Of Ghouls and Grief

2 Samuel 1 (text)   Philippians 2:1-11

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, in Matthew chapter twenty-four, Jesus said, “Where the corpse is, there the vultures gather.” That wonderful book, “Les Miserables” and perhaps you’ve seen the musical or the film but you should read the book, begins with the hotelier, Thenardier, picking over the bodies on the field of Waterloo after Napoleon had been defeated by the Duke of Wellington. He was rifling the pockets of the dead for any valuables that might be found. I guess we find it a bit ghoulish, but he wasn’t the first. A chap in Israel once did the same thing when Israel fell to the Philistines a thousand years before Christ. He couldn’t believe his luck when he came across the bodies of the king and the crown prince. 

It might be difficult to pass off Saul’s crown and arm-band at the local Cash-Converters. But then, it might be worth a lot more than its cash value. But, “By gum,” he thought to himself, “I better move or someone else will get there before me.” So he ran like the wind, sixty-five miles – a hundred kilometres – as the crow flies; and he did get to Ziklag first and he fell before David exhausted, having quickly torn his clothes and tossed some dust on his head on the way in. And between gasps he blurts out his story – how he finished Saul off on Mount Gilboa, and “Here’s his crown and here’s his armlet, and David, well, there’ll be a reward for this news, of course? Or better still, what about a job in the public service – because this piece of news makes you king! This is your day, David.” 

But this chap had misjudged his man.
 There was something strange about him; maybe he had an accent or something. So David asks him who he is. “Oh! An Amalekite!” But he was the son of a resident alien. He was therefore, under Israel’s protection. But he should, therefore, have known Israel’s customs and laws. "You will know then, young man, that Saul was the king anointed by the Lord himself. How come you were not afraid to take his life?" After all, if Saul’s own armor-bearer was afraid to take Saul’s life, how much more a man enjoying the privileges of Israel – not by birthright but by an invitation of grace? 

And, we read, "David called one of the young men and said, Go, cut him down. So he struck him down and he died. Your blood is on your own head for your own mouth has testified against you saying, I have killed the Lord’s anointed…. then David took hold of his clothes and tore them and so also did all the men who were with him" (vv.15-16,
 11).

David is, you will remember, a type of the Lord Jesus Christ and nowhere does he show it more than in this story. It reminded me of Philippians two that we have just read, where we are exhorted on the example of Christ, not to look out for our own interests but also for the interests of others. And Paul tells us that Christ himself did not regard equality with God as something to be grasped but he emptied himself of the privileges of divinity, "taking the form of a bondservant. For this reason God highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every name so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father" (Philippians 2:9-11).

And just as David came into his own and rose to the throne of which he was perfectly well aware that that was the consequence of the news of the day, he could not better fulfill Philippians two and show himself worthy of the throne than in the manner in which he behaved this day. He certainly seems to be doing nothing here from selfishness or empty conceit. He could not better show humility of mind and regard another as more important than himself, than he did in the lament he sang. For to David, whatever faults Saul had, he was a fellow-servant of the Lord. He was a fellow-countryman. It is interesting that the only people that the Bible tells us mourned over Saul are;

i) 
those whom he’d saved right at the beginning of his career – the men of Jabesh Gilead who came and rescued his body and gave it a decent burial. And,

ii)
on the other hand, the man he hated and pursued and tried to kill – David and those who followed him. 

Saul was David’s enemy! Even more, Saul was the Lord’s enemy and the Lord was his enemy and the Lord’s enemies are to be our enemies! Psalm 139: “Do I not hate those who hate thee, O Lord? Do I not loathe those who rise up against thee? Indeed I hate them with the utmost hatred! They have become my enemies.” That is to be a principled religious and covenantal hatred. It is not personal. It is not merely human and so therefore the Proverb tells us that we are not allowed to rejoice (with mere personal glee, I take it) at the calamity of the wicked or our enemies. So too, Jesus in Matthew twenty-three, pronounced woes upon Jerusalem for her sins. The day before he had wept over Jerusalem and mourned for her. The Lord takes no delight in the death of the wicked. These will not always be easy things to keep separate in our minds; our principled, covenantal, religious antagonism to the world on the one hand, while on the other, a personal love. But life in this world is often not simple, let alone our motives or, sometimes, what the Lord calls us to do. 

Here in this chapter, through David, this type of Christ so wonderfully portrayed, the Lord is teaching us something about the way we are to follow him. In particular, the way we are to grieve; the way we are to feel and express grief about loved ones or about our enemies; especially when sometimes those enemies may even have been used by the Lord to advance his kingdom. Or, those over whom we grieve might even be Christians who fall in some way and bring great shame on the Lord. There is actually quite a mixture of feelings that David is addressing here, for we are to do all things, congregation, to the glory of God – even be angry, even grieve. I want to have a look at David’s lament and there are three angles we can look at it from. First of all, we see immediately that 

1.
DAVID’S GRIEF WAS INTENSE 

Just now I went through a few points in the story, in the order in which it happened. The Amalekite makes his report; David interrogates him; then David orders one of his young men to execute the Amalekite because he took delight in the fact that Saul was killed and thought that David would too; then David mourned. That is the order in which it happened. You can be almost certain of that. But that’s not the order in which it is recorded. As we have it in our Bibles, as soon as the Amalekite tells David that Israel is defeated and Saul and Jonathan are dead and he produces the crown and the arm-band to prove it, “then David took hold of his clothes,” verse eleven “and tore them and so also did all the men who were with him.” And after David and his men mourned until evening then, it goes on to tell us, he interrogated the young man and ordered him executed. 

It is hardly likely that it happened in that order. But it was David’s grief that impressed itself upon our story teller. How David dealt with the message is important but he first noticed how David mourned. “David and his men mourned and wept and fasted until evening for Saul and Jonathan and the people of the Lord and for the house of Israel because they had fallen by the sword.” Now it's true congregation, "we do not grieve as those who have no hope." Although when it came to Saul, they did grieve as those who have no hope, for we have no reason to believe that Saul is with the Lord. What we read about Saul is that, “The Lord left him.” What we never read about Saul is that he repented of his sins and his sins were serious. Saul was only ever interested in how he appeared before the people. 

Yet with respect to Jonathan, David did grieve with hope; and, for all he knew, the soldiers of Israel who had fallen. Yet he grieved intensely and bitterly even over Jonathan. For he and the soldiers were not just the house of Israel; they were the “people of the Lord,” verse twelve. And especially at the moment people hear such news, it is not wrong to grieve bitterly and even almost, in a certain sense, for a time, uncontrollably. David’s grief was intense. But secondly,

2.
DAVID’S GRIEF WAS DISCIPLINED

One cannot keep up intense emotion like that forever. Emotion of any sort is exhausting. As well as that, the Scriptures teach us that we are to be temperate in all things. Christians are people who have been given the gift of self control because God is a God of order and we’ve been made in God’s image and as believers we have been remade in God’s image. So we are to be people who rule ourselves with "the victory that overcomes the world – even our faith" (1 John). 

Furthermore, congregation, that command that we are to be temperate in all things is not given in isolation. It’s tied in with God’s providence, with God’s rule of the world and, as Job said, it is the Lord who gives and the Lord who takes away. God is always, even when he brings grief along our path, “working all things according to the purpose of his will,” Ephesians chapter one, and his will is always good and for our good. To grieve uncontrollably for any length of time is possibly to be guilty of rebelling against the Lord’s will. 

But David then also went on to teach the sons of Judah this poem: The Lament, or the song, of the Bow. Maybe it was called that because Saul and Jonathan and the tribe of Benjamin were very skilled in the use of the bow. Maybe it was called that because Saul and Jonathan fell by the bow (Clarke).
 No doubt anybody could use this lament to help them mourn, but especially “it was to be taught to the sons of Judah,” David says. Now that’s interesting: why Judah? Why not teach it to the tribe of Benjamin from which Saul and Jonathan came? We are not told, but perhaps it is because Judah was the tribe that was going to benefit from this catastrophe. It was one of their sons, David, who was now going to be king and he did not want them rejoicing unrighteously. So he taught them this to enable them to give expression to their grief in a godly manner and to grieve for Saul and Jonathan and all the people of Israel righteously. 

On the other hand, as a practical footnote, we have the saying: Time heals, and to a point that is true. But my mother, who’s been a widow for twenty years, told me a few years ago, “You never get over it John, you just get used to it.” David was possibly not the first; but he was certainly not the last to write a poem about his grief, and in it he gives a considered and reasoned expression and explanation of it. Many people find that helpful, especially as anniversaries come round. 

But this idea of remembrance is important, because many of the Psalms are laments. They are cries and mournings of the suffering of the Lord’s people. And they were given, of course, for the Lord’s people to use down through the ages. So we must pray them and we must sing them if we are to love our fellow-brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ. A church that sings only hallelujahs and praises doesn’t live in the real world. Christians who are only ever rejoicing are in denial; or they are frankly selfish and don’t want their cosy, prosy, feel-good faith disturbed. That sort of Christianity should be offensive to us. 

On the other hand, grieving over injustice – making the Lord’s enemies our enemies – is a pretty dangerous business. How will we do it righteously? The Lord knew how dangerous it is for us, so he inspired David and the writers of other Psalms to write songs for us and the best way for us to lament and to call for God’s victory over the wicked is to read and to pray and to sing the Psalms. We sang one of them just now – that was a Psalm of general grief. We’re going to sing another one in a few moments that is much more a Psalm of grief over the suffering of the Lord’s people who suffer at the hands of the wicked; and a cry for their vengeance. But to think about this a little more, thirdly, 

3.
DAVID’S GRIEF WAS HONEST

It was honest over against God and it was honest in regard to his own feelings. Grief comes to us for many reasons. It might be the death of a loved one, for instance. How do we grieve over them, giving full expression to the feelings of our loss and yet with self-control and still recognizing that God is God? Maybe we must grieve because of unrighteousness or persecution or hatred of Christ and his kingdom. How are we to pray for the victory of the kingdom? How are we to hate God’s enemies because they are God’s enemies with a perfect, righteous hatred and not just an unrighteous, personal vengeance? I don’t know if David’s lament covers everything but this is what the Holy Spirit inspired him to write on this occasion. I think there are four points here. 

First of all, David was concerned with the honour of the Lord’s name. In verse nineteen he says, “Your beauty” – it would be better translated ‘your nobles’;  “Your nobles, O Israel, are slain on your high places. How have the mighty fallen.” Heights are always places of military advantage and yet it was on the high places, on Mount Gilboa, that Saul had fallen and so the Philistines rejoiced and mocked. And that burdened David. “Tell it not in Gath,” he said, “Proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon,” the Philistine cities. It was of course, and the death of Saul was celebrated throughout Philistia as David’s victory over Goliath had been celebrated in Israel ten years ago. But it grieved David and he lamented over that. And that’s exactly as it should be. After the first shock is got over and the first day of emotion is poured out, let the honour of the name of the Lord be our first concern, even as we are to make “Hallowed be thy name” the first prayer; even as the first Commandment is, “Love the Lord thy God.” 

But, of course, Saul brought this upon himself and we can look around and can see how Christian leaders in our day or even Christian churches bring on themselves their own destruction and their own shame, and maybe shame on the name of Christ, even to the point we might even wonder, “Well, are they Christians at all?” – because this is very mixed in our text. Life is always mixed. There is personal grief here. There is grief over the shame of the Lord. Saul is lost forever. Jonathan is not. The other soldiers? David spoke of them as the people of the Lord. Maybe it will even be our place at times to rebuke people who bring shame on the name of the Lord – perhaps even rebuke them publicly. But whatever we understand their spiritual state to be, let us bewail them, let us lament them, not gloat over them. Their fall should give us no delight, nor should we delight in their folly before the world because it is primarily the Lord who is shamed. 

On the other hand, secondly, David gives praise where praise is due and otherwise he is silent. In verses twenty-two through twenty-four, David gives Saul and Jonathan a eulogy. I have heard many dishonest eulogies; almost as if we could preach sinful people into heaven. Saul’s sins were well enough known. And they were known also often to be against David so there was no possibility of misunderstanding here if David spoke well of Saul. And that he did, so far as he could. The rest he left unmentioned. 

The fact was, Saul and Jonathan were great warriors and they had protected Israel from the Philistines by and large. “From the blood of the slain; from the fat of the mighty, the bow of Jonathan did not turn back and the sword of Saul did not return empty. Saul and Jonathan, beloved and pleasant in their life, and in their death they were not parted; swifter than eagles; stronger than lions.” Not only great warriors but they had stuck to their duty. 

#
"In their death they were not parted." As we have seen before, Jonathan loved David. He would rather have been with David but in God’s providence God had called him to be the crown prince. That is an office from God and Jonathan would not desert it. So he died with his father on Mount Gilboa. 

#
“Oh daughters of Israel; weep over Saul who clothed you luxuriously in garments; who put ornaments of gold on your apparel.” Not, of course, that Saul personally clothed or provided them with clothes but by giving Israel security the people were able to get on with their lives and work and become prosperous. Is David’s lament here something of what it means to “regard others better than ourselves” that Paul speaks about in Philippians chapter two? – even though, often, it was David who had saved Israel from the Philistines, as the women recognized with their song years ago. It was not David’s place to take that up. He would praise Saul, however great his own achievements. 

Thirdly, David grieves Jonathan’s lost friendship. He had mentioned Saul and Jonathan in a personal sense in that line from verse twenty-three; “Saul and Jonathan, beloved and pleasant in their life.” He could even allude to Saul’s good qualities. But now he pours out his heart over the loss of Jonathan’s friendship. "How have the mighty fallen in the midst of battle. Jonathan is slain on your high places. I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan. You have been very pleasant to me. Your love to me was wonderful, more wonderful than the love of women." And, of course, some modern scholars want to pervert this as they pervert everything else. Well, "to the impure, everything is impure." 

The wonderful thing about Jonathan’s friendship with David was that over many years he had remained absolutely faithful to David. It was a completely selfless love. He had renounced his own right to the throne and instead protected and encouraged David. Yet at the same time he had managed to be fully faithful to his office in Israel and to his father as a son. 

But there is something else here. David says, “Your love to me was more wonderful than the love of women.” When the translators of the Old Testament, three hundred years before Christ, came to that Hebrew word love, there were two Greek words that they could have used for it. They could have used the word agapao, which is agape love – the love that determines to do right regardless whether the person deserves it or not.  They chose instead to use the word phileo which is especially the love of companionship. 

By now David’s wife, Michal, Saul’s daughter, had already been given to another man. Did she go willingly? We don’t know. Whatever, for his part, David himself had taken two other wives by now – Ahinoam and Abigail. For sure, David enjoyed eros with both. But with whom was he really one flesh? Who does one really belong to; who does one really confide in in a multiple marriage? With whom did he have real heartfelt and faithful companionship? Perhaps the Septuagint translators realized and thought about that. What he ought to have had with one wife, he had with Jonathan. That’s what I take it to mean when David says, “Your love to me was more wonderful than the love of women” – faithful companionship. 

But then, finally, David grieves for Israel’s security. “How have the mighty fallen and the weapons of war perished,” (verse 27). Of course, Israel will be better off under David than under Saul and Jonathan. Yet how did David know that Israel, and Benjamin particularly, would receive him as their king? What about the inevitable change-over period? Israel would be particularly vulnerable to invasion at that point.

So again David shows himself as our Lord Jesus Christ. He had regard for the interests of others so much that he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross. David did not go to death for Israel but he had laid his life on the line often enough. He had that same concern for Israel – for others – even more, for the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, rather than his own personal grief and situation. 

CONCLUSION

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, real Christians suffer with all of the Lord’s people, even when those people bring their suffering upon themselves in shamefulness. Even more ought we to be praying for the honour of the Lord’s name; especially when it is the innocent caught up with the wicked, like Jonathan and the soldiers of Israel. Even more so ought we to grieve for them. And there are very many of those in our world today. In the goodness and the peace and prosperity that we enjoy, let us never forget them. Let us rather pray for them and lament for them and for the Lord’s honour. That will be how, often, we are called to seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness. 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 21st August, 2005
�   Darby says; "...piety, and pious (and hence generous) sentiments were genuine with David. He did not pretend to feel for Saul's misfortunes, and then seize upon the kingdom without regret as soon as Saul had ceased to exist. David's heart was really melted when he heard of Saul's death. Woe to the hard-hearted man who, impelled by the hope of reward, thought to be the bearer of good tidings in announcing it to him. Whatever Saul's misfortunes, he was the king of Israel to David. Whatever his faults, he was an unfortunate king. David had been beloved by him, and had dwelt in his house, where the king's affliction manifested itself, and commanded the respect of all around him. And if Saul had unjustly persecuted David, at this moment it was readily forgotten. Now that he has fallen, David will only remember that which could do him honour; and, above all, that it is Jehovah's anointed, and Jehovah's people, who have fallen before their enemies."


�   David knew the man had lied; it is hardly likely Saul would be so isolated in the battle. Re. his punishment, it is possible David links his culpability with Lev.20:9 re. cursing one's parents. Re. convicting him on his own testimony, cf. Luke 19:22.


�   1 Chronicles 8:40; 12:2; 2 Chronicles 14:7; 17:17.
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