 

 

Sermon preached at Mornington and Glen Aven, Sunday 9th August 2009
‘Then Joab said: “I cannot waste my time with you like this."' - 2 Sam. 18:14
Strange words for a text - but typical of the man. Joab, a nephew of King David was a captain of his army When David’s son, Absalom, raised a rebellion, Joab was made to promise he would not harm Absalom if he fell into his hands. Joab, however, had already shown how ruthless he was in the civil war between David and Saul. Abner, who had been on Saul’s side had killed Joab’s brother Asahel. After that battle Abner changed his allegiance to David, gained David's favour and became a threat to Joab’s own position. Joab led David’s army against Syria,Ammon, Moab and Edom, and during one of these he took part in David's murder of Uriah.
Joab played a pivotal role as commander of David's forces during the rebellion of Absalom, David's son. As the story goes, when a man reported that Absalom had been found, alive, caught in a tree, Joab ordered his men to kill him. When one of his men reminded him of his promise to David he used those utterly callous words: “I’m not going to waste my time arguing with you; do as you’re ordered.” It was at this same time that he murdered Abner, also against David's wishes. So David replaced Joab as commander of the army with his nephew, Amasa, whom Joab then killed. At the last, when on the brink of death, David told Solomon to have Joab killed, citing his betrayals and his blood guilt - so Solomon ordered his death by the hand of Benaiah who replaced him as commander of the army. Joab was buried in 'the wilderness' - a ruthless soldier, a loyal subject of the king, who carried out murder in order to secure David's monarchy.
Can one by any stretch of the imagination call that brief summary of the life of Joab, (whose name means ‘God my father‘) from the 1st Book of Samuel, the 1st Book of Kings, and 1st Chronicles, the ’word of God’. Quite possibly it’s accurate enough history - but let’s not go that illogical extra step and say that because it’s found in the Bible it must somehow reflect God’s will and purpose for God’s world. Heresy though it may seem to raise the question, how can one even set up David as a sort of an ideal king, chosen of God, though some who have justified the establishment of a Hebrew state certainly do so. When we look back on God’s revelation through the lens of history David would seem to be irredeemably flawed - hardly a hero - all too human. Stories like this, you might say, give God a bad name - as we would do if we were to excuse or explain away Joab on the grounds that he was carrying out God’s will.

To insist that every word of Scripture is the literal word of God undermines the God whom Jesus called Abba, father. It is significant that the great German theologian, Karl Barth, did not attempt to write about God until he first looked at Jesus. We cannot know God until we know Jesus. The problem is we’re still caught up in a superstitious world where God actively intervenes in everyday events - and, more to the point, is the immediate cause of the good and bad things that happen to ordinary folk - something we do this when we ascribe someone’s good fortune to God’s favour. But how often does good fortune some about as the result of thoroughly dishonest means.

Joab is a strange figure to use as an introduction to biblical reflection, but in our world he comes across as a very contemporary sort of person. It’s my intention to focus on the bible as a way of looking at our world - a window, or a lens, through which we may see things, people and events, as they really are. I want to do this under three headings - not a method that I’m normally attracted to. Goodness knows, I’ve listened to any number of three-point sermons in my life, and wished there had been less. I want to consider the bible as a source of wonder, of wisdom, and of witness

From its first words to its last, the bible is an account of extraordinary, events - from the creation of the world in the first chapter of Genesis, to the end of all things in the last chapter of the Book of Revelation. In between are all those occasions when great things happen, explained away as being the work of God - like the miracles performed by the prophets and by Jesus. But we need to be aware, wary even, of this consistent emphasis on the wonderful - we need to be reminded by Jesus himself of the danger inherent in such an emphasis. John records Jesus as saying to a crowd at Capernaum: “So you will not believe unless you see signs and portents!” - I think that warning still stands.

What is it we’re wanting when we ask God to answer our prayers? Are not wonders and signs a failure of our own nerve, our own commitment, to bring about the change we desire. In fact, over the millennia haven’t we simply made a god in our own image to do those sorts of thing - a god who has little or nothing to do with the God whose character is drawn for us by Jesus of Nazareth. In that ancient time when humans hardly understood the extent of their abilities they turned to a wonder-working god. What they believed was done by their gods or god was, we now know, simply the way nature works. It’s a sad commentary on the human mind that as it comprehends what were once regarded as mysteries, it stubbornly persists in maintaining a belief in an old, discredited, wonder-worker. It’s the confrontation with that sort of superstition that is the major factor in the fragility of world peace at this present moment - I fear fundamentalism in all its guises.

I defend the right of anyone to say they no longer have need of God. I don’t think it follows that God, therefore, doesn’t exist. Rather, I suggest, more listening and reflecting needs to be done, with a flavouring of humility. Part of that process is to explore (a good word, that) again the old texts - though I mean more, much more, than just turning once again to the bible. But being the people we are, though, with the history and traditions we have inherited, that’s where we most appropriately make our start.

I am presently reading a fascinating history of humankind, all of it - since the end of the Ice Age, from 20,000BC to 5000BC - this book confirms that the civilization to which we belong had its origins around the Middle East, in the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. It was there that the first signs of religious observance are to be found, especially in the way the dead were buried. We are linked, ultimately, to such beginnings. And, for me, it follows that biblical insights into human nature and religious belief are not necessarily unique. The Judæ o-Christian faith has its particular emphases, but much of that faith it holds in common with other races and cultures. Ancient insights were born of long observation and experience, the wisdom of the ages. We might well admit, in all honesty, that what we call human nature has changed less than we might hope. Are modern folk more ethical, more just, more balanced in their relationships than at any previous time? Whatever we say on our own behalf our newspaper and Tv headlines give the lie to that. There is wisdom in the bible, for people like you and me - honour is due to our mothers and fathers - even respect, that most unpopular word.

Which brings me to the last of the three things for which the bible is a resource - its most important resource - its word for the future - it is what the bible bears witness to. Firstly the ordinary lives its describes - the homely incidents that crowd its pages. It is the utter humanity of the book that most affects us, speaks most clearly to us - because they’re people just like us. Between Joab and Jesus a great gulf of character exists - except that they are both human beings. But, whereas Joab’s overriding concern was the security of his master the king and his kingdom, Jesus had only one task, and that was to do the will of God.

Joab stands as a bleak warning of the danger of power. God knows how many Joabs there are in today’s world - not so identifiable, but in their unquestioning allegiance easy for the power-brokers to manipulate. They bear witness to nothing. They inspire fear because they are ruled by fear - they offer no answers, no future, no peace.

In the witness of Jesus, and of scores of ordinary folk, the bible points ahead to something greater than ourselves - something that is creative and positive and self-affirming - that gives us ground for hope. Just because they lived in a pre-scientific age, it’s easy to disregard the hopes and the faith of these witnesses. I don’t believe that can be said of the witness of the man from Nazareth. To claim so much for Jesus is, of course, a matter of personal choice. Few will deny he was a good man - not so many now accept he was, and is, in a unique relationship, with God. His witness is in the consistency of his life and work. If ever there were a God-given attribute it is that of consistency. Jesus is so utterly of a piece he can still comes across as a total surprise. Even to so shrewd and hard-headed a judge of character as Paul, who more than anyone else discerned the heart and soul of the man.

Jesus understood God to be a God of love, long-suffering love. That’s the whole essence of Jesus‘ own life. He’s not a miracle-worker bringing about God’s rule by force. He challenges us with peace, compassion and justice. The Greek word for witness, as you’ve heard before, is - the witnesses, supremely Jesus himself, became martyrs for that belief. The bible makes sense for today’s world, only, as we understand Jesus to be that first witness to a God whose love has conquered death.

