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Some years ago a friend of mine told me about visiting with a person he greatly admired.  The person he visited was at the top of his profession.  This person had success, money, respect – all the things so many of us desire to have.  As my friend sat in that office and expressed his admiration for this person’s great success, he received a response far different from what he expected.  On a shelf behind his desk, the other person had a picture of his wife and children.  In response to my friend’s admiration, he turned and picked up the picture of his family and said for all I have gained, this is what I have lost.  I gained everything, but lost my family.  For everything I achieved, I really have nothing.


That’s pretty sobering, isn’t it?  One of the tragedies of life is that we may achieve all of our hopes and dreams in life, but upon grasping what we want, we may find the price we have to pay is too high.  My friend’s visit with this very successful individual demonstrated that a person can achieve what appears to be great success and yet pay a price that is far too great.  That person made one other comment to my friend that day.  He said I would give all this up to get back my family.


As we continue with The Bible You Should Know we look again to the life of David.  I have spent more weeks on David than any other character thus far in this series.  David is a fascinating figure.  It’s easy to envy the success David had in his life, but David’s life is very tragic as well.  This morning we come to one of the most tragic episodes of his life – the rebellion of his son Absalom.  


I will make a suggestion to you this morning.  When you grieve over the struggles in your family, read this story.  When you feel as though you have failed your children, read this story.  If you see shortcomings when you look at your parents, read this story.  If you wonder if the cost of achieving what you want in life is too high, read this story.

The story begins in chapter thirteen of II Samuel.  David’s son Ammon attacks his sister Tamar.  David’s son Absalom learns of what happens and he takes her into her house to protect her.  David learns of what happens and is very angry (13:21) but he fails to do anything.  David’s inaction soon comes back to haunt him.  Absalom, angry about the situation – and his father’s lack of action – hates his brother Ammon and spends two years allowing his anger and hatred to fester within him.  

At the end of two years Absalom formulates a plan for revenge.  He invites all of his brothers to his home and tells his servants when Ammon’s heart is merry with wine, and when I say to you, ‘Strike Ammon,’ then put him to death (13:28).  The plot is carried out and Absalom has his brother Ammon killed, although he has his servants carry out his murderous plot.


Absalom flees to another kingdom after his plot is accomplished.  How does David react?  He mourns for his son, but not his son Ammon.  David was comforted concerning Ammon, since he was dead (13:39).  David mourned the loss of his son Absalom, who had gone into hiding, and he was relieved at the loss of his son Ammon.


Do you see the unraveling of David’s family?  David’s lack of action contributes to the growing estrangement of his family and the situation only grows worse.


Joab, who you will remember as the military commander David instructed to see that Bathsheba’s husband Uriah was killed, knew that David strongly desired to be reconciled with Absalom.  Joab sent a woman to see David.  She pretended to bring him a matter that was really a story about David and Absalom.  It’s a little reminiscent of last week’s story between David and Nathan, where David is taken in by a story.  

But the story works, and David instructs Joab to bring Absalom back to Jerusalem but not to see him.  David makes another mistake here, as Absalom lives in Jerusalem for two years but his father will not see him.  It becomes a situation very similar to David and Saul as we read now in all Israel was no one as handsome as Absalom, so highly praised; from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head there was no defect in him (14:25).


Absalom becomes very frustrated at not being permitted to see his father.  He tries to contact Joab but Joab will not respond, so Absalom sets Joab’s field on fire and burns up his crops.  That gets Joab’s attention.  Absalom tells Joab he would have been better off to stay where he was rather than to return to Jerusalem and not be permitted to see his father.  He demands that if there is any iniquity in me, let him put me to death (14:32).  David relents and meets with Absalom and it appears they are reconciled and everything is fine.

But everything is not fine.  Absalom develops a conspiracy against his father David.  Absalom would stand outside of the city to intercept anyone who was coming to bring a problem before the king and would tell them neither the king or any of his representatives would hear their problem.  Who would hear their problem?  Absalom said he would, and that he would bring them justice.  By solving the problems of the people Absalom stole away the hearts of the men of Israel (15:6).

Absalom then asks his father David for permission to go back to where he stayed after fleeing Jerusalem.  David grants him permission, but that is not Absalom’s real plan.  Instead, Absalom has spies all through Israel, and at a prearranged signal they would declare him king.  The plan was well set and the conspiracy was strong, for the people increased continually with Absalom (15:12).


David is told of the plan by messengers and he realizes very quickly that he must flee from Jerusalem.  David comes to the Mount of Olives (where Jesus would also spend time.  The Garden of Gethsemane is at the foot of the mount; upon the mount he wept over Jerusalem; he taught his disciples there) and wept as he climbed the mountain (15:30).  Everything has caught up with David.  All of his bad decision, his lack of action, his family dysfunction – it all has come crashing upon him.

As David continues to flee things become so bad that he is confronted with members of Saul’s family, who begin to curse him and to throw rocks at him.  They are shouting to him the Lord has returned upon you all the bloodshed of the house of Saul (16:8).  And interestingly, David does nothing.  He acknowledges that his son is out to kill him and now he is being cursed and having rocks hurled at him and he only says perhaps the Lord will look on my affliction and return good to me instead of his cursing this day (16:12).  David is amazingly accepting of his circumstances and he makes no effort to try and fix anything.

Perhaps our effort to fix things is one of our problems.  Perhaps we need to walk further through the valley of difficulty and suffering instead of trying to fix things, because our fixing may actually prevent us from learning something we need to learn.  Difficulties and sufferings are never welcome, but their greatest danger may be that they cause us to quit before we learn something that is very important for us to learn.  And the attempt to fix things is to try and force our will rather than the will of God.


Things get worse for David, as Absalom and his men enter into Jerusalem and in a way that is offensive to David and to God, Absalom takes over his father’s kingdom.  One of Absalom’s commanders then comes to him and proposes to pursue David and kill him.  Absalom believes it to be good advice.  But then another advisor comes to him and tells Absalom he should personally go into battle against his father.  That plan is the advice Absalom decided to follow, but it was the wrong plan, and 17:14 tells us that tragedy will come to Absalom for following the advice.

David’s people went into battle against the army of Absalom, but David gave the command that Absalom was not to be harmed.  In the heat of battle Absalom was riding his animal and struck a tree and became wedged in the tree and was stuck there.  When Joab learned of Absalom’s predicament he took a group of men and, against the will of David, killed Absalom.


David was awaiting news of the battle, and in the distance he saw a messenger running.  He took it as a sign of good news.  Further in the distance he saw another messenger running and took that as good news as well.  Here was David, anxiously awaiting good news, but good news would not come.  The first messenger arrived and David had only one question.  It was not a question of victory or defeat, but is it well with the young man Absalom? (18:29).  The messenger had no news of Absalom but was able to tell David he had won the victory.  When the second messenger arrived David once again asked about Absalom, and this messenger bore the tragic news that Absalom was dead. 

David was devastated by the news.  His reply expresses the depth of his grief – O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom!  Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!  (18:33).


The story of David is a story of some very significant victories and achievements, but of even greater tragedies.  I wonder – was it worth it to David?  Was the glory, the kingdom, the power – was it worth the price he paid?


Be very careful of what you seek to achieve in life, and count the cost.  As Jesus asked for what will a man be profited, if he gains the whole world, and forfeits his soul?  Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?  (Matthew 16:26).
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