Opportunity? Or Coincidence?
1 Samuel 23-24

By this point in our journey through 1 Samuel, the action is pointing in pretty consistent directions. We can guess where things are headed. Saul is continuing his descent into oblivion, missing, or not looking for, the cues and guidance that the Spirit of God puts in his way. His latest atrocity, the murder of the priests and the annihilation of the city of Nob, is simply one more brick in the wall that Saul is building, making Israel that unsafe place that Katelyn talked about last week. And David, the new anointed one, is providing the safety and refuge that a good king provides, finding safety for his family not in Israel but in Moab, providing safety for four hundred men from Israel’s king, and now saving a city from destruction! David continues to build his own story acting like the good king Israel needs. 
A huge part of David’s legacy in these early stories is his patience. He adamantly refuses to take the fight to Saul, despite having golden opportunities. And this is another contrast, because Saul tries to put God’s name on every event he can that might bury David. 
As Katelyn pointed out last week, this story raises a really uncomfortable question for me in our present day. For those who are outside the church, maybe from another religion, or no religion, from another country, or another family background, is it good news to know a follower of Jesus? I hope it is. 
I’ve mentioned before that the most prominent question I used to get asked by students while I worked with IVCF was, “What is God’s will for my life?” What we are typically looking for is God’s will as a specific, individual path that we picture as a knife edge, perilously narrow and sharp, that defines these specifics for us. Woe to the one who wanders to the left or the right!
This reminds me of the lawyer who approaches Jesus with this very question in the gospels. “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”
He is thinking about specifics, small minutia of the law that he may have overlooked, a challenge for one of his spiritual greatness.
Instead, he gets a very vague answer. Love the Lord your God with all of your heart, soul, and mind. Love your neighbour like you love yourself. 
I have a suspicion. I think that we generally know what God’s will is. We know in a general sense what he wants us to do, if not specifically. This is because I understand God’s will to be pretty general, like a sandbox. He defines boundaries, and then tells us to play within those boundaries. But, like a playground, there are sandbox rules. Don’t throw the sand in the other kids’ eyes. Don’t eat the sand. 
We also gather together to listen to sermons, podcasts, radio, books, all the resources that tell us the character of God, and the type of people he wants us to be. That part is easy to define. 
The hard part is applying that character in the daily decisions we face. And herein lies the challenge of today’s story.
It should be obvious at this point that Saul has an agenda. Despite Samuel’s word that God has torn the kingdom from Saul and given it to David, Saul continues to hold his dream of his own son Jonathan inheriting the throne.[footnoteRef:1] In order for that to happen, David must die.  [1:  1 Samuel 20:30-31 says, “Saul boiled with rage at Jonathan. “You stupid son of a whore!” he swore at him. “Do you think I don’t know that you want him to be king in your place, shaming yourself and your mother? As long as that son of Jesse is alive, you’ll never be king. Now go and get him so I can kill him!”] 

Saul tries to sound pious. Opportunity falls into his lap when David goes to do what the king should have done, and Saul appropriates God’s name to turn David’s rescue of Keilah into a chance to secure his own agenda. “God has delivered him into my hands, for David has imprisoned himself by entering a town with gates and bars,” he says.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  1 Samuel 23:17] 

Samuel goes to great lengths to emphasize that God has indeed not handed David over to Saul. Not only does David ask God what to do, God miraculously protects him, allowing him to escape the confines of the town and sparing a war-torn town yet another battle. This is not an opportunity for Saul’s agenda; he twists it into a coincidence.
This is contrasted by 1 Samuel 24:3: “[Saul] came to the sheep pens along the way; a cave was there, and Saul went in to relieve himself. David and his men were far back in the cave.” Here, Saul literally puts himself in the position he thought David was in at Keilah. David’s men see the same opportunity as Saul: they assume that God has delivered Saul to David for violent vindication. But David does not need God to interfere – he does the right thing himself. David recognizes a coincidence, and turns it to an opportunity to do the right thing.
At least, he mostly does the right thing. He does cut off the corner of Saul’s robe. 
This is not merely a merciful, see what I could have done, moment. David is conscience-stricken, which tells us that he still had intent in doing this. Remember, Saul caught the corner of Samuel’s robe and tore it, which Samuel interpreted as God tearing the kingdom from Saul’s hands.[footnoteRef:3] And Jonathan gave David his robe, an act that showed his abdication from inheriting the throne.[footnoteRef:4] Cutting the corner off of Saul’s robe while his pants were down makes a claim on the kingship by David. This is why he second-guesses himself. Even though he spared Saul’s life literally, internally, David was taking matters into his own hands. And he repents of this. [3:  1 Sam 15:27-28.]  [4:  1 Sam 18:4.] 

David has everything that Saul wants. He hears from God, he rescues cities and has the praise of the people, he even has the opportunity to take Saul’s life. Saul has none of these things. Saul relies on rumours and espionage to move, he enforces his will through violence – even against the innocent, and the people fear his approach.
How does David know what to do in that cave, while Saul has no clue? I’ve begun to consider for a follower of Jesus the difference between an opportunity and a coincidence is that an opportunity extends goodness outward to bless others, while a coincidence appropriates goodness and turns it inward towards personal goals.
When Katelyn and I teach Spiritual Disciplines at Gull Lake, we get into this question. She suggests three questions to discern if my actions or decisions are Godly:
1. Is it right? Righteousness means to have a right relationship four ways: with God, others, creation, and myself. We think of words like fairness and justice a part of righteousness.
My definition of righteousness comes from the Royal commands, “One day an expert in religious law stood up to test Jesus by asking him this question: “Teacher, what should I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus replied, “What does the law of Moses say? How do you read it?” The man answered, “‘You must love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength, and all your mind.’ And, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” “Right!” Jesus told him. “Do this and you will live!” The man wanted to justify his actions, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”
Who is my neighbour? Do you see the irony here? The man is asking what the limitations are for his love. He may as well ask, “what is the minimum love I need to give to get what I want?”
From here, Jesus launches into the familiar story of a good Samaritan. Our neighbour is anyone whose lives we can impact, either for good or for ill. 
2. Is it good? God loves goodness and life. Is this good according to God’s definition? 
Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a path before each person that seems right, but it ends in death.” 
Often, our choices result in the diminishing of someone else; usually, we do this in the name of being reasonable. What we are actually doing is protecting our own standard of living by denying our resources to others. 
On the other hand, Jesus says, “The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  John 10:10.] 

A good decision, or action, is one that helps life flourish. 
Does this reveal God? Does it cause others to experience the Kingdom of God more accurately or less accurately?
1 Peter 2:12 says, “Be careful to live properly among your unbelieving neighbors. Then even if they accuse you of doing wrong, they will see your honorable behavior, and they will give honor to God when he judges the world.”
When we live lives of Godly character, God’s people are recognizable by their ridiculous charity. Luke records Jesus’ words, “Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back. Do to others as you would have them do to you. “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Luke 6:30-31, 37-38.] 

Scripture acknowledges that we do not live as individuals, but as connected systems of relationships, partnerships, and communities. What I do has ripple effects in the lives of others, and those ripples either reveal God’s goodness or hides God’s goodness. 
So how did Saul and David do according to these criteria?
David saved the people of Keilah from a foreign raiding army. Saul destroyed a town of priests and their families, and set out to do the same thing to the city David had just defended.
David inquires of God, and his actions save the lives of his men, his family, of Saul’s family, and of Saul himself. Saul, had God not thwarted him, would have caused the deaths of many. 
Finally, David’s actions create a space of safety for those who gather around him. He extends himself to provide for others, turning his limited resources outward. Even though David’s own security is on a razor’s edge, he takes in those who are fleeing Saul’s Israel. He takes his own family to Moab. He rescues a town he has no connection to. Saul turns his limited resources inward. Saul’s decisions and actions create an atmosphere of fear and anxiety, for David, his army, Keilah, even the priesthood.
At the end of the day, it is good news to know David. It is bad news to have Saul’s attention.
Here is where the rubber meets the road. 
Is it good news to know me? What is God’s will for me? Is the decision I face today an opportunity to reveal God to those around me, or a coincidence that I put God’s name on to legitimize my preference?
This story highlights two fundamental truths to me.
First, any decision I make, any action I take, affects people and creation in ways that I can never comprehend. 
This chocolate bar that I bought yesterday. The impact of this simple purchase traces through a local shop, several transportation companies, a Canadian manufacturing plant, all the way to (likely) Ghana or the Ivory Coast. These two countries supply 70% of the world’s chocolate supply, grown and harvested by families that I will never meet on soil I will never walk, but whose lives I directly impacted yesterday.
And second, the decisions and actions we need to make are incalculably complex. 
This same chocolate bar contributes to the family incomes of dozens if not hundreds of people. But not all at a sustainable rate! For the farmers and harvesters making less than the production costs, they are forced to turn to their families for labour, which means choosing which children work and which, if any, go to school. So, on one hand, buying this chocolate bar helped support many jobs. On the other hand, it also perpetuates a cycle of poverty a world away. Solutions are not clean, crisp, or clear. 
Not just chocolate. Tea, Coffee, bananas. The questions on the ballot for tomorrow’s referendum, like who should receive education and medical care, and who should pay for it? Do we open the border for immigrants, or close it off completely? What is the appropriate middle ground for a believer to advocate for? We cannot tell each other how to choose, but we can learn how to think critically about these things from God’s perspective.
These are complex, daunting issues. But, as Gord reminded me last week, God made us with this thing in our heads that can think! So consider the choices you face this week, from the ballot box to the shopping till, from the media you consume to the entertainment you purchase. Go deeper, more critically, into why you are making these decisions. Hold your priorities up to God’s good light, and consider, am I using this as an opportunity to reveal God? Or am I taking advantage of a coincidence to pursue my own advantage? 
If everyone put me in charge, what would the world look like? Will it become closer to the kingdom of God, or more distorted from it? Does your decision pass this test?
Is it good news to all impacted by it? To God, Others, Creation, and self? Especially the vulnerable people among us?
Does this world demonstrate the kind of unreasonable love to those who need it? Does it extend the blessing of life to those without it?
Does this world extend the safety, security, and generosity of God’s kingdom beyond me, or does it turn these blessings inward, to benefit those who already have?
Let’s pray.
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