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Shepherd Boy to Shepherd King 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
August 12, 2018 

 
For reflection: "He must increase, but I must decrease."  John 3:30 
 
Introduction to Scripture:              
Summertime is when the lectionary leads us through stories of Hebrew Scripture giving us more exposure to key people 
and events than we might ordinarily have.  This is a summer when it attended to the stories of David and we will as well.  
Today's passage precedes last week's story of David and Bathsheba – a function of when I took leave, rather than a 
lectionary plan. Let us listen for God's word for us.  
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Samuel 7: 18-29 

Our Hebrew Scripture reading for the day comes from the Second Book of Samuel.  It is a prayer King David 
makes not long after assuming rule of Israel. Let us listen together for God's word.  

Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and said, "Who am I, O Lord God, and what is my house that 
you have brought me thus far?  And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord God; you have spoken also of your 
servant's house for a great while to come.  May this be instruction for the people, O Lord God!  And what more can 
David say to you?  For you know your servant, O Lord God!  Because of your promise, and according to your own heart, 
you have wrought all this greatness, so that your servant may know it.  Therefore you are great, O Lord God; for there is 
no one like you, and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears.  Who is like your 
people, like Israel?  Is there another nation on earth whose God went to redeem it as a people, and to make a name for 
himself, doing great and awesome things for them, by driving out before his people nations and their gods?  And you 
established your people Israel for yourself to be your people forever; and you, O Lord, became their God.  And now, O 
Lord God, as for the word that you have spoken concerning your servant and concerning his house, confirm it forever; 
do as you have promised.  Thus your name will be magnified forever in the saying, `The Lord of hosts is God over Israel;’ 
and the house of your servant David will be established before you.  For you, O Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, have 
made this revelation to your servant, saying, `I will build you a house;’ therefore your servant has found courage to pray 
this prayer to you.  And now, O Lord God, you are God, and your words are true, and you have promised this good thing 
to your servant, now therefore may it please you to bless the house of your servant, so that it may continue forever 
before you; for you, O Lord God, have spoken, and with your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed 
forever." 
 
Gospel Lesson: John 3:30 

Our NT lesson is 1 sentence from John's Gospel.  It is a remark of John the Baptist, when speaking of himself in 
relationship to Jesus.  In all of life and faith, there is truth here for us.  John simply says, 

"He must increase, but I must decrease."  
 
Sermon:  From Shepherd Boy to Shepherd King  

To say that David is an important figure in our faith's history is an understatement.  The Biblical record of his life 
encompasses almost 120 pages (~ the same number of pages for all four gospels).  The latter part of I Samuel, the whole 
of II Samuel, the first chapters of I Kings, and a significant portion of I Chronicles, are all about David.  He ruled Israel for 
forty years and is mentioned over a thousand times in Hebrew Scripture, and sixty in the Greek.  Almost all the New 
Testament references point to Jesus as Son of David, or of the house of David.   
   Scripture follows him from charismatic youth to middle-age success to the frailty of old age; from trusting faith 
to strategic civil religion; from shimmering honor to darkest betrayal; from dancing joy to deep despair.  Today, we will 
get a crash course in the early days of David's life until he assumes the kingship.   
  Scholar Walter Brueggemann says, "More than any other person, Israel is fascinated by David, deeply attracted 
to him, bewildered by him, occasionally embarrassed by him, but never disowning him... David is the engine for Israel's 
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imagination and for Israel's public history."   

Why did the writers of Scripture spend so much time with David and how did they treat him?  Who and what 
was this man that he became such a central figure in the life and faith of the people of Israel?  What is it about David 
that makes him such an intriguing figure?  Why was it so important that Jesus, the Messiah, be a descendant of his 
house?  What can we learn from this man for all seasons of life and faith for the living of our lives today? 

Before we proceed, a disclaimer.  Not even in a month would it be possible to explore all of the materials we 
have on David.  They are written by at least four authors, working from four points of view to four ends.  They weave 
together folk legends and court records.  The results are marvelously crafted pieces of literature. 

To understand David's story, it is helpful to know something of the contemporary situation.  The Israelites were 
a loose federation of tribes. Unlike neighboring nations, they had recently demanded an earthly king, largely because 
the Philistine military threat was too great to overcome without more central authority. 
   Despite the prophet Samuel's warnings that they were already ruled by the Lord of Hosts, the people insisted.  
Telling them they would rue the day, Samuel, nonetheless, anointed Saul, a northerner, as the first "king of Israel."  Saul 
was more military commander with a headquarters, rather than a king with a capital.  The charismatic Saul had some 
military victories, but wasn't able to permanently defeat the Philistines.  Then, he violated the rules of "holy war," 
offending the Lord, who withdrew support from Saul. 

The Lord told Samuel that he had picked this first king according to appearances.  Now the Lord would choose by 
looking at hearts.  Samuel nervously headed south to Bethlehem, well aware that it is treasonous to anoint a king, while 
a king is still alive.   

Samuel found the family of a man named Jesse.  Jesse presented his sons, oldest first, to Samuel.  The Lord told 
Samuel to ignore appearances and to reject the first seven (or possibly six, depending on whose record you are reading).  
Desperate, Samuel asked Jesse if he has any more sons.  One more—his youngest, out in the fields tending the sheep.  
The Lord says, "Anoint him. This is he."  From the moment that Samuel anoints him in secrecy, Scripture reports, "The 
Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward."  For the first time, this shepherd boy is named—
David.  

In this beginning of David's story, we have one of the recurring themes of God's relationship with the world.  The 
last shall be first, the small shall be great. From Moses, to Abraham and Sarah, Esau and Jacob, David, the Prodigal Son, 
to Jesus, himself, we are reminded that the Lord's vision and power are not bound by our expectations, are not limited 
by our abilities, are not locked into our frame of reference.  God will give birth to the divine purpose in the most 
unexpected ways and through the most unexpected people—perhaps even through us. 

We have met David, the shepherd, and the next few stories introduce us to other facets of this complex man.  
We meet David, the musician, brought to court to soothe Saul when he is beset by "evil spirits”—possibly early signs of 
mental illness. 

In the next vignette, we meet David, the warrior, in battle against Goliath.   It is a story which appeals especially, 
I think, to children and to Americans—the underdog winning, the welterweight overpowering the heavyweight, one 
armed with only a child's weapon defeating the heavily armed and armored.  David credits his success to the deliverance 
of the Lord—the One who has saved him from wild animals as a shepherd has saved him from this oversized soldier. 
Through these stories, the narrator not only reveals more to us about David, but also chronicles his movement into the 
public eye.  David continues as a successful soldier and officer in Saul's army.  Continuing to defeat the Philistines, he 
becomes a hero of the people.  David was also a success in Saul's home.  He and Saul's son, Jonathan, became close 
friends, and Saul even gave David his daughter Michal in marriage.   

As David's popularity rises, Saul's illness follows its course.  He becomes convinced that David is out to usurp the 
throne.  Yet the narrator and David himself are at pains to demonstrate that David never acts in opposition to Saul.  
Brueggemann says, "While David may treat the person of Saul with considerable contempt, he respects the office, no 
doubt with an eye to soon occupying it himself."    

Finally, Saul perceives the threat of David's popularity to be so great that David must flee for his life into the 
wilderness.  He gathers a group of other refugees about him, and they form a gang of bandits, selling protection to local 
landlords and wealthy families.  It is also during his tenure as an outlaw that David takes a second wife, Abigail, the 
widow of a wealthy man to whom he has sold protection. He becomes a folk hero of sorts, while creating new alliances 
and gathering wealth to himself.  While not losing his youthful, trusting faith and reliance on God, he now complements 
it with a certain cunning and political savvy.  
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It is this David who receives the message of Saul and his beloved Jonathan's death at the hands of the Philistines.  
David's elegy for them is an extraordinary example of lyric poetry bringing together his genuine, private grief and the 
public grief of their loss to the nation.  David goes to great lengths to demonstrate that he did not wish for their deaths 
nor did he do anything to bring them about.   

There is no evidence that he is anything but genuine in his sorrow.  Yet while still grieving, David nonetheless 
thinks to ask the Lord for direction and is sent to Judah where he is proclaimed king—at least of the Southern tribes.  
What follows is seven years of internecine battles for the kingship.  Finally, all of the Saulide claimants to the throne 
have been killed or died in battle with other enemies.  David is proclaimed king of the northern tribes as well.   

Other political developments have brought about great changes in his status.  Largely due to David's success in 
battle, Israel is no longer simply a federation of tribes, but a contiguous land of conquered enemies and tribal lands.  For 
the first time, Israel appears as a nation state as we think of it. 

In an extraordinarily wise move, David establishes his capital in Jerusalem, land formerly held not by any tribe, 
but captured from the Canaanites.  The City of David is literally his personal holding.   

Once again we get a glimpse of the complexity of this man, who has so recently grasped power, married wisely, 
defeated larger armies and tied the people's loyalties to himself.  Delighted and thankful to the Lord, David strips naked 
and dances joyfully in the street as the ark of the Lord's presence is led into the city.  David consolidated his position by 
bringing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem.  In one move, David both appeased the priesthood that Saul has 
offended and established the seat of his government as the seat of the Lord's presence.  

Then David built a house for himself in Jerusalem.  Almost as an afterthought it occurs to him to build a house 
for the Lord.  Through his court prophet, Nathan, the Lord reminds David who is Who in this relationship.  "You would 
build me a house. Remember I am the Lord Your God.  I took you and I established you as a king over my people."  Then 
David hears the promise which has rung through the ages:  "Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure ever 
before me.  Your throne shall be established forever."   

This portion of our story ends with today's lesson—King David's marvelous psalm to the glory of the Lord—a 
prayer of thanksgiving for all the God has wrought in the life of the people and in David's own life.  All points only to the 
One who bestowed it.  Then because David is so human, he can't resist—“Oh, and by the way Lord—don’t  forget your 
promise—my throne will last forever.  You look pretty good now, but You'll look even better if you keep this one."  Even 
if we have never before read this prayer in Scripture, we know it quite well.  In one form or another, in joy or in sorrow, 
David's prayer is a model for many of our own.   

David has made the transition from shepherd boy to shepherd king.  We have touched on many of the stories of 
David we learned as children.  We have begun to get a sense of the enormous complexity of the man.  Scholar John 
McKenzie once characterized David as a "bloodthirsty oversexed bandit."  Samuel Terrien said of him, "The purity of 
David's faith assumed a quality of elegance which has often gone unnoticed in modern times."  We will continue to look 
at how this faithful, fallible man wields great power and carries out even greater responsibilities—with the hope that we 
might have new understanding for our own lives.  
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves:  
Loving God:  We come to you a tired people.  We have so many claims on our time; so many obligations overwhelm us.  
In the rush it is people who get lost -- our friends and family members, even ourselves. 

We struggle in the nurturing of all our relationships. We try to strike a balance between independence and 
intimacy, but somehow we never seem to get it right.  We value our freedom of choice yet become angry when those 
we love make different decisions.  We want to be closer to our friends and our families and our church, but we get 
scared when we realize that the price of closeness is risk and vulnerability.  Give us the courage to be open.  Let us dare 
to be known that we might also know. 

Not only in our homes do we struggle, Lord, but in our hospitals and laboratories, in our schools, in our 
businesses and work places, and in the halls of government, we make choices every day.  Choices about how we spend 
our money, about how we treat our fellow workers and our customers, about what we teach our children, about how 
we care for our environment.  In this information age, we find it easy to hide the impact of our decisions on people 
behind the numbers in our reports.  We do not ask that you make the difficult decisions for us.  We ask for your 
presence and guidance as we make them, seeking always to do your will. 
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We have come to this place seeking your support. Refresh us with your Spirit, Lord.  Ease our discouragement. 
Invigorate us in our fatigue.  Help us to open ourselves to you, not just in this hour but in every hour.  Guide our choices.  
Comfort us in every circumstance. 

As, in silence, we lift up the decisions that confront us now, we pray that we discover new rhythms of living, that 
our lives might once again be joyous and graceful. 
 .... Our Father                                    


