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Hebrew Scripture: I Kings 2:1-4, 10-12 
Although we have barely scratched the surface of the materials available to us, today will be our final 
foray in the life of David for this summer.  Our reading comes to us from the Book of I Kings, a report of 
the final days of King David's life.  As I practiced again and prepared to preach this morning, I could not 
help but be aware that as we consider the story of the approaching death of a flawed human being who 
lived his whole life in service of a nation, often at great sacrifice to himself, we, regardless of our political 
views, must be aware of the passing of another flawed human being who lived his life in the service of 
our own nation, often at great sacrifice to himself. Let us listen as David speaks to his son.   
 

When David's time to die drew near, he charged his son Solomon, saying: "I am about to go the 
way of all the earth.  Be strong, be courageous, and keep the charge of the Lord your God, walking in his 
ways and keeping his statutes, his commandments, his ordinances, and his testimonies, as it is written in 
the law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all that you do and wherever you turn.  Then the Lord will 
establish his word that he spoke concerning me: `If your heirs take heed to their way, to walk before me 
in faithfulness with all their heart and with all their soul, there shall not fail you a successor on the 
throne of Israel.’ 

Then David slept with his ancestors, and was buried in the city of David.  The time that David 
reigned over Israel was forty years; he reigned seven years in Hebron, and thirty-three years in 
Jerusalem.  So Solomon sat on the throne of his father David; and his kingdom was firmly established. 
 
Gospel Reading:  Mark 10: 43-44 

Our NT reading comes from the gospel of Mark, some of Jesus' teaching to those of us called 
and charge with leadership in the community of faith.  Jesus said: But it is not so among you; but 
whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant and whoever wishes to be first 
among you must be slave of all. 
                        
Sermon:  The Way Of All The Earth  

Today's portrait of David is one of an old man, grieving, scarred by life and death, drawing near 
to the end of his life.  He has returned to active rule after mourning the death of his son, Absalom, who 
had risen to fight against his own father.  The situation to which he returned was not comfortable or 
easy.  The nation had divided along the lines of the northern and southern tribes, with the north, largely 
behind Absalom.  In David and Absalom's battle for the throne, for the first time the Israelites have 
raised arms, not against a common enemy, but against one another.  David must rule a nation torn by 
civil war.  

The David we glimpse here is politically astute, but he seems to know anew what it means to be 
God's anointed.  Perhaps recent events have taught him what Abraham Lincoln said, in the midst of our 
own nation's civil war:  "In the present civil war it is quite possible that God's purpose is something 
different than the purpose of either party."  David no longer assumes that God will act in his favor 
regardless of the cost.  To strengthen still fragile ties to the northern tribes, David does two striking 
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things:  He "puts away" his concubines who have been a religious offense to the north; and he replaces 
Joab with a northern general who fought against him in the battles with Absalom.  David thanks his 
allies, assumes the best of those whose loyalties were ambivalent and spares the lives of those who 
acted against him—remembering  "I am now king over all of Israel," and God's king does not kill his 
own subjects. 

God's king does not kill his own subjects, unless of course, it is religiously necessary, which it 
apparently becomes, when a famine strikes Israel.  David receives a private oracle which tells him the 
way to end the famine is to sacrifice Saul's remaining descendants (except for Jonathan's lame son—a 
decision probably more dependent on the fact that he could never assume the throne, rather than 
David's promise to Jonathan.  Conveniently, the appropriate religious response to the famine seems to 
be the removal of any other claimants to the throne through Saul's line. 

Scripture records one last battle with the Philistines.  David is almost killed.  Rescued by his men, 
they tell him, "You shall no more go out with us to battle, lest you quench the lamp of Israel."  
Apparently, the lamp of Israel is no longer the Lord God, but David.  He has successfully aligned the 
presence of Yahweh with his rule.  In that statement, Israel takes one more step away from a 
community ruled by the Lord of Hosts to one ruled by earthly powers.    

His foreign enemies and internal agitators all defeated, David offered up a psalm of praise to the 
Lord for his deliverance.  Actually two psalms—the first one is also the 18th in the Book of Psalms.  It 
reminds us of the early David, who gives all the credit to the Lord—David went into battle with God who 
delivered him from his enemies and set him up for God's purposes.  The most startling thing in there is 
David's claim to blamelessness as a reason for his success.  We can't help but wonder if the editor was 
providing an early satire of "might-makes-right" reasoning.   

The second much shorter psalm seems more like it might come from the lips of the David we have 
come to know—thanking  God, but reminding God once again of the promise that his throne would last 
forever. 

Then David takes a census of the people.  Scripture does not view a census as neutral research.  
Why?  A census prepares the way for two things:  1) A draft—which is necessary when a nation is fighting 
aggressive wars.  When fighting defensive wars there is no trouble in raising a militia.   

 2) Taxation—now that there is a standing court, not simply a charismatic chieftain chosen in time 
of need, money is needed to support it.  The Israelites have finally gotten the king they asked for so they 
could be like other nations.  They have gotten the king the old prophet Samuel warned them they would 
get.  That their wish was granted didn't bring them all the happiness and security they had hoped.  It was a 
decision that would haunt them into our own day.        

This section holds in tension ideas that can only ever remain in precarious balance for David, for 
the Israelites and for us: on one hand reliance on self, using our abilities to meet our desires; on the other, 
reliance on the promises of God, using our gifts for God's purposes.  It reminds us that the question, 
"What shall we render to Caesar and what to God?" was already an ancient question in Jesus' time. 

David's story drew to a close.  He was now an old man, weak and ill, no longer the virile attractive 
hero he once was.  Court intrigues intensify as wives, sons and prophets conspire about who shall sit on 
the throne after David.  No one dares to claim God is aligned with their particular cause.  It seems the 
chutzpa it takes to make a claim for the whole household of David, does not extend to any particular 
individuals other than David himself.  Once again the narrator leaves them and us to struggle with the 
complex relationship between God's purposes and our choices.   

Finally, the party of Solomon, son of David and Bathsheba, outmaneuvers the other claimants.  
Solomon is even named co-regent while David still lives.      
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So it is written as we heard this morning, David gives a deathbed charge to Solomon. David said, 
"I am about to go the way of all the earth.  Be strong, be courageous, and keep the charge of the Lord 
your God, walking in his ways and keeping his statutes, his commandments, his ordinances, and his 
testimonies, as it is written in the law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all that you do and 
wherever you turn.  Then the Lord will establish his word that he spoke concerning me: `If your heirs 
take heed to their way, to walk before me in faithfulness with all their heart and with all their soul, 
there shall not fail you a successor on the throne of Israel.'" 

"I am about to go the way of all the earth."  David was, of course, referring to his imminent 
death, but one of the marvelous memorable things about David is that he has gone the way of all the 
earth for his entire life.  As he moved through the seasons of his life -- we can find the seasons of our 
own lives.   

The David who fought Goliath and played songs for a troubled Saul, who befriended Jonathan 
with a passion we only find for the friends of our youth, reminds us of the days of our youthful idealism.  
It is an idealism that brings forth brave words and daring deeds in the face of seemingly insurmountable 
odds.  These are the days of a naive, yet trusting faith that credits the Lord for everything that happens, 
perhaps even things that the Lord had nothing to do with.  It is still the season when we think we might 
know the mind of God.  

The young man who fled from Saul's threats, gathered a gang of bandits and did what he must, 
and more to survive; the man who acquired wealth and influence and wives lived a life in times very 
different than ours.  Yet we can remember what it is like to discover that our heroes have feet of clay 
and good intentions are not always enough.  Sometimes, all we can do is cling to a purpose and a 
promise that glimmers on a far horizon.    

Then there is a newly-minted King David, enjoying the fruits of his struggles, hard-won rewards, 
and the apparent bounty of God.  Like David, it most often happens to us at such times, that we learn 
we ourselves have feet of clay.  Whether it is a sudden change in our health, or a troubled child, or 
casual unkindness to friends, a failure of loyalty, a broken promise, a large or small unethical act, 
shattered hopes or defeated dreams—we too discover that we are not perfect.  We are prone to the 
weaknesses that plague everyone around us.  Like David, we learn that our choices can bring pain to 
those we love.  Like David, we weep and mourn and gnash our teeth and wish it wasn't so.  But it is so 
and we can not undo what has been done.   

With any luck at all, some faith and hope in the promises of God, like David, we too might finally 
put off our mourning, rise up and resume our living.  Lives lived after such events will be tempered and 
informed by the new and painful knowledge of what the world and we are capable of.          

Some of us, like David, will make new and different mistakes in the future.  Others will repeat 
the same ones again and again, as though we can't make a critical connection between our actions and 
their consequences.  Like David, as we move through the seasons of our lives, we alternate between  
awe at the Amazing Grace of God and a proud sense of our own accomplishment.   We move to the 
changing rhythms of our faithfulness, its power rising and ebbing as we remember and forget the One 
who has created us and blessed us and loved us, both in our wholeness and brokenness, our success and 
our failure, our sin and our virtue.   May it be that when we, like David, go the way of all the earth, we 
too, go with the trust and confidence that in all the seasons of our lives, we have lived in the love of the 
Lord—a most amazing grace.     
 


