I Love to Tell the Story – Summer Series 2009
David and Absalom, 2 Samuel 18 – August 9

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

One year ago our country was engaged in the process of electing a new president. Both parties were getting ready to hold their conventions to recommend a candidate to the voters. Last January the winner of that election was sworn in as our nation’s 44th president. The transition of power from one president to another is a relatively peaceful process, governed by the constitution and the rule of law. That may seem to all of us the normal and natural way of things, but when compared to the rest of the world it is anything but normal. Just look at the election held recently in Iran regarded by many to be illegitimate. In many countries of the world the transfer of power is from father to son. People are wondering which son Kim Jong Il in North Korea will pick to be the next ruler there. In many parts of the world the transition from one government to another happens by a military coup accompanied by the assassination or exile of the former leader.  When we hear those stories in the news we can thank God we live in the USA. 
Today we continue our journey through the life of David. Our story is a terribly sad and tragic one. David survived an assassination attempt and military coup to try to depose him. That attempt was made by his own son, Absalom. The question is: how does a son come to hate his father enough to want to kill him? 

You know, whenever something tragic happens we ask questions. We want to know why. Why did the airplane crash? Why did the shooter go on a rampage? Why did the mother drive the car drunk? There must be a reason. The Bible too, engages in this process of asking the question why. King David was at the height of his reign when things just started to unravel to the point where he was almost killed by his son. Why does this happen? The story Pat preached on last week hinted at the answer. When the prophet Nathan confronted David with his sin he said to him:  “Now therefore, the sword shall never depart from your house, for you have despised me and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife.” (2 Samuel 12:10). The rest of David’s story was indeed a violent one. And here’s the message- sin has consequences that play themselves out in our lives. The book of Romans says that the wages of sin is death (6:23). That was literally true in David’s life. Absalom ended up dead, and a broken father mourned for him. 
This story reminds me of a sweater I once had and I must have snagged it on something. I noticed a thread sticking out and so I started pulling on it. It was amazing how fast the whole thing started to unravel and my sweater was no good anymore. I couldn’t put the thread back and I couldn’t fix it. That’s what happened to King David. Certainly, God forgave him his sin, but the consequences were still there for him to face. Let’s see how those consequences unraveled in David’s life. (1) After David’s adultery with Bathsheba and murder her husband, (2) the very next story told is of David’s son Amnon raping his half-sister Tamar. Just like dear old dad, Amnon saw what he wanted and he took it. It reminds me a bit of Saddam Hussein and his sons, Uday and Qusay. Remember them? Terrible stories came out after the war of things they had done, like raping a bride on her wedding night; seeing a 14 year old girl sitting in the stands at a soccer game and taking her from her family for the night. But where did they learn to do these things? By watching dad. Where did Amnon learn his behavior? By watching his father. But the story gets worse. (3) David didn’t discipline his son Amnon for his terrible behavior. Tamar’s full brother, Absalom, was furious and after two years of scheming killed Amnon for raping his sister Tamar. (4) After that Absalom was exiled out of the country. When he was later allowed to return to Jerusalem he was under house arrest. His father shunned him, refused to see or speak to him. (5) Absalom’s anger and bitterness toward his Dad grew to the point where he hatched a plan to overthrow David and make himself king. He almost succeeded. David and his followers had to flee Jerusalem. They regrouped their troops. (6) The two armies met each other in battle and Absalom was killed. (7) In one of the most pathetic verses of the Bible David mourned the death of his son and how his life had unraveled.  “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would that I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 Samuel 18:33). 
[SLIDE BLANK] Do you see yourself in this story? I think that most of us have regrets about the way life has turned out for us. We start our lives full of hope and optimism. We aren’t going to make the same mistakes our parents did. And yet life gets difficult and messy. Temptations come our way. Little sins become bigger sins that affect not only us but those around us. This story gets repeated over and over again to rich and poor, great and small. There have been some high-profile examples lately- Governors Mark Sanford and Eliot Spitzer. Senators John Edwards, John Ensign and Larry Craig. The list could go on and on of careers dashed and families destroyed. How many have cried tears of regret for lost hopes and broken dreams. Don’t you hear all that in David’s words? [SLIDE] “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would that I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!”
There is another story told by Jesus. It’s a similar story, but with a different ending. A son says to his father, “I wish you were dead. Give me my share of the inheritance- now.” The father did as his son requested and the son left home, leaving his father with a broken heart. Everyday this father would pray for his son and wonder where and how he was. He would scan the horizon looking for him in the hope that one day he would return. And one day he did return. The father saw him coming and ran to embrace him. The father forgave his son and welcomed him back into the family. What a different father he was than David was to Absalom. In his book on the life of David, Eugene Peterson wonders- what would have happened if Absalom had had that kind of father? The cycle of violence would have been interrupted. Father and son would have reconciled. 
David mourned his dead son. “Would that I had died instead of you.” The Son of David, Jesus the Messiah, says to us, “I died for you. I died so that your sins could be forgiven. I died to show you a better way to live.”  Jesus came to redeem our broken lives. He came to show us God’s love and to invite us to live our lives by that love. He asks us to give up our hurt and anger, our desire for revenge, and to love our enemies as he has loved us. That is the only way to heal the brokenness in our lives and in our world. 
This is a tragic story, but it’s also a hopeful story. Why was David described as Israel’s greatest king? It was not because he was perfect. He had as much brokenness and tragedy as anyone. But David continued to trust in God. And in spite of his sins, God continued his promise to David. If God can do that with David and his family, don’t you think God can do that with you and your family? I know God can. Amen.
