Hi,
Today’s update:
· The links to my on-line classes, the video recordings of the classes, the class audio podcasts, and the archive of these daily emails can all be found at www.scottengle.org. All the postings are up-to-date.
Several years ago, I noticed a billboard on the side of the highway. Erected by a local church, it read, “We are defined by our dreams.” Though well-intentioned, I think the sentiment expressed on the billboard is wrong. We are not defined by our dreams; instead, we are defined by our choices, by what we do, by the many decisions we make throughout our lives. Sometimes the choice we make is small and has few consequences. Sometimes the choice is obviously important, carrying enormous consequences. Perhaps the trickiest choices are the ones that seem so trivial at the time but can actually change the direction of our lives. The Bible is filled with stories of people and the choices they make – some small, some eternal. In today’s story, David faces a potentially life-changing choice.
1 Samuel 26:6-25 (NRSV)
 Then David said to Ahimelech the Hittite, and to Joab’s brother Abishai son of Zeruiah, “Who will go down with me into the camp to Saul?” Abishai said, “I will go down with you.” So David and Abishai went to the army by night; there Saul lay sleeping within the encampment, with his spear stuck in the ground at his head; and Abner and the army lay around him. Abishai said to David, “God has given your enemy into your hand today; now therefore let me pin him to the ground with one stroke of the spear; I will not strike him twice.” But David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him; for who can raise his hand against the Lord’s anointed, and be guiltless?” David said, “As the Lord lives, the Lord will strike him down; or his day will come to die; or he will go down into battle and perish.  The Lord forbid that I should raise my hand against the Lord’s anointed; but now take the spear that is at his head, and the water jar, and let us go.” So David took the spear that was at Saul’s head and the water jar, and they went away. No one saw it, or knew it, nor did anyone awake; for they were all asleep, because a deep sleep from the Lord had fallen upon them. 
Then David went over to the other side, and stood on top of a hill far away, with a great distance between them. David called to the army and to Abner son of Ner, saying, “Abner! Will you not answer?” Then Abner replied, “Who are you that calls to the king?” David said to Abner, “Are you not a man? Who is like you in Israel? Why then have you not kept watch over your lord the king? For one of the people came in to destroy your lord the king.  This thing that you have done is not good. As the Lord lives, you deserve to die, because you have not kept watch over your lord, the Lord’s anointed. See now, where is the king’s spear, or the water jar that was at his head?” 
Saul recognized David’s voice, and said, “Is this your voice, my son David?” David said, “It is my voice, my lord, O king.” And he added, “Why does my lord pursue his servant? For what have I done? What guilt is on my hands? Now therefore let my lord the king hear the words of his servant. If it is the Lord who has stirred you up against me, may he accept an offering; but if it is mortals, may they be cursed before the Lord, for they have driven me out today from my share in the heritage of the Lord, saying, ‘Go, serve other gods.’ Now therefore, do not let my blood fall to the ground, away from the presence of the Lord; for the king of Israel has come out to seek a single flea, like one who hunts a partridge in the mountains.” 
Then Saul said, “I have done wrong; come back, my son David, for I will never harm you again, because my life was precious in your sight today; I have been a fool, and have made a great mistake.” David replied, “Here is the spear, O king! Let one of the young men come over and get it. The Lord rewards everyone for his righteousness and his faithfulness; for the Lord gave you into my hand today, but I would not raise my hand against the Lord’s anointed. As your life was precious today in my sight, so may my life be precious in the sight of the Lord, and may he rescue me from all tribulation.” Then Saul said to David, “Blessed be you, my son David! You will do many things and will succeed in them.” So David went his way, and Saul returned to his place. 
A book of choices
Sometimes it almost seems that God gave us the wrong sort of book. We want the Bible to be a magic answer book that we can turn to for an answer to any question we face in life. But it is not. Sometimes we want the Bible to tell us, in plain and organized language, everything we’d like to know about God, like some sort of systematic theology textbook. But it is not. The Bible is a book of stories. Some large, some small. It is through these stories that we learn about God and ourselves. By stepping into these stories we can begin to truly become part of God’s life, not simply make him part of ours. The Bible is God’s word for God’s people and the spiritual journal of God’s people, telling the story of a journey driven forward by the choices that God and we make.
God chooses a people. God chooses to love them. God chooses to pursue them even when they turn their backs on him. Abraham chooses to obey God, even to the point of being willing to sacrifice his own son, though God, in the end, didn’t ask that of him. Sarah, Abraham’s wife, chooses to take matters into her own hands rather than trust God’s promise that he will give them a child. She sends a servant girl in to get pregnant by Abraham. The only mystery in the book of Job is whether Job will choose to continue to trust in God, despite the most horrible and inexplicable tragedies being thrust upon him. When Joshua sends a couple of scouts into Canaan, a prostitute named Rahab must decide whether to give them aid and information. She chooses well. On the night of Jesus’ arrest, Peter must choose whether to proclaim his allegiance to his Lord. He chooses poorly. Later, Stephen must choose whether to deny Christ or face death. He chooses well.
The heart’s choice
God chooses David as King Saul’s successor. Why David? Because, we’re told, God looks at the heart, not at outward appearances. And as we’ve moved through the stories we’ve seen some evidence of David’s heart, but, to be honest, there really hasn’t been much that helps us see in David what God must have seen. Perhaps that is why today’s story, and its parallel two chapters earlier (1 Samuel 24), are given so much attention in Scripture. These are both lengthy and detailed narratives.
The parallels between the two stories are striking. In each, David is offered the chance to kill Saul who has been relentlessly hunting for David. In each story, David refuses to kill Saul, telling his men: “Do not destroy him; for who can raise his hand against the Lord’s anointed, and be guiltless?” In each story, Saul knows that he has been spared and David pleads his innocence and his confusion as to why Saul is after him at all. Both stories are long, detailed, and poignant.
Indeed, the stories are so similar that, though one is set in a cave and one in Saul’s camp, biblical scholars are divided as to whether the stories actually recount two separate incidents or are two variations of a single story about David.
Yet, there are some key differences as well. The chapter 24 story ends with Saul seeming to understand exactly where this is all going, saying, “I now know beyond a doubt that you will rule as king. The kingdom of God is already in your grasp” (1 Sam 24:20, The Message). Not so with the story in chapter 26. Also, God plays a more prominent role in the second story. In chapter 26, David and Abishai are able to sneak into Saul’s camp, make their way to where he is sleeping, and take Saul’s spear and water jug – all without waking a single person! How? God has put the whole camp into a deep sleep.
One incident or two? As is so often the case with such questions, I don’t think it much matters. Even if it is two variations of a single encounter between David and Saul, the stories reveal something profound about David’s heart and the choice he makes here. There’s a reason that the writers and editors of the book of Samuel spent a long time on these stories.
Choosing God’s way
Put simply, David chooses the path of forgiveness and non-violence. In this way, he prepares us for Jesus who, a millennium later, teaches the way of unlimited forgiveness.
David will not harm Saul, the man anointed by God to be the first king of Israel, even though David’s forgiveness endangers his own life. Bear in mind, in the ancient world, assassination of sitting rulers was commonplace. David’s man recognize that their commander has been offered a rare chance to fix a big problem – permanently.
But David rejects the ways of worldly power and opportunity. Instead, he embraces peace, at this place, for this moment. Despite the many sins of David before and after, his forgiveness of Saul is a window into David’s heart and his very much imperfect commitment to choosing God’s way.
A bit more -- The Parallel Story – 1 Samuel 24
1 Samuel 24 is a story very similar to the story in chapter 26. Here is a synopsis:
Saul has twice tried to kill David in the royal palace and is now marching throughout the wilderness hunting down David and his men. Saul is determined to eliminate his perceived rival. David is running for his life.
One day, David and his men are resting in the back of a cave. They notice that someone has entered the cave to relieve himself. But it’s not just anyone. It is Saul! Can you imagine the astonished reaction among David’s men as they sit quietly in the back of the cave. God was delivering David’s enemy right into their hands. The hunter had become not just the hunted, but the helpless.
David’s men are ready to pounce, but he holds them back. Instead, David crawls along the side of the cave to where Saul has tossed his robe so he can go about his business. David cuts off a piece of the royal robe and then crawls back to his men. They figure that the time has come to fall on Saul and bring a quick end to their struggle. After all, it can’t be mere coincidence that Saul has chosen this cave. God is handing him over on a silver platter. Who in their right mind would let Saul simply walk out of the cave?
But David’s heart is stricken by the act of cutting the royal robe. Such brazenness is a humiliation to Saul and, David thinks to himself, who am I to lift even a hand against God’s anointed? David then scolds his men for wanting to kill Saul and they let Saul walk out of the cave.
While Saul is still within earshot, David steps out of the cave. He calls out to Saul and falls to the ground, bowing before the man who wants him dead. David pleads with Saul. Who is telling Saul that David is against him? David then lifts up the piece of robe to show Saul that David had foregone to the opportunity to kill Saul.
To the reader of the book of Samuel, David’s sparing of Saul isn’t really all that surprising. When Samuel had come to anoint God’s choice for the next king of Israel, God had passed on the good-looking older brother, and instead chose young David. God told Samuel, “for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).
What is surprising is that Saul, in a rare moment, expresses his own remorse. “You are more righteous than I!,” he exclaims. “When a man finds his enemy,” Saul says, “does he let him get away unharmed?” If the man is David, the answer is yes, at least on this occasion. At other times, forgiveness seems a long way from David’s heart.
Before they part ways, Saul asks a favor from David. Saul seems to know where this confrontation is headed, saying, “I know that you will surely be king . . . now swear to me by the Lord that you will not kill off my descendants or wipe out my name from my father’s family.” David gives his oath to Saul and the two men head back to their war.
‘til tomorrow, grace and peace,
Scott
