
Just What Is It About David?

Acts 13:16-23

As part of your series on Stories That Shape Us, I thought we would reflect today on David. We are fortunate in David’s case because there is a lot written about him, often in great detail. There are aspects of David’s life that are meaningful to us at all ages and in many circumstances. Many of you, I would guess, remember the story of David and Goliath from our childhood. All children love the concept of the boy, who defeats the Giant who had intimidated an entire army. I would also bet some of you remember singing “Little David Play on Your Harp” at church camp or in Sunday School. And David’s famous friendship with King Saul’s son Jonathan is a great story for teenagers. Because of his triumph over Goliath and his musical abilities, David becomes a favorite in the court of Saul the king. As David grows older, his life becomes more complex. He becomes a successful and famous warrior. Eventually, the king becomes jealous of David’s success on the battlefield and his popularity with the people. David is forced into exile to avoid being killed by Saul’s men. In the end though, Saul himself dies during a battle with the Philistines; and David is anointed king. He is also a successful and popular king. Then, however, the story takes a darker turn. David is attracted to Bathsheba, the wife of one of his soldiers named Uriah. He has an affair with her, she becomes pregnant, and he places her husband in the front lines so that he will be killed. David then marries Bathsheba. Is he caught? You bet, and as punishment, the son born of Bathsheba dies. David’s troubles don’t end there, however, his son Absalom rebels against him and tries to take over the throne. However, David remains king and continues to be successful on the battlefield and as a ruler for the rest of his life. What a story! There was nothing small or inconspicuous about David’s life. He lived on a grand scale – a front page kind of person. I can just imagine the headlines of the day:

Youth Slays Giant and Saves Israel

Country Bumpkin Becomes Favorite in King’s Court

Saul has Slain his Thousands and David his Tens of Thousands (1 Sam.18:7) (This actually was a ‘headline’ chanted by the people)

Mighty Warrior Anointed King

King David Seen Consorting with Soldier’s Wife

King Puts Out Contract on Mistress’s Husband

And then we read today’s scripture from Acts. God says “I have found David, son of Jesse, a man after my own heart:” An adulterer and murderer?? A man after God’s heart?? Obviously there must be more to David than the headlines tell us. What is it about this guy? There must be something very special about him. To find out we need to delve a little deeper and look behind the headlines. We can investigate him in the same way we evaluate people today—by what he does and what he says. Let’s look first at his actions; for God says about him: “He will do everything I want him to do.” 

I think that there are already some clues to David’s appeal in his encounter with Goliath. When Saul said he was too young and inexperienced to fight a giant, David replied that the Lord who had delivered him from the lions and bears that had attacked his sheep would deliver from the enemy of the Israelites. So, we see that he had already developed a faith and trust in God. Saul agreed and clothed him in the too-big armor of his soldiers. David, however, preferred to go armed with only his own weapon, a slingshot. He did not try to be something he wasn’t—but used his tried and true shepherd methods. And, he succeeded. Needless to say, he was then feted as a hero. The reward which the king had offered anyone who killed Goliath was his daughter’s hand in marriage. But David turned down the offer, replying, “Who am I that I should become the king’s son-in-law.” He doesn’t let his success go to his head but again remains humble and true to himself and gives God the credit for his defeat of Goliath. David continued to be successful on the battlefield and Saul became jealous of David. So, he schemed to have David killed in battle and David was driven into exile. How ironic that this was the very plot that David later cooks up to rid himself of Bathsheba’s husband! During this time David has become a friend of Jonathan, Saul’s son. And, it is Jonathan, who often comes to David’s rescue. David actually has several opportunities to kill Saul. But, he doesn’t take advantage of them. Once he even crept up on Saul while he was sleeping and cut a piece of cloth from his coat to show that he had had an opportunity to kill Saul but spared his life. He remained loyal to Saul and to God’s command. “I will not lift my hand against my master,” he says “because he is the Lord’s anointed.” So David remains obedient to God. Eventually Saul dies by his own hand when he loses a battle with the Philistines in which three of his sons including Jonathan are also killed. David is then anointed king. He continues to be successful in battle, eventually conquering the Philistines. His armies take Jerusalem and he brings the Ark of the Covenant there. 

David was also a successful ruler. We are told he ruled the people fairly and with justice and mercy. (2 Sam) An example of his loyalty and generosity was that, when he became king, he asked if there was anyone left of the house of Saul to whom he could show kindness for Jonathan’s sake. There was one man; and to him David restored all the land that had belonged to Saul and assured that he would always eat at his table. Now if this were a fairy tale the next line would be ‘and David lived happily ever after.’ But the Bible doesn’t leave anything out—the negative is included even in the stories of its great heroes. 

David became enamored of Bathsheba and the intrigues began. He probably thought he got away with it; but, of course, he couldn’t hide what he had done from God. God’s prophet Nathan came to him and told him a story of a rich man and a poor man. The rich man had a large number of sheep and cattle; the poor man had only one little lamb. When a visitor came to the rich man, he stole the lamb from the poor man rather than using one of his own to prepare a feast for the visitor. When David heard the story, he was incensed and exclaimed that the rich man should die. But Nathan said “You are the rich man. God has given you many riches yet you struck down Uriah and took his wife to be your own. This is what the Lord says, ‘I am going to bring calamity upon you.’” I think that David’s response demonstrates his character as much as any of the good deeds that had gone before. He might have tried to deny his guilt. Or he might have whined and claimed that it wasn’t his fault. He might have blamed Bathsheba for seducing him. Or he might have recalled his many years of good behavior. But he didn’t do any of these things. He simply said, “I have sinned against the Lord.” Nathan responded by saying “The Lord has taken away your sin. You won’t die but. . . . The son born to you will die.” So David was forgiven but there were still consequences to his behavior. Sure enough the child became ill. David fasted, laid on the ground and prayed for seven days, pleading with God for the child’s life. But on the seventh day the child died. And again David’s behavior is counter to our expectations. He was not bitter or angry but got up, washed and went into the house of the Lord and worshiped. The servants were amazed at his behavior. But David explained, “When the child was still alive I fasted and wept. I thought, who knows, perhaps the Lord may be gracious to me and let the child live. But now that he is dead why should I fast. Can I bring him back again?” So he got on with his life. Bathsheba then bore another son whom the Lord loved. Neither David nor God held any grudges. To me, this story is a model for accepting both God’s forgiveness and God’s will.

The story of David and Absalom is also full of emotion: anger on Absalom’s part and anguish and grief on David’s part. But through it all David remains faithful to God. So through his actions we can see that David’s life was characterized by humility, loyalty, generosity and mercy. He always credited God with his successes. He was a man of integrity. He was always honest before God, he listened to God and he accepted and followed God’s will for his life. 

The second way to look at David’s relationship to God is through his prayers. David is unique in that we have lots of examples of how he talked to God. In 2 Samuel 7 we can find a prayer of thanksgiving and in chapter 22 a Song of Praise to God. And then we have the many psalms attributed to David. Let me just read you a few quotes. “Who am I, O sovereign Lord, and what is my family, that you have brought me this far? And as if this were not enough in your sight, O sovereign Lord, you have also spoken about the future of the house of your servant. Is this your usual way of dealing with man, O Sovereign Lord?” This example is from his prayer of Thanksgiving and demonstrates both his humility and his forthright way of speaking to God. And from his Song of Praise, “The Lord is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer; My God is my rock, in whom I take refuge.” And from the psalms, (55) “Listen to my prayer, O God, do not ignore my plea; hear me and answer me. My thoughts trouble me and I am distraught at the voice of the enemy, at the stares of the wicked; for they bring down suffering upon me and revile me in their anger. My heart is in anguish within me.” Psalm 51 was reputedly written after Nathan came to him about Bathsheba. “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. . . . For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge . . . create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” David acknowledged his sin, accepted God’s judgment and asked for a clean slate to begin again.

So the thing that strikes me about all of this is that David was totally open to God about whatever was going on in his life. He shared his joys, his fears, his concerns and his hopes with God. He prayed about everything. In Psalm 40 he says, “I waited patiently for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry.” and, “Sacrifice and offering You do not desire, but You have given me an open ear.” Nan Merrill interprets this “You have opened [my] heart’s ear”. He not only poured out his heart to God. He listened to God’s part of the conversation. He listened for God and to God and obeyed. Clearly, David had a deep relationship with God. No wonder it was said about him that he was a man after God’s heart. 

I think God’s desire for us is to have open ears and hearts—a readiness to listen for God’s voice. I suspect that David’s relationship with God began when he was a shepherd boy, alone with his sheep and his harp. So that when the big challenges in his life came he was already in relationship with God. This relationship was deepened during his period of exile, when he was in hiding from Saul and utterly dependent on God. Many of his psalms for deliverance from his enemies were probably written during this time. He knew that God knew him through and through (Psalm 139). And, he had enough experience with God to be trusting. Because we must first trust that God knows what is best for us before we are willing to obey. 

So what can we take away from all this? What does it take to become a person after God’s own heart? David’s life would suggest humility, honesty and an open heart. In David’s own words from Psalm 40, Those who may “dwell in [God’s] sanctuary” are “those who walk blamelessly and do what is right, and speak the truth from their heart.” And, from Psalm 41 “You have upheld me because of my integrity, and set me in your presence forever.” 
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