THE BEAST’S LONG ARM ACTUALLY BUILDS THE CHURCH

1 Samuel 22:6-23 Revelation 5:1-10; 8:1-5

The Beast’s long arm actually builds the Church. What do I mean by that? Saul is the people's choice. God had acceded to their will and commanded Samuel to anoint him as king. He should therefore have been a type of the Lord Jesus Christ, the king and saviour of God’s people in the Old Testament. But Saul rejected his calling and when we reject our calling we don’t necessarily just become something other. We may become the very opposite. And Saul turns into the anti-Christ, the beast of Revelation chapter thirteen who “speaks arrogant words and blasphemies against God and makes war with the saints and overcomes them.” 

The story that we have read is easy enough to understand as a story. But what is it saying? It is saying simply this: the Lord is working in history to build his kingdom – at this point in Israel – to bring his choice, the man after his own heart, to the throne of Israel. So Saul, the people's false Christ has only a limited period of time to show to the people the folly of their own will. Like the beast of Revelation chapter thirteen he is given authority over the saints for "forty-two months" or "three and a half years;" in other words, a limited period of time only. Because he is not the Lord’s man – his number is 666, the number of man, only. It never quite makes the number of perfection – number seven, even though he has three shots at it, as it were. 

Moreover, as enraged at God and his people; as destructive as he proves to be, and as long an arm in his pursuit after the Lord’s people that he has, he only ends up building the Lord’s kingdom, working for the Church. And we see that congregation even in this terrible story this morning. First of all, 

1.
THE POWER OF THE WORLD AGAINST CHRIST ONLY BUILDS GOD’S KINGDOM 

Saul has finally brow-beaten the people so that he now wields absolute power and, as Lord Acton warned us years ago, it would appear that absolute power has absolutely corrupted him. He exercises this totalitarian power to destroy all who would stand against him. 

Some think that Ahimelech was rather innocently led into a trap when he was called before Saul and that, in a rather naïve way, thinking Saul was only half serious, he answers Saul with a bit of a chuckle, “Your majesty, you know how faithful David is to you. Why, he is your own son-in-law; you even made him captain over your bodyguard.” 

I don’t think it’s that way at all. Ahimelech knew that power that no longer has either moral or spiritual righteousness behind it cannot last and, despite appearances, it is not actually very strong. And all it can do for a season, for a limited time, is lash out in raw brute force. The picture of it terrifies us! 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, the Russian writer of last century, faced just such terrible and horrible power. In one volume of his Gulag Archipelago, after describing some of the horrible and brutal torture of the Soviet authorities, he asks the question: 

"So what is the answer? How can you stand your ground when you are weak and sensitive to pain, when people you love are still alive, when you are unprepared? 

What do you need to make you stronger than the interrogator? From the moment you go to prison you must put your cosy past behind you. At the very threshold you must say to yourself, My life is over. I shall never return to freedom. I am condemned to die – now or a little later. I no longer have any property. For me those I love have died; for them I have died. From today on my body is useless and alien to me. Only my spirit and my conscience remain precious and important to me. 

Confronted by such a prisoner, the interrogation will tremble. Only the man who has renounced everything can win that victory."

And he went on to talk about an old lady who had helped priests escape to Finland. Facing her interrogators, she said, “I know, but I won’t tell you. And as they tortured her, she said, There is nothing you can do with me even if you cut me into pieces. After all, you are afraid of your bosses and you’re afraid of one another. But I am not afraid of anything. I would be glad to be judged by God at this moment.” 

Ahimelech knew how things stood in the kingdom. He knew when he got that summons – that he had probably been waiting for ever since David and Doeg’s paths crossed that fateful day when David fled to him at the Tabernacle and he gave him bread and Goliath’s sword – he knew the score with a man like Saul who, years ago already, had built a monument to himself. Ahimelech knew the consequences and he had given his life into the Lord’s hands. 

After all, how come Abiathar alone escaped? Yes, it could have been one of those exceptional things. But I suspect that Ahimelech had chosen Abiathar to succeed him and had warned him a long time ago to have his bag packed, with the ephod in it, ready to escape at a second's notice. So Ahimelech faces Saul with the defiance of Luther and he even warns him not to pervert judgment by deciding before he had heard the case properly. He says in verse fourteen, “And who among all your servants is as faithful as David, even the king's son-in-law, who is captain over the guard and honoured in all your house? Did I just begin today to enquire of the Lord for him? Far be it from me and, furthermore, do not let the king impute anything to his servant or to any of the household of my father for we know nothing of this business!” 

Confronted by such a prisoner, such moral and spiritual integrity and courage, Saul can only tremble and react to it with raw physical power; and he becomes the anti-Christ and anti-Christs always hate and seek to destroy the Lord’s people!
 

God had commanded Israel when they went into the land of Canaan to destroy the Canaanite nations because their sin was full. Technically, we call it ‘putting them under the ban’, by which they were to be totally devoted as a kind of sacrifice to God in final judgment for their sin. The command had never been completely carried out and in chapter fifteen God told Saul to finish the job and destroy the Amalekites. But Saul disobeyed and saved the best Amalekite goods for himself. Because of that disobedience he was told that he would lose the kingdom and God took the Holy Spirit from him at that moment. 

From then on Saul began speaking of the enemies of Israel as his enemies. The cause Saul fought for now was his own personal cause, not God’s. And with totalitarian power and arrogance he puts the Lord’s priests ‘under the ban’ in a kind of dedicatory sacrifice to himself because Ahimelech wouldn’t kowtow to his cause – and this in Israel, mind you. But then, it’s always that way! Jesus was and could only be crucified in Israel, by and among the Lord’s people! 

Yet in the very act of demonstrating his almost complete control over his people – killing the priest, even the high priest, men, women, children, old men, livestock – which he reserved of the Amalekites – he overreaches himself and sets the last foundation stone of David’s kingship in place! 

Remember? David is the king, the man after God’s own heart. In the immediately preceding verse before this story, verse six, we read that: God had sent Gad to David, as a prophet; and now Abiathar escapes the destruction of Nob and goes to David with the priest’s ephod. And there you have the three offices of the kingdom of Israel: Prophet, Priest and King. God’s shadow cabinet is in place, and those two men were faithful to David for the next fifty years. 

We need to let this sink in, people of God. The power of the world may be very great and it may have a long, cruel reach. You Korean people, you need to let this sink in about your particularly close brothers and sisters in North Korea. For all the destruction that the world does to the people of God, it actually helps to build up the Church and the kingdom of God. It advances God’s kingdom in the world. 

#
Remember when Stephen was martyred? We read that there was "a great persecution and Saul," who later became Paul the Apostle, "began ravaging the Church, dragging off men and women, putting them in prison, and Christians were scattered right throughout Judea and Samaria and" – what do we read? – "everywhere they went, they preached the Gospel!" 

#
Luther had to be rescued and hidden away in the Wartburg Castle from Charles the fifth because a contract was out on his life. But what did Luther do then? Did he sit down and have a pity party like Saul does here under a tree in Gibeah? – the second time we’ve seen that; with a spear in his hand – how many times have we heard that? Is everything about Saul like the anti-Christ?! No, Luther didn’t do that. He sat down and translated the Bible into the language of the people of Germany and so Charles the fifth set another foundation stone of the Reformation and the renewal of evangelical Christianity to the whole world in place – the Bible in the language of the people! 

People of God, the power of the world against Christ only builds up the kingdom of Christ and serves the cause of the Gospel! Secondly, 

2.
SIN ALWAYS WORKS TO DESTROY SATAN’S KINGDOM 

The way God works in the big wide world is the same in principle as he works in the individual heart. God is not just working to bring his kingdom here. God’s Church and kingdom is made up of individual men and women and boys and girls. It’s true, there is such a thing as the ‘spirit of an age’, a certain way of thinking that characterizes each particular period of history. But spirits of the age do not arise willy nilly. They are brought about either by the influence of God in particular individuals or by the influence of the devil in particular individuals. God works in individuals. 

#
And sin is a horrible thing because it works within us and works with us, as we read in James one, verse fourteen: “Each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust and then lust when it is conceived gives birth to sin.” 

We’ve thought about the development of Saul’s sin before. His initial sin was disobedience. Instead of waiting for Samuel to come and make a sacrifice to find out whether it was the Lord’s will that he should go into battle, he lost patience and disobeyed and offered the sacrifice himself. Saul never repented of that sin! When we do not deal with sin, it debilitates us, it saps our mental energy, it deprives us of moral authority so we cannot act properly and consistently against the sins of those under us, the sins of our children, for example, because we know that we ourselves are not worthy. Therefore we cannot lead as we ought to lead. Instead, we can only react, or maybe overreact. So when Saul sees a good chance developing of beating the Philistines, he goes to it without thinking and in false fervour he puts the people under that oath that they are not to eat or drink until nightfall. And of course it’s his own son, Jonathon, who unwittingly breaks the oath and the people have to rescue him out of his father’s hand. But then Saul doesn’t have the moral courage to face the people down for defying him and have his order carried out and Jonathon executed. 

And it’s been downhill ever since, to the point where we are now, where, while the Benjamites won’t lift their own hands against the priests, neither will they dare intervene to prevent Doeg, the Edomite, from killing them. And so, in so far as this story is about Saul, it shows us his sin developing and coming to full and horrible flower. 

#
But sin also works with us in our own desires against us, as James goes on to say; “And sin, when it is accomplished, brings forth death” and all sorts of misery, in all sorts of ways, even though we might gain totalitarian control. 

Do we see this going on in the cabinet room of our own country? Nobody’s denied a word of what John Tamihere has said recently: “almost all the levers of power in the country have been grasped and doled out to feminists and homosexuals and lesbians, cronies of the Prime Minister.” But, cronies and fellow travellers they may be, can you imagine living and working in that environment? 

But it’s only a re-run of Saul’s cabinet, who also had doled out the levers of power to his fellow Benjamites. Listen to him here in verse seven: “Saul said to his servants who stood around him, Hear me now, O Benjamites, will the son of Jesse also give you fields and vineyards? Will he make you all commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds? For all of you have conspired against me so that there is no one who discloses to me when my son makes a covenant with the son of Jesse. There is none of you who is sorry for me or discloses to me that my son has stirred up my servant against me; to lie in ambush as it is this day.” 

That's not a happy cabinet room in the Beehive in Wellington. That's not a happy cabinet under the tree in Gibeah of Benjamin either. And the very help Saul needed, were he ever to repent, God’s priest able to find God’s will, Saul sends into the hand of his enemy. Sin brings forth death! 

People of God, let’s learn from this because the Lord is working in Saul here. The Lord is driving Saul to fill up his sins in preparation for judgment. Just as David was not only a king and a type of Christ but also an ordinary man, an ordinary congregational member, an individual Christian, and thus he wrote his Psalms for each of us to sing and pray for ourselves as ordinary Christians; so Saul too was not just a king, wielding the machinery of power for his own personal advantage; he was an ordinary man who had rebelled against God and against God’s grace. 

Paul tells us that "the kingdom of God is love, joy and peace in the Holy Spirit." Well, not perfect this side of heaven, but there is no love, joy or peace at all among this bunch. And they all sowed the seeds of their own destruction because "sin when it is accomplished brings forth death." 

Brothers and sisters, is there some sin that you nurse and cherish in your heart? or that you think you can keep hidden and enjoy in secret, even perhaps just in the recesses of your mind? It can’t be done, because sin is an active, living principle. As we read in Hebrews twelve, it "grows like a root of bitterness and it causes trouble and defiles." And when you finally find that out, you may be like Esau and find no room for repentance because God has taken his Holy Spirit from you as he did from Saul. 

Jesus said, “You can’t serve two masters. You’ll either hate one and love the other or love one and hate the other.” And you will become totalitarian in your commitment to your chosen master – Christ or anti-Christ. You will eventually serve him with your all and whatever crosses the desires of your own rule, you will not tolerate. You will sacrifice anything and everything to your own desires and your chosen master. Imagine if you had the power of a Saul or a Hitler or a Stalin or even Ms Clark. Would you want their sins on your conscience? But you don’t need their sins on your conscience; your own sins, my own sins, are enough. But we are all just such persons if we reject God’s grace! 

Brothers and sisters, let us take warning and let us flee to the Lord Jesus Christ and with the repentance of David and not that of Saul, as is often said. But finally, 

3.
REAL POWER IN THIS WORLD LIES IN THE LORD JESUS CHRIST AND IN HIS PEOPLE

David is really ruling Israel at this time, because the Spirit has left Saul and now rests upon David. That happened a long time ago. Saul is but a sub-plot in the story now. 

We need to remember that because it’s easy to see the powers of this world and be rather over-awed by them. And it’s easy to think also that that is where we must be to bring about change in the world. But it’s not at all! I am not saying, of course, that God doesn’t use governments, or even political power and influence, or that Christians should not seek such places. God ordains and uses governments. He still used Saul for that matter, to preserve Israel and to rule Israel in the meantime. Yet, in the following chapters we are going to see that it is David who saves Israel from the Philistines; it is David who protects the shepherds of Israel; it is David who wipes out the Amalekites as Saul ought to have done; and David does it all at God’s command. 

So, in the Book of Revelation, we read that it is Jesus, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the ultimate David, who undoes the seals of the history of the world and “has made us to be a kingdom and priests to his God and Father and we will reign on the earth!”
 

Yet, for a moment, Saul, the sub-plot, is the acting subject in the story and David appears to be on the defensive. But Saul is very clearly now the anti-Christ. Well, it appears anti-Christs rule our world too, at least human rulers, even if we wouldn’t want to call them all anti-Christ. The newspapers are full of Mr Bush and Mr Putin and Mr Blair and Beijing and New Delhi and Canberra. Our own rulers are certainly anti-Christ – hell-bent on re-making the country in their own perverted, grotesque image! 

Yes, anti-Christs do seem to be the power brokers, but God is not talking to them, even as God was no longer talking to Saul. So while they seem to be the movers and shakers of the world, they get the air-time, they’re only a sub-plot. 

Well, supporting actors have their moments, but Paul would remind us that "the things that are seen are temporal; the things that are unseen," the "prayers of the saints," for example, even "from beneath the altar," on which they were sacrificed as it were, "rising as a sweet incense to the throne of Christ," the ruler of history – they are the things that "are eternal." And by our prayers, brothers and sisters, we rule over our enemies, as Revelation chapter eight said. 

"This is the victory, even our faith, for Christ has overcome the world," says John. How? In his resurrection for sure, but also by overcoming the devil when he was tempted to avoid the cross. Satan understood what was at stake there but the earthly anti-Christs, the rulers of the world at the time, did not, “for if they had they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory,” Paul tells us. 

Always when it seems that man has overcome the Christ and the cause of the Gospel, it is, in fact, the Lord and his people who are about to strike another great blow at the devil; and the devil and the anti-Christ will be used to make another significant contribution to the kingdom of Christ and the cause of the gospel. This is the spiritual principle that is working whenever God saves 

#
a Moses from among all the other male boys of Israel in Egypt at the time; 

#
or an Abiathar from the eighty-five priests of Nob, plus the rest of the village; 

#
or an Elijah and the seven thousand who had not bowed the knee before Baal from Jezebel and Ahab; 

#
or a Jesus from the other under two-year-old boys of Bethlehem. 

And it all happens completely according to the Word of God. The destruction of the priests in the village of Nob was the fulfilment of a prophecy. When the Word of the Lord first came to Samuel as a boy, he was told that, because Eli had allowed his sons to desecrate the tabernacle and the sacrifices and had committed many other gross sins, even within the tabernacle, Eli’s family would be cut off. And here now, forty or fifty years later, the prophecy is fulfilled. It’s a terrible judgment and it would seem that Ahimelech and perhaps all of Nob were personally innocent; so we don’t need to worry about their eternal welfare. And they would have known about this prophecy too. Perhaps that is what even helped Ahimelech to be so brave and forthright and helped them all to accept it – because they did just seem to accept it. How did one man, Doeg, kill all eighty-five of them? They offered no resistance but, like the Lord Jesus Christ, the great High Priest, they went "as a sheep before her shearers is dumb and did not open their mouths."
 

And as horrible and terrible a sin that Saul and Doeg commit, it adds up, for that is how Jesus went to the cross, without a protest, by and because of prophecy, and at the hand of the anti-Christ, Caiaphas the high priest. 

Brothers and sisters we know of other prophecies of Scripture also – prophecies of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, of the Gospel being accepted by Israel which, when it happens, "will be but as life from the dead for the rest of the world," Romans eleven. 

There may be many sadnesses to experience yet but in the end we know that we will win out. For even though Jesus went to the cross and it appeared to be the end, it was not. God raised him from the dead and he received the throne of David and he now rules the earth and we rule with him. 

Never forget that people of God and keep at work on your knees, because it is by our prayers, says Revelation, that we rule over our enemies. That is the greatest work that any of us can do, whether in private or in public worship; that is where we have real power in the world whoever we are and of whatever age; that is how, more than anything else, we will do our best and most effective work to bring the kingdom and promote the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ! 

Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 17th April, 2005
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