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                         David and the Ark of the Covenant




The whereabouts of the Ark of the Covenant has been something of a mystery since the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem in 587BC. Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark was Hollywood’s attempt to cash in on the mystery in 1981, with the Steven Speilberg/George Lucas film starring Harrison Ford as the adventurous archaeologist Indiana Jones. The plot, such as it is, is that the Nazis wish to discover the Lost Ark and use it in their evil plan to conquer the world, while Indiana Jones sets out to thwart their plan and keep the Ark safe from misuse. All good hocum, and lots of full on action, but not related to too much reality. Our reading this morning from 2 Samuel 71-14 makes mention of the Ark of God, so it is worth looking at it in more detail, if only to correct some of the outlandish claims of Hollywood.




Our Old Testament readings for the past few weeks have been from 1 and 2 Samuel, where the early history of the people of Israel is outlined. When the twelve tribes entered the land of Canaan, to settle it and subdue the tribes who already lived there, they brought with them from their time in the wilderness, the Ark of the Covenant. This was a box about three feet by two feet by two feet, made of wood and overlaid with gold. In it were placed the two stone tablets on which were written the Ten Commandments. Look in the book of Exodus if you want all the details of the Ark and all the other arrangements that were made for carrying it and keeping it in a tent. The key thing to note is that the people did not think of the ark as being where God resided. God’s presence hovered over the Ark in the fire and cloud, and when that fire and cloud moved, the people moved. The Ark was a symbol that God was with them, a focus, if you like, where God chose to meet with Moses, but was not God, did not contain God and was not to be worshipped. It was the Ark that was taken round the walls of Jericho as that city was attacked when the tribes first entered Canaan. That the Ark was not some magical talisman became clear later. After a defeat at the hands of the Philistines, the two wicked sons of the priest Eli, decided that the Ark would be the thing to tip the balance against the Philistines. The plan did not work and the two sons of Eli were killed, the Ark captured by the Philistines and the news of the defeat and the death of his sons, precipitated the death of the old priest Eli.




Enter Samuel, the prophet, who travelled round Israel, keeping a godly eye on things. When the people decided that a king was what they needed, Samuel let them know that this was God’s second best for them. The people insisted and Samuel was sent to anoint Saul as king. At first, Saul made a good effort at the job, but it became clear that he was not in a right relationship with God, and David was anointed as the next king by Samuel, even though Saul was still on the throne. Samuel is told by God not to rely on outward appearance in his selection of David, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.” Despite his flaws and his sin, David is God’s choice and has the heart relationship with God that Saul lacked. The key verse as he faces the giant Goliath shows this clearly. “For the battle is the Lord’s, and he will give you into our hand.” We heard a couple of weeks ago of David’s sorrow and anguish at the defeat of Israel by the Philistines and the death of king Saul and his son, David’s great friend, Jonathan. The prophet Samuel also died shortly before this defeat of Saul.




For some time, the Ark of the Covenant had been in enemy hands and it fell to David, eventually, to bring the Ark back to Jerusalem. Sitting in his house, campaigning over for the time being, David came up with the plan to build a proper house for the Ark. Nathan the prophet gets his first mention in the story.  Nathan’s first reaction is to think that David’s plan is a good one. “Go, and do all that is in your heart, for the Lord is with you.” But, the Lord has other plans. That night, the prophet receives a message from the Lord for David. No offence, David, you are my choice as king, I have been with you in all the victories that you have won, I will establish your throne and give you descendants to continue your house. But building a house for the Ark is not part of my plan for you. It will be your son who will do this in the years after you have died. Nathan is brave and delivers the message to David. He is a true prophet, passing on the message as he receives it from the Lord, and not telling David what he thinks he wants to hear. David’s subsequent prayer shows that he is truly a man of God, for he does not go into a sulk and complain at God because of any perceived slight. He worships in humility and in thanks for what the Lord has done for and through him, content that the plan will find fruition in the years after his death.




What are we to learn from this Old Testament material about a long gone box and the lives of King David and the prophet Nathan?




Let’s think about the Ark of the Covenant first. As I said in the introduction, Hollywood has used to story about the Ark, much embellished and added to, as the basis for a very profitable series of films. The reality is that the Ark was, for the children of Israel, a symbol, a sign, that God was present with them. It represented a greater and deeper truth. It was where God met with Moses and spoke with him, as I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, as a man to his friend. The Ark contained the Ten Commandments; God’s instructions for right living. The one defining feature of Christianity, over any other religion, is that God has chosen to communicate with man. Every other one puts it the other way round; how can man get in touch with God? The Ark was a pointer, a visible reminder, of that truth for the people of Israel. The letter to the Hebrews tells us that the Ark, and all the other Old Testament rituals, are a foreshadowing, a sign-post, to the reality that we now have in Christ. The way is open to talk with God as our Father and to Jesus as our friend. God meets with each of us on the basis of the shed blood of Christ and the way to an everlasting relationship with Him is open to all who confess their sin and put their whole faith and trust in him.  To think of the ark in any other way is to countenance magic and superstition. That was how the sons of Eli thought of the Ark and that is the suggestion of the Hollywood version. A similar thing has happened more recently with Dan Brown’s book The Da Vinci Code, and the subsequent films. The Holy Grail, the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper, has become the magic focus of attention. It sells books and films, but has nothing to do with genuine Christian faith. Symbols, like the cross, candles, stained glass windows and pictures of Christ and the Saints are part of Christian history and experience, but they are only pointers to a greater truth. In themselves, they have no power or significance, and if we give them significance other than as pointers to that greater truth, we are on the slippery road to superstition and magic, and a shipwreck of our Christian faith. God the Father chooses to meet with each of us, through His Spirit, on the grounds of the completed work of His Son Jesus on the Cross. That is the truth that the Ark of the Covenant points us towards.




David was a larger than life character. Hollywood has used his life story as a basis for action movies in the past. Warring king, giant killer, romantic entanglements, rags to riches story. His life has all the things that a script writer dreams of. Yet the Hollywood treatment fudges the one vital element that is the most important part of his life, his relationship with God. Genuine faith is difficult to convey on film. Very rarely do you get a film that conveys Christian faith with any kind of accuracy or sensitivity. It came close in Chariots of Fire, with the story of Eric Liddel, the 400m Olympic runner. An old film about an American First World war hero, Sergeant York, played by Gary Cooper was another good attempt. For the real thing we have to study God’s word. The Bible does not attempt to hide David’s failings and weaknesses, it portrays him warts and all. On the face of it, there was not a lot to choose between Saul and David, both were God’s choice and anointed by Samuel as such, both became warrior kings. The key difference was in their relationship with God. Saul knew about God and even had an ecstatic experience of God’s Spirit, but he was content to rely on Samuel as his point of contact, rather than seek to develop his own relationship with God. When the going got really tough, he was reduced to seeking out a medium to call up the dead Samuel in a vain attempt to get in touch with God. The example of David is there to let us know that there is always a way back to God, whatever we do to let Him down and however much we wander from His will for our lives. Saul chose to take the path of doing things his own way. He allowed his jealousy at the success of David to take over and control his thoughts and actions. He became more and more paranoid, so that the feud with David consumed his life. When he realised that he was facing defeat at the hands of the Philistines, he sought advice outside the will of God, going to a medium to try to speak to the dead Samuel. The message that he got there was cold comfort, and in his defeat and death, he dragged down many good men, his son Jonathan included. David, on the other hand, when he sinned and let God down, seducing the wife of one of his soldiers and causing the man to be murdered, was brought to repentance and restoration with God. He acknowledged that he had let God down in a grievous way. Psalm 51 is his response of confession and sorrow for his sin, and the hope of forgiveness and cleansing. “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” The sin had consequences that David had to live with and which had an adverse effect on his family relationships, but his relationship with God was restored. God loves me and he loves you, whatever it is we have said and done in the past. He is looking for our response of faith and trust in Him, looking to see if we will give up relying on our own resources and look for His help and forgiveness. May we pray with David, “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love, according to your abundant mercy.”




As far as I am aware, Hollywood has not chosen to make a film about the prophet Nathan. He is mentioned only a few times in the Bible, on the occasion we have heard read and later when he was given the task by God of confronting David with his sin with Bathsheba. When David was at the end of his life, Nathan acted decisively to secure the throne for David’s son, Solomon. His lasting legacy was to write down the account of David’s life and at least part of the life of Solomon. So, no giant killing, battles, adultery, murder, just patient attention to the work that God had called him to do. He was not a warrior, but was called on to exhibit courage none the less. It took courage and wisdom to tell David that he was not to build the Temple, and then to confront him with his sin. The same courage was necessary when the throne looked to be slipping away from Solomon. Most of the time, however, he was observing, recording, writing down the part of God’s story that he experienced, so that we are able to read and learn from it three thousand years later. Your work and witness may not be spectacular, it may not make the headlines, but that does not mean that it is of little or no account. It will certainly require courage to live for God in our day, when that is not a fashionable or popular thing to do. We are all called by God to a work that is unique to each of us. No one else can do it. It may involve the spotlight or it may not. That is not what is important. What is important is our response of obedience to that call.




So, the Ark of the Covenant, God taking the initiative and telling us that he purposes to meet with, to communicate with, men and women, with you and me. David, the man of action, who responded to God’s choosing and anointing with faith and humility, and who acknowledged and confessed his sin. Nathan, content to be a man in the background, doing the unspectacular, abiding work of recording what God was doing in his time, speaking and acting with God given courage and wisdom when the circumstances demanded. 




Prayer.





Thank you heavenly Father, that you have taken the initiative and come to us in your Son, Jesus, so that we may enjoy a relationship with you, starting now and continuing into the life of heaven. Thank you for the lives of David and Nathan, both chosen by you, yet different men, with different work to do. They remind us that we are all different, unique, each one of us special in your eyes, with a unique part to play in the work of your kingdom. We pray for the grace and equipping of your Holy Spirit to understand what that work is and to respond in obedience to your call on our lives. Amen.
