when we are dealing with the world, as gracious, as pleasant, as civil as we must always attempt to be, we must always oppose the world. Jesus wept over Jerusalem, but what was he saying the next day? “Woe to you Scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites.” It’s not always an easy thing to take a steadfast and principled stand against the world and against sin while yet at the same time maintaining civility and graciousness. But that is what we are called to do. Even as God opposed Saul, "for the Lord had departed from Saul;" indeed, not only departed but he had sent an evil spirit to terrorize him. 

What is our chapter about? It reminded me of what Joseph said to his brothers after they came to meet him and speak to him after their father Jacob had died and they feared that Joseph would now try to take revenge on them for their selling him into the hands of the Ishmaelites for a slave. Saul meant many things here for evil but the Lord opposed those evil desires and turned them for good. And that is just what we confess in Lord’s Day nine of the Heidelberg Catechism; “He will turn to my good whatever adversity he sends me in this sad world.” 

The Lord is building his kingdom and nothing prevents the Lord getting his work done. That’s what this chapter is about. And he turns the machinations of the world back on to the world, to work against the world, and for his own kingdom. I want to say three things about it; first of all – 

1.	GOD IS ESTABLISHING HIS KINGDOM IN THIS WORLD AND HE IS ESTABLISHING HIS KING IN THAT KINGDOM IN THIS WORLD. 
God is quietly working away in the midst of all the sin that is going on in the world and among all the powers of mankind set up against God’s kingdom, whatever they are; whether they are Islam, whether they are the New-Age paganism that is becoming so prevalent around us, whether it is occultism; whether it is a kind of one-world totalitarianism after the fashion of the Tower of Babel in Genesis eleven, helped by computer technology no doubt and every other aspect of technology. For Jesus said, On the confession of faith in him as the divine-human Saviour, "I will build my Church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it." Furthermore, everything that mankind constructs in his rebellion against God, God turns to the good of the Gospel and his Church and Kingdom. No wonder Saul became enraged and dreaded David more and became more conniving because everything he did to rein David in only lifted David higher in the eyes of the people and gave him further opportunities for success. 

Earlier on Jonathon had loved David and made that covenant with him. The people had sung the praises of David as being ten times more useful in battle than Saul. After failing to pin David to the wall he sends him out of his sight into the army and we read in verse fourteen that “David was prospering in all his ways.” And in verse sixteen that “All Israel and Judah loved him.” David declines the offer of Merab out of, apparently, the modesty of his family’s circumstances. So she marries another man. We don’t know why. Maybe she didn’t love David – and the prospective bride did have a right of refusal. 

Michal, Saul’s younger daughter, loves David however, so Saul gives her to him “hoping”, verse twenty-one, “that she will be a snare to him and that the hand of the Philistines may be against him.” You are poor David, says Saul. Well that’s fine. Don’t worry about that. Just produce for me a hundred Philistine foreskins. Only the Philistines, of all the nations round about, did not practice circumcision, so Saul would know it was his most immediate and dangerous enemies that David had killed; also, of course, those most dangerous to David himself because he had, after all, just slain their champion. Well, David produces two hundred. Not only did Michal not ensnare David as Saul had hoped, later on she helped him escape. What Saul intended for evil, God used for good. “And so,” verse twenty-eight, “when Saul saw and knew that the Lord was with David and that Michal, Saul’s daughter, loved him, Saul was even more afraid of David. Thus he became David’s enemy continually.” 

It seemed as though Saul could do nothing right; that everything he tried worked against him and for David. Four times in the chapter we read that David prospered and that his name was highly esteemed. Everything Saul did to get rid of him actually only gave David another opportunity to succeed and made him more admired and loved by the people. And without a doubt, that made his assuming the crown later on easier. Perhaps even this marriage to Michal, which Saul intended as a snare, helped him to be accepted as the new king also; because when Saul was slain by the Philistines, three of his sons were slain with him. And David was, after all, the king’s son-in-law. 

Brothers and sisters, God is working in all that is going on around us in the world. And as we sometimes sing “Though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.” And in it all God turns men’s scheming back on themselves. Man constantly overreaches himself. And notice that word came up in that versification of Psalm fifty-five that probably refers to this era of David’s history. 
#	We saw this with communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe fifteen years ago. 
#	Some people wonder about it also in the recent elections in the United States. Now this is certainly not a party political broadcast for Mr Bush. On the other hand, he has better moral standards than Mr Kerry. Some people believe that many voted for Bush out of those moral concerns. Well of course, after thirty plus years of the Pill, of abortion, of homosexuality and lesbianism, why, unbelievers simply are not breeding a new generation of voters to vote according to their moral standards or philosophy of life (or perhaps we should say, philosophy of death!). 

#	Computer technology, which many feared so much and perhaps not without reason, as they began to realize its potential for totalitarian control, has been picked up by everybody and it cannot be controlled. Of course, it has enormously aided the spread of pornography, but it has also broken the stranglehold of the press and TV and Radio over the dissemination of news. Newspaper readership and TV news-viewing is falling as people realize they are only being fed the party line and they are turning more and more to internet e-mail news services and newsletters which anybody can read very cheaply and everybody can produce very cheaply, and they do. So a very important way in which the powers that seek to control the thinking of men and women in the world is being taken right out of their hands. What some have intended for evil, the Lord is turning to good, maybe? 

Whatever, God is working to establish his Church and to establish his king – David in our story, Jesus Christ over the world today – and he uses man’s all-too-cleverness to do it. But there is something else we ought to take note of. God is not just doing this in this general, principial way; he is doing it in individuals. Which raises my second point:  

2.	GOD IS PREPARING THE WICKED FOR THE DAY OF DESTRUCTION.
There is a pretty common theme that runs right through the Bible that people recognize: the Lord is with his own people. In Genesis thirty-nine we read, "Now Joseph’s master saw that the Lord was with him and how the Lord caused all that Joseph did in his master’s affairs and household to prosper." But Potiphar had the sense to use him and the self-assurance not to fear him. 

Saul did not. Saul knew the Lord was with David and that he himself had rejected God’s grace. He knew and increasingly realized that the Lord, who was now with David, had left him. And he became afraid to lay hands on David himself so he schemed to have the Philistines kill him. Jesus said “They that live by the sword will die by the sword.” Who of the two dies by the hand of the Philistines? – Saul, not David. 

Not only that, later on we read of Saul, after David has spared his life when he could have killed him in the cave – Saul even said to David, “Now I know that you will be king after me. Promise me only this: that you will not wipe out my children and grandchildren.”  Which promise David gave and David kept. Saul breaks his promise to give his older daughter Merab to David. Instead, he gives her to Adrial the Meholathite. Five sons were born to this marriage that came about by a broken promise. Those five sons were later hanged by the Gibeonites. All Saul’s scheming for himself and his family turns out against himself and his family. 

Congregation, not only does the Lord turn what man intends for evil into good, he turns the evil back onto the heads of those who perpetrate it. You read that phrase in the Psalms particularly, “Let them be caught in their own snares,” and they are, until finally we read those sad words in verses twenty-eight and twenty-nine in which we find Saul as a confirmed enemy of the Lord’s anointed, the man after God’s own heart. That is the root of bitterness grown to full and damning flower. 

We ought to weep over our country. We ought to weep over the world – if perhaps the Lord might yet bring it to repentance. For if the Lord turns Saul’s schemes against David back upon himself and prepared his own destruction by those schemes, what terrible suffering the unbelievers and Christ-haters around us must be preparing for themselves! God is preparing the wicked for the day of destruction. But thirdly people of God, 

3.	GOD IS PREPARING HIS CHOSEN TO ASSUME THE THRONE. 
In Mark chapter six we read that “Herod feared John the Baptist because Herod knew that John was a holy and righteous man.” Here was Saul plotting continuously against David and yet he grows more and more afraid of David and for precisely the same reason. 

Jesus told the disciples on the road to Emmaus that he had to suffer first and then enter his kingdom. Why? “So that he could,” in the words of Hebrews five, “learn obedience from the things that he suffered.” “God considered,” Hebrews two “that it was fitting for him for whom are all things in bringing many sons to glory to perfect the author of salvation through suffering.” In Christ all things are not only the Lord Jesus’; they are ours, and therefore in some way and to some degree at least we also must suffer. For we also are being prepared for the throne of the kingdom and Jesus said, “Insofar as you are faithful in a few things you will be given charge over many.” 

The more Saul works against David, the more David prospers by his skilful, wise behaviour. And yet the interesting thing is, we are not told much about those conquests; we are given no details. And what a lot of achievements must be covered in those last few words of verse thirty, "Then the commanders of the Philistines went out to battle and it happened as often as they went out that David behaved himself more wisely than all the servants of Saul and so his name was highly esteemed." Why is that recorded like that? Why aren’t we given half a dozen stories of David’s great victories? Because what is important is not what we do for God but how God is working in us    As Hercus notes. and preparing us for glory and preparing us for the throne, on which throne in spiritual principle we are already now seated with Christ, Ephesians chapter two. 

This is a very difficult time for David. He has been called into the court to play for Saul and to soothe away his terrors and then he’s shot at. He achieves this great victory over Goliath and then he is denied the rewards of it. He is cheated of the woman promised to him a second time and for all we know maybe David did love Merab. Saul continues to seek to take his life and he grows in his hatred even as he grows in his fear of David. 

There is a price to pay to follow the Lord’s anointed in this world, whether that be David in the Old Testament or Jesus Christ now. There is a price to pay if we would seek God’s kingdom and see his Church grow in the world. The gates of hell will be working against it. And what are the gates? Not just two things that swing on hinges and open and shut. The gates of an eastern city were a large area where the law courts were held, where commerce was done, where a king assembled with his army and planned his battle strategy with his commanders before they went out to war, and so on. Just so, all the discussions and debates of hell will be working against us at every turn. “They hated me,” said Jesus “they’re going to hate you too. Don’t think, therefore, the Gospel will bring peace upon the earth; it will bring division.” 

We want to grow in sanctification. We want to become more holy and more pleasing therefore for our Lord. Jesus was made perfect through suffering too. In his case, of course, not sanctified but made complete in his experience of our human life so that he really could be one of us and sympathize with us. But God trained David for the throne through all this great frustration and thanklessness of Saul. And it worked! At the end of the chapter we read that David, who "lightly esteemed himself," verse twenty-three, ended up being "highly esteemed" by others. 

It was a long and painful process. For this is only the beginning; it goes on for another ten years. God had a lot more to teach him. Are you willing to pay the price? This is the way God works with us in the world and we should look at this as we look at the life of the Lord Jesus and take courage from it. Because there is something else that is repeated in this chapter, three times, and that is that while the Lord had left Saul, he was with David.   Repetitions in the chapter:
3x the Lord was with David (12,14,28)  
2x Michal loved David (20,28), 2x Jonathan loved David (1,3), Israel & Judah loved David (16), and Saul's servants (22, granted this statement is guile from Saul's mouth)
3x Saul fears David (12,15,29)
2x David is invited to become the king's son-in-law (17,21)
2x David declined (18,23)
2x Saul sought by the hand of the Philistines to kill David (17,25)
4x David acted wisely/prospered (5,14,15,30)
	- & because of this, he who lightly esteemed self (23) became highly esteemed by others (30)
 And if the Lord be with us, and for us therefore, who can be against us? 

The Lord is with us, even as he was with David, even as he was and is with our master, Jesus Christ. And so therefore, Isaiah forty-five, seventeen, “Israel shall be saved in the Lord with an everlasting salvation. You shall not be ashamed or confounded, world without end.” 
Amen.
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