The Forever Throne: The Autobiography of David

Book One Chapter 12


For a few days following it was uncomfortable being in Gibeah. Rumors and stories were whispered throughout the town, especially in the marketplace. Joab was ready to rally the troops and declare me king and I tried to settle him down. Abishai agreed that we must lay low and see if this storm would pass. Part of me wanted to leave and return to Bethlehem but to leave now would create the strong possibility of being misunderstood. I needed to defend myself and show my loyalty to the king. I was not a rebel and the idea that some were thinking that was making me angry and anxious. Jonathan was my only hope of getting this mess straightened out. Oh yes, then there was the matter of the king’s daughter, the king’s second daughter. Even if I had been tempted to run far away from the king’s house, I am afraid that I would have found myself coming back. Just to see her again, in the moonlight with head uncovered. Just to look once more into those eyes who were searching mine for signs of hope and joy. Michal, what power do you hold over me that I would stand in range of the king’s spear just to see you again? Here too, Jonathan was my hope. I needed to find out if the king had turned Michal against me and see if she too feared I would harm her father or attempt to take his kingdom.

Just when the uncertainty and tension were getting to the breaking point, Jonathan called me to his house. 


“It was as I suspected,” Jonathan announced. “My father had no intention of killing you. He admires you and believes you will be a great leader in the army of Yahweh. He was testing you and you have passed the test. If you had run away or tried to return to Bethlehem, he would have passed you over for a stronger man. Instead, the king has given you command over a thousand men. You must fight for us David, for the king, for yourself and for Yahweh and all Israel.”


I looked at Jonathan carefully. Did he believe what he was saying? I believed he loved me and would not harm me, but the kingdom was at stake. His kingdom. “I am but a musician and a shepherd of my father Jesse,” I said, uncertain of his loyalties. “But if the king has such confidence in me, I will not disappoint him, if Yahweh be with me.”

“Of that I am certain, David.” Jonathan said with a small sigh. “And little else.”

“Thank you, my lord,” I said as I turned to leave. Then I remembered one more thing. “My lord, if it is not presuming too much and if it is acceptable to my master the king, would my lord arrange a meeting with his sister?”

“Merab? The one who has been promised to you since the death of Goliath?” I looked closely and saw a brief twinkle in his deep eyes.

“No my lord, the king’s second daughter, Michal.”

“Beware of her David. Goliath was dangerous in his way. Michal is dangerous in her way.”

“I may have already lost the battle, my lord,” I said and I knew I had said too much.

“I will ask Michal to meet you in the olive grove. That seems to be your chosen rendezvous.” Jonathan said, now the teasing was obvious. “Of course, I can only relay the message that you will be there at, what, say dusk?”

“Thank you, Jonathan,” In my gratitude I forgot the formalities, and quickly left the room and out the same courtyard and gate where I had so nearly met my end a few days earlier.

My nephews were beside themselves with joy and excitement when I told them that I was to be sent to the front as commander of one of the army’s most elite units. Yes, I assured them, they could join the fight but that they would have to earn their positions by bravery in battle. 

“If you had only left a giant for me to kill,” said Joab, “I would show them what fighting is all about. No sissy slings for me. Unlike my small uncle, I could prove the king’s weapons.”

For a moment I actually felt like an uncle. I wanted this hothead to get into battle and see if he was so certain of himself after he had felt the cuts of enemy blades and watched death all around him. But, I had other things on my mind, or I should say, another person. 
Well before dark I headed toward the olive grove just past the edge of the village. It was the king’s own grove and well tended. He had never stopped farming even after being anointed king and proclaimed king of all Israel after the great battle against the Ammonites.  I found a tree at the opposite end of the grove from where I would expect Michal to appear. From there I could keep hidden and yet survey most of the grove. I could watch her approach and judge for myself what her attitude toward me was. I needed all the information I could get before talking to her, if indeed I had that chance.

The sky darkened and the birds of late spring were singing their farewells to another busy day. It reminded me of my life in the fields. There was nothing I enjoyed more than laying down in the sweet grass under some trees listening to the wind whisper through the leaves, watching the birds come and go and seeing the clouds form and change. I saw Yahweh in each and every moment of it, living in his creation and glorying in it as if it were made yesterday. 

Slowly the singing slowed and then stopped. Darkness fell quickly and I could only hear the distant sound of people talking, enjoying their evening meals. An owl cried and the eery sound and the evening cool caused a quick shiver. Now I strained to see if I could see a shadow emerging. Michal, please come, I urged. Nothing. My disappointment increased by the moment. Jonathan had said dusk. It was no longer dusk. A quarter moon provided too little light to see clearly and now I realized it was a mistake to go to the far edge of the grove. If she entered and I did not see her, she would never find me. Wait. Was there a sound? Did I hear a twig break? Was that her coming through the trees or just a shadow of a branch waving in the evening breeze? My senses were strained and my heart was sinking by the moment when I felt a presence near me and a split second later, felt a firm grip on my arm.


I jumped back quickly and grabbed for my sword. It was half out of the scabbard when I saw the hooded shape of all my hopes and dreams standing before me.


“It is not enough to kill the king,” she said, “You would slay her daughter, too?”


“Michal!” Without thinking and in complete relief and joy I swept her into my arms and held her tight.

I had never felt anything so light, so lovely and so substantial in all my life. Her hold on me was as tight as mine on hers and once again our lips met for a long moment in which we each poured out our longings in ways that lips can speak and words cannot.


“Michal, you know I would never harm the king. Tell me you know that.”


“Yes, David, I do know that. I believe that. My father believes if you but say the word the kingdom will leave him and Jonathan. He wants you dead.”


“Then why are you here with me and not with him?”


“Can I not be with you both? I can help you David. I know the talk between Jonathan and my father and I can tell you this. Jonathan has persuaded my father that you should be sent to fight the Philistines who are now gathering strength and attacking our towns again. Jonathan loves you, but is wise and has convinced my father it is far better to let the Philistines kill you than for the king to kill the brave young soldier that the whole nation loves.”


“I owe my life to Jonathan,” I breathed, and looking once more into those eyes that said so much and hid so much, “And my hopes to you.”

Within two days I was marching toward Beth-Shemesh. The Philistines had been licking their wounds and gathering their strength and venturing out of the cities of Ekron and Gath where they had been driven after the battle that followed the death of Goliath. “David’s Victory,” many called it, but I cringed when I heard that name knowing how it stirred the king’s rage. All victories these days seemed short-lived. Unless a people were completely destroyed, there would be no peace. Many different communities of people from many different backgrounds and cultures collected on the hills and plains of Canaan and called it home. Because it was the bridge between the two great cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia, it was destined to collect the desperate and dispossessed and to continue to be the battleground for the most powerful armies in the world.

Marching with me was Joab, Abishai and Asahel. Abner, the king’s greatest commander was in charge of another army sent directly west where we were sent to the southwest of Gibeah, aiming directly at the Philistine stronghold cities of Gath and Ekron. Beth-Shemesh was about eight miles--less than a half day march--from Ekron, the northernmost of the two leading Philistine cities. It had been attacked by small patrols which had killed some of the villagers so the people of Beth-Shemesh had appealed to the king for help. Not only that, but Beth-Shemesh as on the path to Kiriath-Jearim where the Ark of the Covenant was held since the destruction of Shiloh and the Philistines may have forgotten the pain of possession of the precious box and may have it in mind to recapture it, ripping our hearts out once again.

We met in council and I broke up the troops with a group of about 200 going through the valley on the main route from Gibeah to Beth Shemesh. I wanted these men to be seen by the Philistine outpost. The other two groups took a longer, more rugged route along the highlands. My group was to approach Beth-Shemesh directly from the east and another group was to loop even further to the south. We hoped that the Philistines would find the smaller group and attack only to find they had taken on more than they expected. If they attacked too early, we would not know and the bait could be eaten before we had a chance to close the circle. The ram’s horn, the shofar, whose sound could be heard for miles would provide the signal. Joab, once he learned of the plan, had begged to go with the small group serving as bait. He thought he would have the greatest chance there of showing his prowess. I made him second in command behind Josheb-Bathshebesh, a young man but of towering strength and absolute fearlessness.

We marched a couple of miles out of Gibeah before splitting up. Before leaving, we offered a sacrifice to Yahweh and prayed that he would once again show that he was the One God of all Creation and the God of Israel by defeating our enemies. I played the kinnor and we sang a song:


“O Yahweh, the God who avenges,


O God, who avenges shine forth.


Rise up, O Judge of the Earth;


Pay back to the proud what they deserve.


How long will the wicked, O Yahweh,


How long will the wicked be jubilant?”

We were still a mile from the east side of Beth-Shemesh when we heard the shofar. It had the sound of a cornered animal and the many short calls let us know that our brothers were in grave danger. As we came down the slope toward the small village, we could see the dust of battle. We ran as hard as we could, leaving just a few to guard our supplies, and as we approached we could see the Philistines were in great numbers and were pressing the small group which was beginning to scatter.


“Hold them tight,” I yelled to Joab and Josheb-Bathshebesh well before they could hear me. I feared for what I had done to my nephew. Would he still be alive by the time we arrived to rescue them? I knew our other group, led by Helek, was farther off and would not arrive for some time. Who knows if they could hear the shofar from there? I risked the element of surprise and ordered that our shofar be blown so they would know to come quickly. Abishai was with me but Asahel was with Helek’s group.

Though we made a huge cloud of dust running down the hill, most of the fighters were too engaged in the battle to notice that we were coming. So we took them by surprise and surprise always changes the nature of the battle. The Philistines, fighting so confidently one moment, began to waver. I ran into the maelstrom and began to slash with my sword. When one warrior wearing the distinctive tufted helmets of the Philistines went down beneath my thrusts, I turned to see if any Israelites were in trouble. Quickly, I moved from fight to fight twisting and turning constantly to avoid the unexpected attack from sword or spear. There was a roar coming up from the battlefield, a roar of anger, hatred, fear, and courage. And there was the now familiar smell of hot, spilled blood, of dust and of men sweating as they fought for their lives. I felt a joy and confidence as is only possible in such circumstances, feeling it flow like a swift stream from Yahweh through my heart, out my arm and to the very tip of my sword which was wreaking bloody havoc on any Philistine within my reach.

Then I remembered the words of Jonathan, who warned me against the eagerness of battle. And I withdrew a little so I could survey what was going on. I saw many of our brave Israelite warriors on the ground, some still and lifeless, but many more writhing in agony or shuddering away their grip on life. But I saw far more Philistines, tufted helmets scattered over the dusty ground of the valley. Then I spotted, perhaps 75 yards from where I was, a furious battle going on. It was Josheb-Bathshebesh standing alone, his bodyguard dead near his feet as were several other Israelites. But he stood alone against perhaps twenty Philistines, fighting with a spear, jabbing, attacking, screaming, pinning and withdrawing and thrusting again. And then I saw Joab, bleeding heavily from a wound under his chin but fighting ferociously with a small group of Israelites. I yelled for Abishai and motioned toward Joab; we fought off two Philistines who intercepted our path and attacked Joab’s attackers from behind. In a few moments, the three of us stood alone. I looked over and saw that Josheb-Bathshebesh was now also standing alone, a heap of bodies around him. I was breathing heavily and I just shook my head with a broad smile on my face and he finally stopped his frantic fighting, surveyed the carnage at his feet, and searched the battlefield until he saw me looking at him.

From the south a dust cloud was building only a half mile away. It was our third group and the Philistines now had seen them as well and they knew they were suddenly overwhelmed. Josheb-Bathshebesh raised his hefty spear high in the air with a huge and happy smile.


“After them, Commander!” I yelled. The battle was not over.

The pursuit took the rest of the day and into the darkening hours. The Philistines had scattered, many heading toward Gath as we expected but some skirted our southern troops and went behind them toward Azekah. As the night grew into the early morning hours, men were still returning to Beth-Shemesh from the chase. A few found the tents that had been set up for them by the keepers of the supplies, but many just fell from sheer exhaustion onto any small patch of grass or under a scrub tree and fell into a deep, victorious sleep.

We cared for our wounded, counted and buried our dead and sent small patrols out to strip the Philistine dead and dispatch those unfortunates who had lived in agony through the long night. We had lost nearly 100 men, but we counted over 800 Philistine dead. When the campfires were going and the men had eaten their fill, the air was filled with the stories that men tell of battles. Exploits are magnified, heroic deaths are mourned. No greater stories were told than of Josheb-Bathshebesh and his mighty spear or of young Joab who fought like a Hero of Israel in his first battle, or of Asahel, who once he heard the shofar, ran like a gazelle for miles and then joined the battle as rested as if he had rode in on the back of a donkey. 

We stayed in the field for some time, occasionally encountering small but courageous groups of Philistines and then there was a fierce, brief battle. Only one other time did we meet a major force and that was farther north when we ranged out to meet with Abner’s army. After that battle, Philistines who had been wounded or taken prisoner told the commanders that the name of David had struck fear into the hearts of all Philistia and when the soldiers in his army knew they were facing David, many fled and the rest fought with fear. My men took heart in this knowing what an advantage it can be in battle when your enemy considers himself defeated before even lifting his sword. But that night, after hearing this, I went alone to pray. My emotions were all confused and swirling. Of course hearing such things swelled my heart inside me and helped me walk tall among my men. Their respect and loyalty was overwhelming to me. Thoughts of kingship entered my mind and I believed now that should I declare myself king, my men and perhaps most of the army of Israel would follow me. But I feared these thoughts more than I feared Goliath or Achish or any enemy. More than I feared Saul even. 
The Spirit of Yahweh was an almost physical presence within me and within our camp. It felt almost as if power had become a person. I knew that the Spirit of Yahweh had rested on Saul when he was anointed and he did great things such as his great victory in rescuing the Israelites of Jabesh-Gilead. But I also knew that Saul had lost that Spirit because of pride. He had determined he did not need Samuel and he had determined he did not need to obey Yahweh. I was certain it was not these things that made the difference, as important as they were. It was his heart. It had turned dark, and angry and vengeful and lustful of power and the rights and privileges of kingship. He was losing his kingdom because he wanted it too badly. If my heart turned and I so desperately wanted the kingdom that it was more important than loving and obeying Yahweh, then I too would in all likelihood lose the Spirit. That thought frightened me and overcame any thought of using my growing fame to enhance my position. Above all, I knew I must keep a pure home for the Spirit of Yahweh.
One evening, feeling alone, uncertain and lost, I slipped away from the dying campfire with my kinnor and wandered a half mile into the darkening wilderness. I needed to be alone, to think, and to seek comfort in the smooth wooden box that seemed to carry my spirit into the very presence of Yahweh. I strummed for a time, slowly rocking back and forth and new words came out:

“Yahweh is righteous in all his ways


And loving to all he has made.


Yahweh is near to all who call on him,


To all who call on him in truth.


He fulfills the desires of those who fear him,


He hears their cry and saves them.


Yahweh watches over all who love him,


But all the wicked he will destroy.


My mouth will speak in praise of Yahweh.


Let every creature praise his holy name forever.”

I repeated the last words over and over and over until all the birds had stopped their singing and I went to bed.
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