THE WORD OF GOD – A FRAGRANCE OF LIFE & AN AROMA OF DEATH
1 Samuel 19   2 Corinthians 2:14-16

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, ever since at least 1066 when William the Conqueror invaded England, the Church in England had fought with the king over, among other things, whether priests should be tried for civil crimes by civil courts or Church courts. The Church claimed the right to try priests for civil crimes, even murder, in Church courts and the penalties were often ludicrous. The argument came to a head a hundred years later in 1170. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas a’Beckett, had had to flee England and in his absence Henry II had had two other bishops crown his son as his successor. When Beckett returned, he promptly excommunicated those bishops. 

Henry lost his temper and said, “Is there no one here eating my bread at my table who will rid me of this turbulent priest?” It is very unlikely Henry intended his words to be taken literally but four knights did so. They went to Beckett’s palace at Canterbury where there was an argument; he then went into the cathedral and the knights followed him. The argument continued there and a scuffle developed. One of the knights was thrown to the ground and Thomas a’Beckett ended up dead on the steps of his own altar.

Thomas a’Beckett was an arrogant man and he was quite in the wrong, according to my reading. But he became a martyr immediately. And although Henry had right on his side he lost the battle for several centuries because his knights violated sanctuary. The idea of a Church as a sanctuary goes back at least, I suppose, to the cities of refuge in ancient Israel. But really, people of God, our sanctuary is in the name of the Lord our God and in his Word, for "man shall not live by bread alone," by the things of this earth, "but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God." 

Last week, in chapter eighteen, we saw that while Saul intended evil against David, God turned his evil to good. And the evil Saul intended against David actually kicked right back on Saul and worked against himself. But that kicking back doesn’t always, or perhaps even usually, happen immediately. And so, like the devil who is now chained but still alive and kicking and raging against Christ and his Church throughout the world, Saul is still pursuing David in our chapter this morning. David finally flees to Samuel and Samuel is, in effect at this time in Israel’s history, the Word of God. And where the Word is there is the Spirit. God gives sanctuary to David, his anointed, by his Word and by his Spirit at Naioth in Ramah. 

God has more training to give David yet before he can accede to the throne. He has more work to do with Saul. God has more instruction to give Israel in the school of hard knocks. But in the meantime David finds sanctuary under his Word, under the protection of his Spirit. That is what the chapter is saying this morning. But what is it saying to us here in the Reformed Church of the North Shore in 2005? Simply this: in the one Word of God the believer is safe and the unbeliever is judged. Let’s have a look at it. 

First of all

1.	THE LORD MOVES IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS, HIS WONDERS TO PERFORM,  as Cowper put it in his hymn. 
The Lord does very little of his work in a flash, by miracles. He usually works through normal means, and by the ebb and flow of life and history. In Philippians chapter four, for example, the Apostle Paul says, “I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances the Lord has placed me.” The word learned there is a particular word. It means to learn by hard-won experience; by experiencing, one week, plenty and the next, barely enough to eat. 

In our story today the Lord is teaching David by hard-won experience to trust in him and his Word alone. And he teaches David through mysterious ways, we might say, to find this sanctuary in him, which we see at the end of the chapter. The first way the Lord uses to protect David is, we might say, 

i)	through the king’s son's moral persuasion. At the end of chapter eighteen, “The commanders of the Philistines went out to battle and it happened that as often as they went out that David behaved himself more wisely than all the servants of Saul, so his name was highly esteemed.” And Saul cannot stand this. So he actually puts the word out to Jonathan and his cabinet ministers: kill David! 

First Timothy chapter five tells us we are not to "rebuke an older man sharply, but rather appeal to him as a father." Jonathan is a very wise son and he manages to take his father aside and appeal to his father’s better nature, as we would say. And his father listens and he vows, “As the Lord lives, David shall not be put to death,” and they are reconciled again. Unfortunately the Philistines woke up and David had to go out and deliver Israel from their hand again. And Saul’s envy awakes and he takes another shot at David with the spear, which brings us to the second escape in the chapter: 

ii)	the king’s heir’s slick evasion. Saul hurls his spear but David gives him the slip and that is the last time Saul and David ever sit down together. Thirdly, we see 

iii)	the king’s daughter’s prevarication. Prevarication is not quite telling the truth. David flees to his home and, like the eastern rule of hospitality, a man could not be disturbed in his own home at night. But that didn’t stop Saul staking the place out. Only, there was at least one window out of view of Saul's guards and Michal lets David down to the ground. 

To buy a bit more time when the boys in black balaclavas and AK47s arrive in the morning she told them David was sick. And she put a household idol in the bed just in case they wanted to take a look from the sick-room door. When this is reported back to Saul he says, “Bring him here, four-poster and all. He can die in his bed as well as anywhere else.” When that ruse is uncovered she tells Saul that David threatened her. I doubt very much Saul believed her. 

David has accepted Saul’s word; that eventually failed. He’s trusted to his own agility; that lasts only so long. His wife has lied to her own father; not a nice situation to put anybody in. So finally he flees to Samuel who is, in effect, the Word of God to Israel at this time. There he finds sanctuary. And here we come to the final way in which David escapes:

iv)	the Word and Spirit’s mental invasion – of Saul and his servants. Saul hears that David is at Naioth in Ramah with Samuel. In earlier years Saul had craved Samuel’s approval and support. Now he is simply in a rage and he couldn’t care less. He sends messengers to Ramah to take David but when they walk into the presence of the prophets prophesying they are also overcome by the Spirit of God and begin prophesying. 

We should stop here just a minute and ask: what is this prophesying? Lots of speculations have been made. Some have even tried to understand what was going here in terms of ancient Greek religions whose devotees would speak ecstatically in nonsense syllables, gibberish, sometimes called tongues, sometimes thought to be what was going on in Corinth in 1 Corinthians 14. We don’t really know what the prophesying was in Naioth in Ramah, but we know it was something given directly by the Spirit of God. In 1 Chronicles chapter 25 we read about the sons of Asaph and Heman and Jeduthun who "prophesied with lyres and harps and cymbals … in giving thanks and praising the Lord." We don’t usually think of that as prophesying, but there it is. Quite likely, like other words in the Bible and indeed in everyday life, the word prophecy or to prophesy has a technical meaning and then a broader meaning.  

At any rate, these messengers from Saul were overcome by the Spirit of God and they found themselves, who had come to do evil, doing good, serving God with the prophets, praising God! And it happened three times. Well Saul gets exasperated about this and muttering something to himself like, “Man alive, it’s hard to get good staff these days!” he storms off down to Ramah himself. And, lo and behold, what happens to Saul? He gets ‘slain in the spirit’ with a double dose and ends up stripped, probably only to his loin cloth, lying on the ground all day and all night, prophesying before Samuel. 

So the rebellious king is finally brought to do obeisance before the Word of the Lord which, energized by the power of the Spirit, as we read in Hebrews chapter four, is “living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword. It pierces as far as the division of soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. There is no creature hidden from his sight but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of him with whom we have to do,” as Saul found out that day. 


But the Lord is doing more than moving in mysterious ways, his wonders of deliverance to perform. In fact he is doing even more than bringing David to trust in his Word and bringing Saul to heel before his Word. So secondly: 

2.	THE LORD IS NOT SLACK CONCERNING HIS PROMISE but is patient to you, not willing that any should perish, 2 Peter 3. 
Saul has done more than enough by now to forfeit utterly the Lord’s Word and the Lord’s compassion and God has rejected him as a king. But he has not finished with him as a man. He is still speaking to Saul, he is still giving Saul the opportunity to come to the same place he has brought David.

First of all, through Jonathan, who speaks to him very carefully. Jonathan takes his father right back to his own better days and his own confession of faith in God, Verse 4; “Do not let the king sin against his servant David since he has not sinned against you and his deeds have been beneficial to you. He took his life in his hand and struck the Philistine and the Lord brought about a great deliverance for all Israel.” 

That phrase, “took his life in his hand,” is exactly the phrase Saul had used at the beginning of his reign when God gave him victory over Nahash the Ammonite. Now, in the light of everything else that Jonathan said, that should have reminded Saul of his own generosity on that occasion to some people who didn’t want to accept him as king. "Surely dad, you will not now take David’s life, who has only done you good? Look how generous you can be and have been!" 

Surely also God was speaking to Saul in the fact that three groups of messengers were brought under the power of the Spirit in Ramah. You remember Paul prayed three times that the thorn in his flesh would be removed but with the third refusal he gave in and accepted God’s will. But that Saul could not do and so that question about being one of the prophets, once asked in surprise and a certain amount of awe, now becomes a sneer. Huh, Saul’s one of the prophets, look at him!   Darby; "What a picture of a useless, ruined vessel! Sometimes prostrate under the energy of satan, sometimes prophesying in that of God, from whom his heart is far away, by whom he is forsaken. His outward conduct is not disorderly; he does no harm except when Jehovah's anointed excites his jealousy and his hatred."

People of God, when you keep trying to get something and time and again it doesn’t work and instead you only keep coming a cropper, maybe the Lord is saying something to you. “How long will you kick against the goads?” Jesus asked Paul on the road to Damascus. 

Like Henry’s knights, Saul dared to invade the place of sanctuary.  One writer says, “What a horrible night that must have been for Saul. While his heart burned with the hatred of the Lord’s Spirit, the Lord’s Spirit inspired him to see and speak of heavenly things.”   de Graaf, Promise & Deliverance, in loc. He prophesied. 

Could it be that that‘s what hell is like – to  know and speak of the goodness of God, which we know through his Word? To be rejected by that Word because we have hated it and rejected it and yet still always be aware of the great abiding reality of the universe, God himself? To hear that Word and maybe even still have to speak of it with all its wonderful promises and warnings, and be haunted by all of those wonderful blessings that in folly the wicked reject, having heard it so often? What a torture! 

3.	THE ANGEL OF THE LORD ENCAMPS AROUND THOSE WHO FEAR HIM AND RESCUES THEM, Psalm 34, verse 7. 
At first David is comforted by his friend Jonathan. That meant a lot to David because it required Jonathan to go against his own father. You see the same need for and love of human fellowship in the life of our Lord. At Gethsemane he said in disappointment to his disciples, “Could you not watch with me just one hour?” It was part of his suffering that as the shepherd was smitten the sheep were scattered; that he went to the cross alone. 

David goes home. He finds comfort in his wife and escapes at quite some danger to her. And yet, even though she had Jonathan’s example and Jonathan standing right alongside her, she doesn’t have the courage to face her sinful father down and tell him, “Yes dad, I helped him escape and now I don’t have a husband!” I find it very hard to imagine Saul would withstand that. And we are after all to "leave and cleave and become one flesh." A husband and wife’s first human loyalty is to each other, especially when even the next closest is wrong. 

But the Lord is driving David to the only real place of sanctuary in this world and he flees to Samuel and unburdens his soul to him who embodied the Word of God, with whom was the Spirit of the Lord. And what was hell to Saul was a haven and heaven to David. 


What is it saying to us today? David was the Lord’s anointed and he was saved. Jesus was the Lord’s anointed and he was not saved. We share in Jesus’ anointing; will we be saved? Or will we not? David was anointed to establish the kingdom of God on earth in its highest typical form; that is, until Jesus comes again and brings in the eternal state. The kingdom under David was typical of the renewed kingdom of the new covenant under King Jesus. But to win that kingdom truly, spiritually, absolutely required that the devil be taken in his own lair and his fangs and claws extracted. So The Anointed of the Lord, Jesus Christ, had to die; he had to submit to the enemy’s ultimate insult and strength and then rise up again from it, victor over it, after he had dehorned him as it were, after he had drawn his teeth. And then, after suffering, in the resurrection he was saved and he was exonerated; and that because he only ever lived by every word that came out of the mouth of his father. “I came, Father, to do what you sent me to do, and I’ve done it. I’ve accomplished it” (John 17). 

While that obedience to the Lord’s word brought him suffering and death, it was his salvation in the end, for, because of his obedience, God raised him from the dead and sin has no more claim on him and death has no more power over him. By faith in the Word of God, the written Word of God, the personal Word of God, and obedience to it and to him, we too, congregation, will find full and complete salvation and in the end eternal life. 

There are times when the Lord lets events take their course (as we say). We should be prepared either to be saved from danger in this life, which we will ultimately be, or to suffer, even die. As Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego said to Nebuchadnezzar when they looked in his furnace, “Our God whom we serve is able to deliver us. But even if he does not, be it known to you, oh king, we will not bow down to your image or serve your gods.” Or that wonderful old man Polycarp in Ephesus in 155 AD; he faced down the Roman consul, "Eighty and six years have I served my Lord Christ and he has done me no wrong. How then can I blaspheme my king who saved me?" And the consul tried to tempt him by the fear of the lions and he gave a masterful answer to that; then by the fire, and he said, “You burn me in a fire that lasts for an hour but know nothing of the fire of eternal hell!” 

The Lord doesn’t always deliver us in this life. He doesn’t some of his people today. But as Davis says, “Sometimes the clearest evidence that God has not deserted us is not that we are successfully past our trial but that we are still on our feet in the middle of it.” Our only safety and surety in life is the Word of God, in every aspect of life.

#	When Jesus was tempted he used the Word of God to resist Satan. And we read, “the devil left him.” Take Psalm 119, that bit that we sang earlier – and young people, children, memorize it so that when you are tempted you can draw it back to your mind. Memorize passages which speak to your particular sin. So, for example, if it’s a quick temper, the Proverb, “Greater is he that keeps his spirit than he that takes a city.” 

#	Or when we are in distress, like David, Romans 15 tells us, “Whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through perseverance and encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” So we read stories like this that teach us that the only sure place of security, and which the Lord has used time and again down through history, is to live in the promises of the Word of God.

#	When we are not sure of the path to take in life, Proverbs 3, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight”; maybe not always easy, but straight, clear. For the main thing in life is not whether I should choose this career or do that course of study, or buy this house, or take that trip, but; am I acknowledging God in all my ways? Am I living according to his law? Am I living according to the Word and the will of God that is very easily understood because it is there, plainly in Scripture? Then, with a mind no longer conformed to this world but transformed and renewed by the Scriptures, those other decisions will often seem not so hard. 

Last week we saw that God works all things to the good of those who love him. What the wicked do against us, he turns against them. Everything Saul did to preserve his position and his family turned against his position and his family. Today Saul continues pursuing David and David seeks sanctuary. 
#	He finds it for a while in a brother in the Lord. 
#	He finds it for a moment in his own skill. 
#	He then finds it in the wife of his youth; – all these are blessings of the Lord to us. But ultimately, people of God, there is only one sanctuary in this universe and that is the Word of God. 

Now let me ask you, whoever you are, a member or a visitor, an elder or a congregation member, an adult, an old man or a child, do you know the Word of God? Why, even the Lord’s anointed found refuge only there – David and Jesus. Ultimately the Word was personified not in a Samuel but in Jesus Christ, God the Son; and ultimately, it is only in knowing the personal Word of God that we find any sanctuary and any salvation. 

Do you know the Lord Jesus Christ? For we are all little Sauls in this world – sinners against God, sinners against grace. If the Spirit were to leave us completely we’d all be Sauls, hating Christ. Young people, children, you think these stories we read are terrible, and they are terrible; but there are worse. You think you couldn’t behave in this way. You could, and I suspect in your small way, you sometimes do. “This is eternal life, to know God and Jesus Christ, the Word, whom God has sent," said Jesus in John 17. People of God, make it your one aim above all others in life to know the Word of God. It is our salvation. 
Amen. 

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 27th February, 2005




