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Mushrooming
I’ve captured several pictures of
mushrooms this fall either at church or in
my neighborhood. An image search of
“mushrooms” reveals even more colorful
and unusual examples from among
14,000 identified mushroom species.
The mushroom develops from a
pinhead less than two millimeters in
diameter lying on or just under the surface for months or even centuries. What intrigues
me about mushrooms is not only their variety of color and shape, but their ability to
emerge and enlarge overnight. Some mushrooms will kill you, but many varieties are
cultivated on mushroom farms for their taste and their nutritional value – protein,
carbohydrates, and Vitamins B and D.
You have to cultivate the right spore in
the right environment to grow edible
mushrooms.
Around 1900, the noun
mushroom morphed into a verb. “The
coronavirus mushroomed in early 2020.”
“Her cake decorating mushroomed into a
business.”
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In 1 Samuel 18, Saul’s insecurity mushroomed. The way the story has developed,
Saul’s actions came from nowhere. So far we’ve witnessed nothing but success and
popularity. He was, indeed, a “king like all the other nations,” and he was loved. To be
sure, we’ve seen him slipping spiritually, and we’ve also seen David’s prominence
mushroom. But we didn’t see it coming that Saul would hurl his spear.
The last two weeks we’ve asked the question, “Why David?” Why was David
going to be the new king? One of the answers was, “Because he’s not Saul.”
Now as we come to chapter 18, the question is, “Why Not Saul?” Why was Saul
rejected as the king of Israel? One of the answers is, “Because he’s not David.”
What happens
Jonathan abdicates (1-4). The only story we have so far of Jonathan is a story of
military heroism in chapters 13-14. He and his armor bearer attack ten times as many
Philistines from a physical disadvantage, and win. We never get a story like that about
Saul. It’s the greatest battle epic in the history of the young nation – until it’s eclipsed
by David’s takedown of Goliath.
We’re never told that Jonathan was heir to the throne, but hereditary dynasty
was widespread. Saul’s reign was designed to be “like all the other nations.” Jonathan,
Saul, and everyone except perhaps Samuel (1 Samuel 13:13; 16:1) had assumed Saul’s
dynasty would continue through his son.
Then David delivered that rock between Goliath’s eyes and cut off his head. His
exploit not only eclipsed the Jonathan story, but Jonathan himself realized that David
was heir apparent. The writer sets up an advance contrast to Saul by showing how
Jonathan’s humble, gracious heart responds to God’s sovereign choice. Jonathan’s
response to David includes affection, admiration, and abdication. He moves closer to
David. He respects David. He loves David. He cuts a covenant with David. When he
gives David his robe, the symbol of his royal son ship, along with his military tunic and
weapons, he has given up his rights to the throne.
David succeeds (5). Saul also recognizes David’s skill, courage, and character.
With all of his military success, Saul had learned to value and reward the combination of
talent and loyalty. No commander in chief succeeds in battle without gifted generals.
David followed his victory over Goliath with a string of successful missions. Perhaps
more importantly, he gained the respect of both the officers and rank-and-file in Saul’s
army. Saul promoted him, deservedly so.
Saul ruminates (6-9). This paragraph seems to back up the story a little. We
need to be prepared for what is to follow, and we’re not yet. We do know that Saul has
been chastised by Samuel (twice) for disobedience and lack of faith. We know that
Saul’s been tormented by an evil spirit (16:14) and that David’s music has calmed him on
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multiple occasions (16:23). We know that after David killed Goliath Saul became more
interested in his background and family (17:55ff.) We know that the reason Jonathan
and David became close is not only Jonathan’s admiration for David’s faith and skill in
killing Goliath, but because Saul had kept David in the palace full-time (18:2) so the two
had plenty of time to bond.
Now we learn that something else had prompted Saul to keep David close. It
was common practice after a military campaign for women to organize their equivalent
of a ticker tape parade for returning soldiers. Without the benefit of real-time
reporting, for the most part wives and mothers and siblings had to wait anxiously at
home to know if their nation was secure and if their loved ones were among the
casualties. It’s not hard to imagine that Saul, as successful as he had been, had often led
such parades – wearing his battle gear while smiling and waving to the adoring crowds.
What’s described in verse 6 is a well-choreographed, joyful song and dance. The
words, music, and movement are planned and performed by professionals. This is what
gets inside Saul’s head. After David killed Goliath and the Israelites pursued and
plundered the Philistines, David shared Saul’s glory – equal if not greater.
The Hebrew poetry of verse 7 can imply that both Saul and David killed
thousands, even tens of thousands. Because of his insecurity Saul heard it differently –
that David was more successful and more loved than he. He privately ponders, “What
else can he get but the kingdom?” (8) Those thoughts prompt Saul to keep David close
and watch him carefully (9). He’s not doing anything – that is, nothing that anyone else
will notice, but his thought process is mushrooming.
Saul disintegrates (10-11). Now we come to a difficult verse. Depending on your
translation, verse 10 says “an evil spirit” or “an ugly mood” or a “harmful spirit” from
God came over Saul. This phrase troubles us, because it now seems Saul’s evil turn is
actually caused by God. The same phrase appears in 16:14 and 19:9, and the best
translation may be “a spirit of disaster from the Lord occupied Saul.”1 The implication is
similar to what happened with Pharaoh or Judas. There’s something larger than this
moment or person happening. God’s in this. Saul, the “king like all the other nations,”
cannot be the prototype for Israel’s kings.
Saul’s heart change is now exposed to everyone in proximity in word and deed.
First, Saul began “prophesying” or “raving.” To “prophesy” in the Bible doesn’t
necessarily mean to foretell the future or even to speak for God. It means that a
spiritual force is overruling your conscious will.
Saul “raves” – exploding with verbal outbursts of the angry venom that had been
bottled inside him. This had happened before. But something new happens. He also
1

See David Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, pp. 426-427. I Samuel presents Saul as rejecting faith in
and obedience to God, creating a vacuum into which rushes evil. It is Saul’s choices which allow this
radical heart change, but God is working out his divine plan to displace “a king like all the other nations.”
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hurls his spear toward David, who is playing the music that had always soothed Saul’s
dark moods. Did he intend to kill? The text doesn’t say. Maybe at this point the royal
court could assume this effort to “pin David to the wall” was part of his military training.
You and I know better, and the next chapter will expose everything.
Saul detaches (12-16). Twice in this paragraph we learn that Saul fears David
(12,15), but the second word is even stronger. He dreads David. In other words, his
emotions are gaining strength. Twice we learn that the LORD was with David (12, 14),
but he’s not with Saul (14). Twice we learn that David has “success” (14, 15), and twice
we learn that David “led Israel in their campaigns” (13, 16). Saul moves David from
central command to field commander of a thousand men, but the spotlight on David
seems to grow. Not only in David’s home tribe of Judah, where we would expect him to
be honored, but in “all Israel” David is loved. We don’t have any indication that political
or military loyalty has shifted away from Saul, but David is clearly on the rise.
Saul is trying a new strategy – sending David away. Remember that the LORD is
with David. We as readers know what Saul knows but the people don’t yet know. Saul
has not only attempted to detach from David – “out of sight, out of mind,” he hopes –
Saul has detached from God.
The story gets worse. Saul attempts to kill David by requiring 100 Philistine
foreskins in exchange his daughter’s hand in marriage. He was hoping the Philistines
would do what he had failed to do – and kill David on his behalf. It doesn’t work. David
kills 200 Philistines. Saul tries to bring Jonathan on his side to betray David. He sends
his men to David’s house to assassinate him.
Stories and instructions
Early this week I had planned to use the mushroom analogy to talk about the
hidden seeds of insecurity and pride and jealousy inside David that mushroomed into an
explosion of words and attempted murder. That’s a very legitimate application.
On Tuesday of this week, Dr. Curt Thompson, a Christian psychiatrist, released
his latest book, The Soul of Desire. Curt has been to Hickory twice in visits sponsored by
Cornerstone Counseling and Corinth. I am already scheming to have Curt return to
North Carolina to talk about this new book.
Curt makes the point that many if not most biblical stories include no
interpretation or application. As a preacher, I have to distinguish between parts of the
Bible that are instruction only – like Paul’s letters or most of the Old Testament
prophets – and those that are just stories without instruction – like the book of Acts, or
Genesis (which is where Curt Thompson makes this point), or the stories of Samuel,
Saul, and David in 1 & 2 Samuel.
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Some of the Bible is left-brain, appealing to our logic and reason, while much of
it is right-brain, engaging our creativity and emotion. Perhaps the most integrated part
of the Bible is, not surprisingly, the Gospels – where Jesus uses parables and encounters
with people and teaches their meaning. Writers and preachers add application to the
biblical stories, and instructions to the stories.
1 Samuel 18 doesn’t tell us what to do with this story of Saul’s insecurity
mushrooming into raving and violence. It just tells us what happens. This is by the Holy
Spirit’s design. Different individuals and even different generations will find fresh ways
to understand what’s happening and why it matters.
It’s a perfectly legitimate application to talk about the invisible seeds of jealousy
and anger that can mushroom overnight into behavior that will destroy ourselves and
others. After a school shooting or a revelation of sexual harassment, often those closest
to the perpetrator will say, “I never saw that coming. He’s really a good person.”
Ruptures never, ever, rise in a vacuum. There was a long-dormant and closely guarded,
sometimes microscopic seed of jealousy that was, to change the metaphor, volcanic
magma looking for a crack in the surface to exploit.
In other words, one answer to the question, “Why not Saul?” might be to look at
all the ways he brought this on himself – his pride, his anger, his fear. We might ask
ourselves what are the hidden seeds of these same sins that might mushroom for you
and me given the right circumstances. The danger of that approach to the chapter is
that we come away from the sermon thinking, “I’m so glad I’m not like Saul.”
David’s prayer
Curt Thompson’s book offered another lens through which to read this passage.
He points out that underlying our worst behaviors are the same desires that lie beneath
our best. He writes, “Our need to be seen, soothed, safe, and secure never stops” (32).
Our misbehaviors arise from the same God-given desires as our best behaviors. Curt’s
first point in the book is that we must acknowledge our desires – desires to be seen,
soothed, and secure – as God-given and beautiful.
On one level it’s not surprising that Saul disintegrates. “Love” and “success”
belong to David in 1 Samuel 18, and Saul sees them draining from him. Grief, Curt
points out, is a key threat to our sense of belonging and security. Saul has lost much.
One of my answers to “Why Not Saul” is that Saul is not David. But if you know
David’s story as it unfolds, you know that David also disintegrates at times. He even
repeats Saul’s betrayal by sending Uriah into battle to have him killed by the enemy.
Only for David it works. Some of David’s anger is never resolved even at the end of his
life and reign.2 Saul is not David, but they have the same desires. So what’s the
2

See 2 Kings 2:8-9, the sad story of David and Shimei.
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difference? Why is David a “man after God’s own heart?” Why does God reject Saul as
toxic and cultivate David as the prototype king?
The difference lies in what David does with his desires to be seen, soothed, and
safe – especially when he faces his own grief. What is he thinking as Saul raves with his
words, throws spears as him, and eventually sends his soldiers to stalk the home of his
newlywed son-in-law? Fortunately, we know what David’s thinking. That is the
occasion for Psalm 59. Here are excerpts of what David writes in his journal that night.
Deliver me from my enemies, O God;
and save me from those who are after my blood.
See how they lie in wait for me!
Fierce men conspire against me for no offense or sin of mine, LORD.
They return at evening,
snarling like dogs, and prowl about the city.
You are my strength, I watch for you;
you, God, are my fortress, my God on whom I can rely.
God will go before me
and will let me gloat over those who slander me.
For the curses and lies they utter,
consume them in your wrath, consume them till they are no more.
But I will sing of your strength,
in the morning I will sing of your love;
for you are my fortress,
my refuge in times of trouble.
On first read, you may think this sounds just like Saul. It’s not. The underlying
desires are the same – to be seen, soothed, and secure. But in his grief David responds
very differently from Saul. Saul’s insecurity breeds jealousy, anger, and dread. David
regulates his pain and uncertainty very differently.
When the threat from Saul mushrooms, David’s heart is stabilized by confession,
community, and courage. He turns privately to the Lord and confesses his thoughts. He
doesn’t grab a spear and hurl it. He entrusts justice to God. We already know that in
addition to his new bride, his brother-in-law is his best friend. He has human
community as well.
Ultimately, though, David demonstrates once again his courage. David has
courage to fight (Goliath), courage to run (from Saul) when that’s needed, and
ultimately, courage to trust that God’s got this.
This is the “instruction” I find in the “story” of Saul’s plunge and David’s
simultaneous rise. You and I have to ask ourselves, “Do I confess my inner battle to the
Lord? Am I engaged in community with those who love the Lord and love me? And do I
have enough courage to trust that in the midst of these griefs God’s in this? Amen.
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