Hi,
Happy Friday. Today’s updates:
· I am preaching at the 9:30 service this week, so my 11am Sunday class will not meet.
· My 3pm Monday class on Matthew and my noon Tuesday class on Genesis will meet next week, both on my Facebook ministry page.
· 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.
· The Weekly Bible Study is attached.
Oh my . . . today we come to the story of David and Bathsheba. Prepare to be surprised!
1 Samuel 11:1-5, 14-27, 12:1 (NRSV)
In the spring of the year, the time when kings go out to battle, David sent Joab with his officers and all Israel with him; they ravaged the Ammonites, and besieged Rabbah. But David remained at Jerusalem. 
It happened, late one afternoon, when David rose from his couch and was walking about on the roof of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing; the woman was very beautiful. David sent someone to inquire about the woman. It was reported, “This is Bathsheba daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite.” So David sent messengers to get her, and she came to him, and he lay with her. (Now she was purifying herself after her period.) Then she returned to her house. The woman conceived; and she sent and told David, “I am pregnant.” 
In the morning David wrote a letter to Joab, and sent it by the hand of Uriah. In the letter he wrote, “Set Uriah in the forefront of the hardest fighting, and then draw back from him, so that he may be struck down and die.” As Joab was besieging the city, he assigned Uriah to the place where he knew there were valiant warriors. The men of the city came out and fought with Joab; and some of the servants of David among the people fell. Uriah the Hittite was killed as well. Then Joab sent and told David all the news about the fighting; and he instructed the messenger, “When you have finished telling the king all the news about the fighting, then, if the king’s anger rises, and if he says to you, ‘Why did you go so near the city to fight? Did you not know that they would shoot from the wall? Who killed Abimelech son of Jerubbaal? Did not a woman throw an upper millstone on him from the wall, so that he died at Thebez? Why did you go so near the wall?’ then you shall say, ‘Your servant Uriah the Hittite is dead too.’ ” 
So the messenger went, and came and told David all that Joab had sent him to tell. The messenger said to David, “The men gained an advantage over us, and came out against us in the field; but we drove them back to the entrance of the gate. Then the archers shot at your servants from the wall; some of the king’s servants are dead; and your servant Uriah the Hittite is dead also.” David said to the messenger, “Thus you shall say to Joab, ‘Do not let this matter trouble you, for the sword devours now one and now another; press your attack on the city, and overthrow it.’ And encourage him.” 
When the wife of Uriah heard that her husband was dead, she made lamentation for him. When the mourning was over, David sent and brought her to his house, and she became his wife, and bore him a son. 
But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord . . . 
The more I’ve studied this story, the more I’ve found myself coming to Bathsheba’s defense. Here’s an excerpt from the sort of sermon that gets my blood boiling.
“I want to introduce you to just such a [moral] woman. Her name is Bathsheba, and her sin is recorded in the pages of 2 Samuel. We don’t know much about Bathsheba, but most likely she was a godly woman. Her husband was a godly, moral man. It is unlikely that such a man would marry an ungodly, immoral woman. We have every reason to believe that this woman was a committed servant of the Lord. Yet she was guilty of adultery with King David!”
The sinful, guilty, adulterous Bathsheba. A good woman whose adulterous love for David leads to tragedy and to the throne . . . yada, yada . . . NO! NO!
Here’s the unadorned basics: David sees Bathsheba bathing in her own home. He wants her. He takes her. He sends her away. . . . that’s it. Read it for yourself. There is no hint of romance or love or goodness or morality. We were told that Michal loved David. Nothing like that here.
The only adulterer is David, who uses his power as king to forcibly take (yes, rape) a woman who is married to another man. He even knows who she is. He knows that her husband is one of his top commanders! Bathsheba is silent in the story until she informs David that she is pregnant. She is a victim of violence, not an adulterer. How could she refuse the king’s summons? There is no indication that she knew why she had been summoned. Since her husband was one of David’s commanders, the simplest guess would be that David simply wanted to talk to her about something. But not a single word of David’s is recorded. He simply takes her.
And then . . . when she turns up pregnant, David makes another, even more terrible choice. He first tries to cover up his crime by having Uriah come home and sleep with his wife. And when Uriah refuses, David arranges for Uriah to be killed in battle. There is no good way to spin this. David chooses (there’s that word again!) to murder Uriah, the husband of David’s pregnant victim.
How could this be? Murder!? David is the man after God’s heart. God looked at David and chose him from among all men. Through Nathan, God made an everlasting covenant with David (2 Samuel 7).
This doesn’t make any sense, no sense at all. Perhaps that is why David’s taking of Bathsheba is so often read as a lovers’ affair, skipping over the murder of Uriah. Sure, Bathsheba went on to marry David, but with her husband dead, she had to marry someone, for nothing is ever said about sons. You could even interpret the law of Moses as requiring that if David has not brought the death penalty upon himself (as he probably has), he is at least required to marry her (see Deuteronomy 22).
How can I be so sure that this is a story of David taking? First, when the Israelites had clamored for a human king, Samuel had warned them that kings are takers. They’ll take your sons, you daughters, your money, your livestock, Samuel said. King David took Uriah’s wife and then his life.
But the more telling condemnation of David comes from the prophet Nathan, the same man as brought God’s promise of an everlasting covenant. When Nathan finds out what David has done, he tells David a story of a rich man who “took” a poor man’s lamb to serve to a guest. David is at first incensed by the story for he knows that the rich man is guilty, even saying he “deserves to die.” Then Nathan thunders, “You are the man.” David has become the taker, deserving of death. And God promises that the destruction David wrought in Uriah’s household will fall on David’s family. That is exactly what happens, as we’ll see tomorrow. As the old saying goes, for David, it all goes downhill from here.
David’s heart
This story is told only in the book Samuel and is skipped in the book of Chronicles, where David’s story was retold by those writing centuries later. It certainly makes sense to leave it out if you are telling the story of Israel’s greatest king, the one from whose family the Messiah must come.
But the story survived in the book of Samuel. David’s sin is even presented as the cause of the terrible events that would soon unfold. Why has God given us this story? What are we to learn? 
Too often, this story is used as a warning about the dangers of lust and temptation, as if we need warnings. We know quite well that lust and arrogance lurk in all our hearts. The story can’t be merely a warning that those in power are nearly always takers – we know that too.
I don’t think this is story is such a warning at all. Rather, it calls us to self-examination. We’d make a terrible mistake if we imagined that we could never do such things. David is the psalmist, the man with a heart seen by God, and he commits these unspeakable horrors. The story calls us to honesty about ourselves and about our life-with-God. Too often, Christians imagine that being “good” Christians means imposing perfectionism on ourselves and on others. This story ought to drive home the truth that such a way can never be our way. Eugene Peterson rightly notes that the Jesus way includes the way of imperfection, for David was a most imperfect man.
As we’ve worked through the stories of David, we’ve often had to work hard to find the man that God found. But we were looking in the wrong place. We needed to look past his many sins and see his heart, as expressed in his many psalms. There, we find a man who knew that he needed to acknowledge his sin: “When I declared my sin, my body wasted away” (Psalm 32). He knew what his sin was doing to him: “There is no health in my bones because of my sin” (Psalm 38). He prayed for forgiveness: “Enter not into judgment with thy servant; for no man living is righteous before thee.” And he waited for the Lord: “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word, I hope” (Psalm 130).
You might pull out a Bible right now and take a few minutes to read, slowly and quietly, Psalm 51. The biblical title for this psalm tells us that it was David’s prayer after being confronted by Nathan for his sin against Bathsheba and Uriah. We don’t want to model ourselves on David, but we should ask ourselves these questions after reading Psalm 51: Am I truly as devastated by my sin, as David was by his? Do my own prayers begin: “Have mercy on me, O God”? Does my heart strive for God, even as I fall on my knees, thankful for the gift of God’s unfailing grace?
A bit more -- Is it romance or is Bathsheba “taken?”
If you’ve read the main text of this study, you know that I think this is a story of a king’s “taking,” just as warned about by Samuel and just as in Nathan’s parable afterward. But I’m sure that for many people, this is a surprising or even shocking conclusion. After all, this is David we are talking about! The following is taken from a commentary on the book of Samuel by Walter Brueggemann, widely acknowledged as one of the pre-eminent and most influential OT scholars working today.
David has been resting on his couch (v. 2). He was at leisure and saw what he wanted, a woman “very beautiful.” We do not know her name. David asks her name, but he does not measure the cost of his desire. He gets her name; her name is dangerously hyphenated: “Bathsheba—daughter of Eliam, wife of Uriah the Hittite.” She has no existence of her own but is identified by the men to whom she belongs. Now David knows who she is—and whose she is. David does not pause, however, because he is the king. The mention of Uriah might have given David pause, but it does not. David acts swiftly, as he has always done. He is not a pensive or brooding man but one who will have his way.
The action is quick. The verbs rush as the passion of David rushed. He sent; he took; he lay (v. 4). The royal deed of self-indulgence does not take very long. There is no adornment to the action. The woman then gets some verbs: she returned, she conceived. The action is so stark. There is nothing but action. There is no conversation. There is no hint of caring, of affection, of love—only lust. David does not call her by name, does not even speak to her. At the end of the encounter she is only “the woman” (v. 5). The verb that finally counts is “conceived.” But the telling verb is “he took her.” Long ago Samuel had warned that kings are takers (I Sam. 8:11–19). Gunn (1975) calls it “grasping.” Mostly David has not had to take. He had everything gladly given to him by Yahweh, by Jonathan, by Abigail, by his adoring followers.
We have before us in chapter 11 a transformed David, however. Now he is in control. He can have whatever he wants, no restraint, no second thoughts, no reservations, no justification. He takes simply because he can. He is at the culmination of his enormous power.
In verse 5 the woman speaks for the first time. She says only two words, but they are utterly shattering: “I am pregnant” (harah ’anoki). David is not the last person to have his world shattered by this message. Nonetheless the world-shattering words of Bathsheba completely nullify the royal power of David. David had been in control. Now, in an instant, as long as this message takes, his control ends. Notice “the woman” makes no demand or threat. Her words say enough and say it all.
‘til Monday, grace and peace,
Scott
