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“God has yet to bless someone except where they actually are.” Dallas Willard
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Here we go again
Today’s sermon title might surprise you if you listened carefully to the Scripture
reading or studied it before coming to church. First, David’s name was mentioned only
once in the reading. He’s referred to as “the king.” The name you heard most was his
son Absalom. Second, David doesn’t seem to be his “best self” in this section of 2
Samuel. He seems naïve, distracted, and out of touch. So why “David’s Best Self”?
When are you your best self? In the kitchen? At the computer? Face to face
with someone in crisis? Swinging a tennis racket or a golf club? Digging in the dirt?
Organizing? Leading? Following? Mornings? Evenings? At church? At work? With
your family? I wrote in The Unity of Grace that I think I’m my best self at a funeral.
When are you your worst self? Who or what evokes the unsanctified you – the
part that gets irritable or passive or manipulative? What prompts you to withdraw from
God or others? What do you resort to your addictions and bad behaviors?
Let’s find David’s best self in 2 Samuel 14 and 15. To borrow a phrase from
Pastor Kevin’s sermon last week, “Here we go again.” In this part of the story, David is
making some of the same mistakes he’s made before. His children are making worse.
The backstory
Let’s review first. King David lived and ruled in Israel about a thousand years
before the time of Christ. His name is one of a handful of legendary biblical figures. You
can’t tell the story of the Bible without Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, and Paul. David
is the undisputed pinnacle of Israel’s history.
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God chose David as king because of his heart, not his qualifications or
appearance or experience. He replaced Saul, who in the declining years of his reign
attempted multiple times and in various ways to kill David. Eventually, he came to the
throne but at first only in Judah, his home tribe. Six sons were born to David by six
different wives in Hebron, the capital of Judah. The oldest was Amnon, second Chileab,
third Absalom, and fourth Adonijah. We assume these four are in line for the throne.
With the help of his military chief of staff, Joab, David gains control over all
twelve tribes, and captures Jerusalem as his fortress-capital, and builds himself a palace.
He brings the ark of God to Jerusalem and declares his desire to build a “house”
(temple) for Yahweh. The prophet Nathan tells him God said, “No.” However, God
promises David a “house” (dynasty) that will endure forever.
In the course of time,1 David subdues the Philistines and other security threats
from neighboring nations, and organizes his administration and cabinet and shows
kindness to Saul’s disabled grandson Mephibosheth. Joab is always the lead fighter.
In the course of time, David’s men fight another war against the Ammonites to
the east. David stays home and gets into his most infamous trouble – a one night-stand
with the wife of one of his leading soldiers. Her pregnancy creates a dilemma, which he
tries to untangle with more deceit and eventually murder of her husband. Joab was an
accomplice. Nathan tells David his “house” (family) will face unending trouble.
In the course of time, David’s children grow up. His oldest son, Amnon, rapes his
half-sister, Tamar. Her brother, Absalom, waits two years, then instructs his men to kill
Amnon at a party. We’re never told what happened to #2 in the birth order;
presumably he died young. Having eliminated #1, Absalom is now heir to the throne.
The crown prince, the presumptive heir to the throne, is the source of David’s deepest
grief but his next hope.
Absalom flees the country to save his life, seeking protective custody in his
mother’s family and country. She had been a princess, the daughter of Geshur, a people
neither David nor Joshua had ever subdued. David had apparently married the king’s
daughter as part of a peace treaty. Absalom’s name means “Father of Peace.” He’s a
treaty mascot. Now an exile, Absalom stays in Geshur for three years.
David can’t get Absalom off his mind. He’s sad and mad. Joab knows that David
is now paralyzed, so he contrives a plan to get David to bring Absalom home. David
agrees, but reluctantly. Absalom can return but David will not see him in person.

“In the course of time…” (Hebrew: “And it was after this….”) is a phrase used in 2 Samuel 8:1; 10:1;
13:1; 15:1 indicated the passage of an unspecific amount of time between pivotal events in the narrative.
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The narrator now tells us what a physical specimen Absalom is. He has the face
of Tom Cruise, the body of Sylvester Stallone, and the hair of Fabio. He’s a celebrity
anywhere he goes. If they had paparazzi, they would have stalked Absalom.
Handsome, charming, and heir to the throne, Absalom is being ignored not only
by David but even by Joab who had brought him back home. Two years later, five years
after the murder of Amnon, Absalom gets Joab’s attention by torching his field. Joab
asks, “Absalom, what are you doing?” Absalom answers, “Why did you bring me back?
I should have stayed in Geshur.”
Prompted again by Joab, David summons Absalom, who bows low, indicating
submission. David kisses him. All is well, or so the narrator wants us to believe. This
seems like closure on a long sequence of disastrous events – adultery with Bathsheba,
murder of Uriah, rape of Tamar, murder of Amnon, and banishment of Absalom. All is
well. At this point we want “And they lived happily ever after.” They didn’t.
The moment
In the course of time, Absalom began to act like a crown prince. You only
wonder why David is allowing what happens in vv. 1-9 if you know the rest of the story.
Absalom is restored, and he is acting like the heir apparent. This is all David knows.
Absalom arranges transportation that fits his status. He rides in a chariot drawn
by horses with 50 runners. You know from Queen Elizabeth’s funeral that these humans
in front of the horses are not about speed; they about protection and status.
Absalom’s not only royal, though. He’s a populist. He’s not only good-looking,
he’s efficient. He’s not only smart, he’s clever. He gets up early, goes to the city gate
(which functions in ancient times like city hall) and greets people who want government
to work for them. He’s the complaint department and the magistrate. He’s a smooth
talker, but one can see why – even if this got back to David – David wouldn’t suspect
anything. He’s just telling people, “The king’s busy. You’ve got a case. When I’m in
charge, we’ll handle this more efficiently and effectively. For now, let me do what I
can.” In a repetition of Absalom’s own approach to his father and the king’s response,
when people bow down to Absalom, he takes their hands and kisses them.
In this way he “stole the hearts of the men of Israel,” right under David’s nose.
He was doing crown princely things and David’s none the wiser.
After four years of this, Absalom approaches David himself and asks to go to
Hebron. It’s where he was born. The ark of God used to live there. It’s his spiritual
home, the way he explains it to David. “I want to return to my roots and worship the
LORD. When I was in exile, I promised God that I would.”
David’s response is full of irony. “Go in peace.” Go in peace, father of peace.
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At this point the narrator finally informs his readers what’s been building for a
decade. Absalom’s plans for a coup have been developing slowly but deliberately. He
has brought a group of co-conspirators into his circle and sends them across the nation
to blow trumpets at his signal. This is the ancient version of “We interrupt this
broadcast for breaking news.” The breaking news is, “Absalom is the new king in
Hebron.” They don’t say why. For all the people know, David is dead.
Absalom has also brought with him some of David’s own inner circle from
Jerusalem, uninvolved in the conspiracy until it unfolds. This is one clear indication the
narrator doesn’t blame David for being naïve. Two hundred of his closest advisors also
suspected nothing. They are invited by the crown prince to a dinner party, presumably
with alcohol flowing, and it was also a church service. We have no indication David has
been offering public sacrifices in Jerusalem since there was no temple. Absalom takes
on a priestly role as if to invoke God’s blessing on the whole thing.
We are introduced at this point to a man named Ahithophel, who will become
important in the next chapter. For now, this looks like a successful coup d’état. David
has been betrayed by a son he thought had been rehabilitated. Absalom’s patience is
now revealed to have been a clever cover-up. Absalom is out of reach physically in
Hebron. He has won the hearts of the masses. He is surrounded by much of David’s
inner circle. It looks like the end of David’s rule, and it all happened so fast.
The remainder of chapter 15 is a desperate, gloomy scene. Jerusalem is
evacuated, the regime has disintegrated, and something has happened that we never
saw coming. David is once again a fugitive in the wilderness. Here we go again. It was
déjà vu from the days of Saul. Absalom enters Jerusalem like the Taliban entered Kabul
a year ago. No resistance, no defense, no question who’s in charge. And it’s not David.
A formula for prayer
This is where we meet David’s best self. I want to return to Psalm 3, which we
read earlier in the worship service. Each Sunday going forward, we’re going to read one
of the psalms attributed to David and try to connect it to what’s happening in 2 Samuel.
This morning we read Psalm 3, but deliberately waited until now to mention the
title. Some Bible versions don’t even include the titles to the psalms, which is especially
unfortunate in psalms like #3: “A Psalm of David. When he fled from his son Absalom.”
1 LORD,

how many are my foes!
How many rise up against me!
2 Many are saying of me,
“God will not deliver him.”
3 But you, LORD, are a shield around me,
my glory, the One who lifts my head high.
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Selah.
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call out to the LORD,
and he answers me from his holy mountain.
5 I lie down and sleep;
I wake again, because the LORD sustains me.
6 I will not fear though tens of thousands
assail me on every side.
7 Arise, LORD!
Deliver me, my God!
Strike all my enemies on the jaw;
break the teeth of the wicked.
8 From the LORD comes deliverance.
May your blessing be on your people.

Selah.

Selah.

We don’t know exactly what “Selah” means but it seems to be some kind of
musical interlude or pause. It can be anything from a cymbal clash to silence. What it
does seem to do is break the psalm into three parts.
In this case, Part 1 is David’s situation: “How many are my foes!” Part 2 is his
theology: “But you, O LORD, are a shield around me.” Part 3 is his petition: “Arise, Lord!
Deliver me, O my God!” This is the best David. You may say, “What about that part
about breaking the teeth of his enemies?” First of all, it’s a metaphor. David’s not really
wanting broken teeth. He wants broken grip, incapacity. More importantly, he doesn’t
pray, “God, I’m going to break their teeth. Please help me.” He releases justice to God.
There’s something else David doesn’t pray in Psalm 3. He doesn’t wallow in the
pit of sin that started this cascade. He doesn’t say, “God, I’m so sorry again. That
Bathsheba and Uriah thing. It’s all unfolding as you said. This is all my fault.” It would
be true if he said it, but David has repented and been forgiven. He also doesn’t say, “I
was such a terrible father. I should have raised my kids better.”
I don’t think the point of this text or the ongoing story is to keep pummeling
David with his failures – with God or with his family. He can’t unsin, even though he
lives with the consequences. God doesn’t want us to be paralyzed the rest of our days.
David is his best self when he’s in crisis. Someone asked me this week, “Does
that mean you’re going to tell everyone to pray for crisis?” Absolutely not. David was
also his best self when God promised him a dynasty.
David is his best self when he’s paying attention to his soul. He’s his best self
when he’s turning whatever is happening into a prayer – in his case, usually into a
psalm. He’s his best self when he’s aware of and expressing his emotions – whether
he’s mad or sad or glad or bad. David is his best self when he invites God into whatever
it is that’s happening in his life.
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Dallas Willard wrote, “God has yet to bless anyone except where they actually
are, and if we faithlessly discard situation after situation, moment after moment, as not
being ‘right,’ we will simply have no place to receive his kingdom into our life.”
As long as we’re impatiently waiting for God to “fix it,” we won’t be our best
selves. We’ll live in shame or blame. What I learn from David about life with God I learn
more from his psalms than from 2 Samuel. Some of them, as we’ll see, are
retrospective psalms of thanks for what God has done. David can look back and see
God’s hand in the rear view mirror.
Those are wonderful psalms, but they’re not the psalms to read when you’re in
the middle of the crisis. Psalm 3 represents those psalms. They model for us a formula
for prayer. It’s not the formula for prayer, just a way to pray. The sequence is not the
main thing. The ingredients in prayer are important.
God + Now + Me = Prayer.
God: It’s important to frame our theology, our belief about God, apart from
circumstances – good or bad. We get this from his Word, from Scripture, from the
stories and songs and prophets and letters. There’s a God who knows and cares and
interacts with us. He’s not distant, not distracted, not impotent. He’s there.
Now: It’s also critical to name what’s happening in the moment – good, bad, or
ugly. Triumph or tragedy. Use your words to frame your complaint or your celebration.
God wants to meet you in this particular moment.
Me: What’s happening in my soul? What am I feeling – emotionally or physically
or spiritually? Where am I connecting and disconnecting with God or with people. I
might turn that into a petition or I might just leave it there. But this is David’s best self –
to write down God + Now + Me, and sit with it – sit with him. That’s enough. Amen.
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