THE LORD PROVIDES A WAY OF ESCAPE

1 Samuel 29   1 Corinthians 10:1-13

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, when Jesus was here upon this earth he said, “Watch and pray that you do not enter into temptation.” That David did not do. Back in chapter twenty-six he had acted so wonderfully; he had shown such faith in the Lord and such restraint by preventing Abishai, his bodyguard, from taking Saul’s life when they had crept into the middle of the camp. But now David has become afraid. He failed to ask Gad, the prophet who was with him, what he should do. He failed to ask Abiathar, the Lord’s priest, about where he should go next. So he ends up with Achish, the Philistine, the worst enemy of Israel at this point in its history. Instead of trusting the Lord, David has sought help and protection from the world. 

And now he’s in a fine pickle! Because Achish expects him to go into battle with him, against Israel, his own people, those over whom he has been anointed shepherd and protector and king. Well, fortunately for David, Achish’s fellow lords of the Philistines, the kings of the other four Philistine cities, were not so easily taken in. And we remember something else Jesus once said. "Sometimes the children of this world are wiser than the children of Light." Achish must have been utterly foolish, because the other lords were quite right: what better way for David to regain the favour of King Saul than by making out he was going into battle with the Philistines and while they were busy at the front line, he attacks them from the rear? 

But the Lord was watching over David. The Lord is raising up David to be king over his people and over his kingdom in the world and the Lord does not let go of those whom he has chosen for himself, those who truly put their faith and trust in him – whether as a private believer or whether as the king of Israel. The Pharisees, mocking Jesus at the foot of the cross, said, “He trusts in God. Let him deliver him if he takes pleasure in him for he said ‘I am the Son of God.’” David had not cried to the Lord here; that was his fault. He was a type of the Son of God but he was a type only. He was also, if you like, the representative child of God for us all; and the Lord does not let his people go even when they sin. 

Thinking about this we need to be careful and it would be good for us to remember the difference between Saul’s sin and David’s sin – because David was certainly a sinner. 

#
Saul sinned by deliberate rejection of the Lord’s Word and deliberate rebellion against the Lord. Furthermore, Saul persisted in his sin. We never read that Saul ever repented. He saw the privilege of being king as for his own advantage and more or less as his own personal property. 

#
Now it’s true that, on two other occasions that I can recall, David did later abuse his authority. But otherwise his sins were rather more private, although because he was king they could never really be private; but they were sins of the flesh. And when he repented, which Saul never did in any way, David repented sincerely. As well as that, David had a different heart from Saul. David had a heart like God’s heart. He saw himself as the shepherd of his people. He saw his place and privilege of being king over Israel as something given to him in trust for the good of the Lord’s people, not for himself. 

And that, congregation, is the difference between a rebel against grace and a believer who falls into sin and struggles with sin. Against the former, God sets his face. With the latter he is gracious and forgiving. He continues to work with us and in us. 

So that is what this chapter is about. In his wisdom the Lord, through the worldly wisdom of unbelievers, delivers David from this compromised situation he’s got himself into by his lack of faith. Three things I want to mention in this regard;

1.
THE TRUE BELIEVER ALWAYS REMAINS IN THE LORD’S CARE 

David has done well lately. That was a wonderful act of faith that he was enabled to perform in the middle of Saul’s camp when he prevented Abishai  from taking Saul’s life; and he made that beautiful statement to Abishai, “Do not destroy him, for who can stretch out his hand against the Lord’s anointed and be without guilt? As the Lord lives, surely the Lord will strike him, or his day will come that he dies, or he will go down into battle and perish. But the Lord forbid that I should stretch out my hand against the Lord’s anointed” even though he’s pursuing me and has betrayed me many times. 

But now David has weakened in his faith; his faith has faltered and he has turned to the Philistines. And it is so sad, because on another occasion David wrote such things as we find in Psalm 145:20; “The Lord keeps all those who love him. But the wicked, God will destroy.” David didn’t have any need to go to the Philistines. At times he had trusted the Lord so wonderfully that he could write such things as he wrote in Psalm 26; “I have trusted in the Lord without wavering. I hate the assembly of evil-doers. I will not sit with the wicked.” But that is precisely what David is doing here in the camp of the Philistines. 

And how could David expect to be blessed there? Because, whether in a difficult situation or distress or not, David himself wrote the first Psalm: “How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked nor stand in the path of sinners nor sit in the seat of scoffers.” And yet that is exactly what David is doing. 

Yet still the Lord was on David’s side and in this story we see Psalm 124, which we sang before the service, fulfilled, where we read, “Our soul has escaped as a bird out of the snare of the trapper. The snare is broken and we are escaped.” David must surely have thought of that as he went from Aphek back home to Ziklag. He must have been over the moon, as a matter of fact, when he heard the four lords of the Philistines telling Achish to get his act together and open his eyes and be a bit more realistic. I don’t know how David kept a straight face when Achish told him he better go home. Of course, David had to protest – he had to keep up the pretense with Achish. But his heart was certainly not in his words, I’m sure about that. He must have been overcome with relief. 

People of God, how often have we got ourselves into a tight spot because we didn’t simply trust God? We too commit sins from lack of faith; because we are not quite convinced that the Lord can supply our needs;

#
sins that perhaps go on in business, where you maybe accept the not-completely legal deal – money passed under the table in some way to keep it from the tax-man’s eye. Why? Doesn’t Scripture say, "My God will supply all my needs according to his riches in glory?" 

#
or we break the Lord’s Day and we study on it because we are not sure that the Lord will enable us to pass that exam with the work we have done for it on the previous six days. People of God, why not trust the Lord? Why not take that day off and refresh your body and your mind and soul in the Lord? Because he promises that if we do this, Isaiah 58, explicitly, in regard to the Lord’s Day, “I will make you ride on the heights of the earth and I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father.” And he adds to it, “The mouth of the Lord has spoken.” This is a sure promise of God that he will bless us if we give this day to him. 

Jereboam is a classic example of this in the Scriptures. He set up those golden calves at Bethel because he feared that the people of the northern kingdom would go to the southern kingdom, to Jerusalem, to worship; which they would, and which would have been right. But he feared that if they did that they would switch their political allegiance to the king of David in Jerusalem. Politically that was very savvy; that was very wise. But God had given Jereboam a promise that he would have an everlasting kingdom. But Jereboam didn’t trust God and he ended up in idolatry. 

How good the Lord is, congregation, hanging on to us as he does, as faithless as we are sometimes. When we looked at chapter twenty-six we saw that David cried to Saul that one of the effects of Saul’s pursuing him as he was doing was; “Saul, you have thus driven me out today from the inheritance of the Lord. You have as good as said to me, ‘Go worship other gods.’” David desired to be with the Lord’s people. He wanted to be in the temple in public worship with them. That was David’s default position, if you like. That should always be the believer’s default position. Sometimes it’s not possible. It shouldn’t really be too often, for us, but for David under these circumstances it certainly wasn’t possible. 

But now he’s got himself even further away by going to the Philistines, instead of remaining in Israelite territory trusting that the Lord would protect him. Yet, even still the Lord hung on to him. In the words of Psalm 139, “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there. If I make my bed in hell, behold you are there. If I take the wings of the dawn; if I dwell in the remotest part of the sea, even there your hand will lead me and your right hand will lay hold of me. If I say, ‘Surely the darkness will overwhelm me and the light around me will be night,’ even the darkness is not dark to you and the night is as bright as the day.”

Darkness and light are alike to the Lord. The true believer always remains within the Lord’s hand.

2.
THE LORD DOES NOT LET THE TRUE BELIEVER BE TEMPTED BEYOND WHAT HE IS ABLE TO BEAR 

David had, by his lack of faith, got himself into a very compromised situation. “David,” says Achish, “we’re off to do in your master today and you’re coming with me.”  What on earth is David supposed to do? If he goes with Achish and the Philistines he sins against the Lord and his own people. And he who could never bring himself to lay his hand upon the Lord’s anointed will end up doing precisely that. On the other hand, if he says no to Achish, he breaks faith with Achish who has given him friendship and protection and he will make Achish look an ass in front of his peers and his fellow-countrymen. He’s ‘damned if he do and damned if he don’t’ here. And it’s not one of those situations where he can sit on his hands either, and do nothing. 

They are at Aphek, 30 miles (40 kilometres) north of Gath. One writer reckons that would have meant there almost certainly would have been some military action on the way as they passed through Israelite territory.
 He might be right; and if he is, even though I would assume David had kept his sword in its sheath, taking no part, he was at least repudiating his own people – committing that sin that the Heidelberg Catechism speaks of in Lord’s Day 36 in regard to blasphemy of the Lord’s name – the sin of being 'an innocent bystander.'
 

“No temptation has come upon you,” says Paul, “but such as is common to man and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able but will with the temptation provide the way of escape, that you may be able to bear it” (1 Corinthians 10:13). And that’s exactly what the Lord did for David. 

Maybe you’ve had some such experience. You got yourself into some situation because of some folly – whether it was lack of faith or something else; and the Lord brought about a change in the situation that you couldn’t foresee that got you off the hook. “The Lord works in mysterious ways his wonders to perform,” we sometimes sing. “Friendship with the world is enmity against God,” the Scripture says. But David had made friends with the world – such a good friendship with Achish that Achish defended David vigorously and apparently sincerely. Jesus said, “Beware when men speak well of you.” Well Achish was speaking very well of David. 

Congregation, there are times when things do not go well with us in life. There are times when the world seems to be against us. Now was one of those times for David, when these Philistines were saying these things against him. On this occasion David welcomed it with both arms. They couldn’t have said anything better. But on many occasions it might be grief to us. It might even sting us with embarrassment, or worse. It might even cost us in various ways. But who knows what the Lord in his providence is doing for us? How do we know what sins the Lord might be removing us from by these difficult circumstances he brings upon us? 

The Lord is always working in the world even when he seems to be absent; even when he seems to have turned his face away – which will usually be because we have turned our face away, as David had. And it can happen to us personally or it can happen to us as the church as a whole. It certainly is the case with the church as a whole right now. She is in a terrible state because of her sin – sin of all sorts including but often very much worse than lack of faith. We see it all and we bewail it. We look at the dissension even within the Reformed world. We sometimes see that we even as Reformed Churches of New Zealand are not completely united. And it can be discouraging. 

But even when it’s by our own sin, the Lord does not let his people go. He provides a way of escape if the temptation is too great to overcome. And there is something very interesting about the way God may hang onto us and provide the way of escape that we see in this story. So thirdly,

3.
THE LORD USES EVEN THE WORLD TO SAVE HIS PEOPLE SOMETIMES 

Salvation comes from funny places sometimes. 

#
At the end of the exile, when the children of Judah had been in Babylon for seventy years, the Lord used Israel’s enemy, the pagan king, Cyrus the Mede, to save Israel. “The Lord has raised me up,” Cyrus said, “to send you Jews back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple of God” of all things. 

#
On this occasion it was these hard-nosed Philistines who had their heads screwed on the right way. “What, Achish, are these Hebrews doing here?” Ridiculous! And so David is saved from a terrible dilemma and from a greater sin, possibly, than he’s already involved in. 

Because his faith faltered David got himself into this situation where he had to betray either his friendship with Achish or his own people. But the Lord saved David from both of these sins by his enemies. For a time, to a certain extent, David denied Israel but he didn’t ultimately betray them. And in time he is restored to his people and his office in the kingdom of God – even as we read about the apostle Peter being restored to the office of apostle and shepherd of the souls of the Lord’s people, after earlier denying them. Indeed, after earlier denying his Lord. 

What’s the point of all this? Am I making light of sin? Am I making out that it doesn’t matter too much if we sin because if we really are the Lord’s the Lord will watch over us, the Lord will keep us, and especially he will keep us from the unforgivable sin? I’m not trying to say anything like that at all, because anyone who would have that kind of easy-going attitude is not a believer, pure and simple. Because however much a believer might fall into sin, in heart the believer really hates sin and it is that hatred of sin that would characterize his life. 

It did in David’s life. It shows especially in the way David repents whenever he’s caught in a sin. But the true believer knows he has primarily been saved from sin, so he has a fundamental hatred of sin; in himself and in others. What I’m trying to say is this: in Psalm 130 the Psalmist says, “If you O Lord should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” – no one!  Not you; not me; not anyone on this earth, ever, anywhere. But as the Psalm goes on to say, The Lord is gracious. “With you, O Lord, there is forgiveness.” This is the answer to the prayer, “Deliver us from evil,” whether David prayed it or not. 

So we should be thankful, people of God, as no doubt we all are;

#
thankful that the Lord continues to be patient with us and forgive us. “Though we may fall we shall not be completely cast down,” Psalm 37; 

#
thankful too even when things go against us. The Philistines went up in battle against Israel. Saul went up to battle against the Philistines and lost. And while Saul was wandering in the night to Gilboa and death, David was being delivered from Gath by some heathen commonsense. He was sidelined so far as the affairs of the nation were concerned. He was unable to help in a time of crisis. He gained no honors here. But even more he was saved from a greater sin. It is true, in this story he plays the part of a Peter; but at least he’s saved from playing the part of a Judas. And at least he can go down to Ziklag where he’s sorely needed even though he didn’t know it yet. And he lives to fight another day – very soon as a matter of fact. 

Who knows, people of God, what the Lord may be doing for us in difficult circumstances? when people are speaking against us as these Philistine lords spoke against David? But know that it will be for our deliverance and that it will be for our good. So let us praise him and “let us rejoice,” as Paul says, “in every circumstance.”

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 10th July, 2005

�   de Graaf.


�   Cf. Leviticus 5:1; Proverbs 29:24.
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