The Forever Throne: The Autobiography of David

Book One Chapter 13


Abner, the commander of all the king’s armies, called me to his tent.


“We are returning to Gibeah,” he said with a kind of mysterious smile. I liked this man and respected him. He was, of course, the bravest of the brave, but he was also crafty, thoughtful and surprisingly respectful of me. “It seems there is to be a royal event and feast.”


“Why must we return? We have work to do here.”


“The festivities cannot go on without us.”


“Of course they can,” I protested, wondering about his mischievous smile. “You can go to Gibeah, but, pray, allow me to stay here and fight the enemies of Yahweh and my king.”


“It is a wedding, David. It can go on without me but not without you. It needs a bridegroom.”

I sat down heavily on the cushion against the tent wall.. Michal? Had she manipulated the situation so that, no, it was not Michal. It could not be. As cunning as she was, she couldn’t. I looked up at Abner.


“Merab?” I asked simply.


“Yes, you are to marry the king’s daughter. The wedding is in a week. Saul has kept his promise to the victor of Goliath.”


I looked at him. I wanted to trust him and take him into my confidence. I wanted to tell him what was in my heart. That this was just a trap so that the king could kill me, that I would rather die than marry Merab because Michal had my heart. 

“David,” he said with a fatherly tone, “It is a great honor to become the son-in-law of the king. I advise you to leave the thoughts of Michal aside and do not lose what has been given to you. Saul knows the people love you and he knows there has never been a braver warrior in all Israel and Judah. Saul needs you to fight for him. He is not doing this simply because he thinks highly of you. He needs you to protect his kingdom and all Israel. It is the right thing to do for the sake of the kingdom. If you wish to fight the battles of Saul and Yahweh, it must be as the king’s son, and with Merab as your wife, not Michal.”

It would take two days to march back to Gibeah as we were camped between Philistine territory and the villages of the hill country of Ephraim.  The fight was far from over, in fact the Philistines were showing renewed strength, so Abner stayed in the field with the combined armies. I started the journey back taking with me Abishai and his brothers. I would need all the support and courage I could muster if I was indeed to marry Merab.


It was a long journey and my feet felt heavy. Every step seemed a small battle to keep them from turning and going back to face the Philistines as a donkey turns constantly to his stall when he is tired and on the path away from it. Merab is really quite lovely, I told myself. The honor that would come to the king’s son-in-law was not something to be sneered at. How proud my father would be and my whole family. How it would gall Eliab—that gave me a moment of pleasure. But Michal. What would Michal say? Would the light go out of her eyes? She would marry another and how would I feel about that? And why was Saul really doing this? Was I walking into a trap that would end with me pinned to a wall with Saul’s spear sticking out my belly?

By the time we got to Gibeah, the preparations were well underway. There was an excited bustle of activity in the king’s town and when I arrived there was much fanfare on the streets. But every step that I took taking me closer to Saul and Merab became harder. I wanted to run, to go back to Bethlehem, to go serve Eliab and his sheep. For a little while I regretted my haste to become a great warrior. I wanted to return to the games of war with my friends, to be carefree and young again. Already, I was weary of the sight of dead brave men, barely more than boys. I was weary of the intrigues surrounding the king and all his moods and twists and turns and sudden rages. I feared the wedding, but much more, the marriage to a woman who in all likelihood could not love me anymore than I could love her. Yahweh seemed far away and yet it felt as if he was pushing me toward this abyss. I was confused and feeling very much alone.

I was brought to a spacious house that was part of the king’s own compound. The houses were series of mud brick rooms all interconnected via passageways and some sharing roomy inner courtyards. All had rooftops where we would sleep, where the evening breezes would cool us. The house was furnished in a manner fit for a king or queen and I suddenly realized that it had to be since this was to be the home of the king’s daughter. She could not live in the more humble abode of a common soldier, even a commander. Servants were assigned and for a brief time I luxuriated in the unexpected care of men and women whose entire task it was to care for my every need. But the dread never left me.

The day before the wedding was to take place, I was summoned to see the king. I was so glad to see that Jonathan was there as well. I had thought when I returned to Gibeah to seek out Jonathan and pour out my heart to him, pleading with him to let the king know that while I was honored beyond words to become the son-in-law of the king, that his other daughter had stolen my heart and I could not possibly accept Merab as wife. But, as much as I wanted to believe that Jonathan was my protector in the court, I still could not be certain. There was too much at stake for him. It was asking too much. I had also wanted desperately to see Michal. Even if it were for the last time to hold her and kiss her again and tell her that if this is what Yahweh held in store for me, I would accept it but with a broken heart, especially knowing that she would soon be given to another. I would tell her I could never be truly happy unless I knew she loved me only as I loved only her. 

“My son David,” the king said, opening his arms as I knelt before him. “No, no; no bowing to the king anymore. Now you are my family. You are my son.”


I looked into his eyes for the steely rage that had become normal whenever I saw him. But I saw no sign of it. His mood had lifted and I began to think that the dark cloud of his fears of rebellion was gone and maybe it was possible to be accepted into his family. I had thought long and hard about what I would say to the king, but now it poured out from me as if my heart and not my head had grabbed control of my tongue.


“My lord, your servant is honored beyond all words that you have chosen to elevate me to become the king’s son-in-law. But, who am I, my lord, and who is my father and my clan in Israel that you should so honor us? We are but poor sheepherders who have no distinction in Israel except that we are children of Boaz and Ruth, the Moabite. We are not wealthy or powerful and can add nothing to my lord’s honor or power. I am the youngest of eight sons and have no cattle, no sheep, no possessions to offer my lord. Everything that I have now, the honor I have received in this land, is due to you and Yahweh alone. I have no hope of meeting a bride price, let alone a bride price for a king’s daughter. My lord, I throw myself before you in gratitude and shame. How can I become the king’s son-in-law when I have so little to offer?” I threw my face into the mud brick floor.


“Are you rejecting the king’s offer?” the king asked quietly, his voice now with the breath of ice which I felt in my very bones.


“I cannot reject the king’s offer but I do not know how I can accept it coming to you with empty hands.”

The king turned away and began to pace.


“All the preparations are complete. The guests have been invited and a feast like this kingdom has not seen is being prepared. And you reject---”


“Father,” Jonathan interjected. “If I may make a suggestion?  David has said he has no bride price for the king’s daughter. Perhaps if he were given time to find an appropriate bride price he could still become the son of the king. Adriel, a leader from the town of Meholah in Naphtali, has petitioned me for the hand of Merab and offered a bride price of five hundred sheep and one hundred donkeys.”


“That is a handsome price,” said the king. “Is he a warrior?”


“He is too old for the battle but he is a powerful man in the north and it would strengthen the king’s hand throughout the land neighboring the Sea of Kinnereth.”


“True,” the king said thoughtfully. “My son, you think like a king as indeed you shall be.”


For some reason I felt the king’s words were aimed at me like a spear, but I hardly cared. Jonathan’s words were music to me, as much as a kinnor can make music. I was beginning to breathe again.


The king continued to pace. Then turned and looked at me as I still knelt before him.


“Good, it is Adriel then who shall be the son-in-law of the king. You, David, champion of the king’s battles, will sit with me at the feast, you will play your kinnor and make music for the festivities and you will return to the field to bring more honor to the king. And to Yahweh, of course.” 

The wedding was certainly the grandest I had ever seen. Nothing in Bethlehem could compare. I was seated at a place of honor near the king and there was no question that the victories that we enjoyed in the field had been recounted with embellishment to the people of Israel. I caught wind of some of the murmuring about the last minute change in bridegroom and heard about Merab’s distress in marrying a wealthy, older tribal leader from the hinterlands of the north instead of a young military commander. Each tribe had sent their leaders to the wedding as such events were more political than social; the northern tribes in particular were thrilled that one of their own had become part of the royal family. Saul was strengthening his position with the often difficult and recalcitrant leaders of those most distant families. 

I waited for an opportunity to speak privately to Michal. What was she thinking now? Was she behind Jonathan’s last minute rescue? In the dancing and music making after the feast I saw her moving toward me through the crowd. Desperately, I looked for a way to take her hand and escape from the crowd. But all exits from the marketplace area where the celebration was held were filled with people. There was no escape. So as the music played, we talked quietly. One look into her eyes answered all my questions of her feelings toward me. 


“Another close call for the hero of Israel,” she said with a bright smile.


“From a fate worse than anything the Philistines could offer,” I replied.


“So how will the poor shepherd from Bethlehem earn a price fit for a daughter of the king?”


“I will tear down the walls of Gath and Ekron and deliver all the gold and jewelry until every store room in Gibeah is filled. Then I will become the son-in-law of the king.”


“And who will your bride be? Merab is married. You have missed your chance.”


“There is still a daughter, and she is worth ten thousand Merabs.”


“You are bold, shepherd boy. No wonder the Philistines fear you.”


“Do you fear me?”


“Fear you?” she laughed with her held tilted back and her lovely throat exposed.

I noticed the king and Jonathan were looking at us, leaning in together, whispering an intent conversation. The king watched us talking and smiled. Then he called for me and my kinnor and I played music for the king, for the bride and groom, and though they did not know it, I played from my heart for Michal.

Two days later, as Joab and his brothers and I were preparing to leave to rejoin Abner, the guard outside my house told me I had visitors. I was, of course, no longer in Merab’s house, but had been quickly moved to a much simpler house in Gibeah but one still fit for a commander in the king’s army.

“Who are they?” I asked.


“Elishiab son of Tahan of Ephraim and Ehud son of Jediael of Benjamin.”


These were two of Saul’s highest ranking officials. They were not warriors, but heads of family groups that supplied large contingents of fighting men. They would not come themselves to kill me. 


“Bring them in and stay with me,” I ordered. “Wait, call for Abishai and have him join me first.”


Abishai entered and right behind him was Joab, lighthearted but with sword at his side and ready for a fight as always.


The two visitors entered and we exchanged the pleasantries of Yahweh’s blessing on their families. 


“David, we must speak to you about the king’s wishes,” finally Ehud spoke up. “He regrets that you were not able to accept the offer of his daughter Merab and that she has been given to another. It is more to the king than simply fulfilling his vow to the victor over Goliath. The king loves you and wants you to be a part of his family.”


“Merab is married,” I replied. My heart was beating rapidly but I forced a nonchalance I did not feel.


“Ah, but the king has another daughter.” Elishiab said.


“And there is good word throughout the town that Michal looks on David with great favor. Great favor,” Ehud added.


“They say she loves you, David.”



“We know it would please the king greatly if you would accept this second offer of the king’s daughter. The king has sent us here today to offer Michal to you as your wife. It would please more than the king if you were to accept. It would please the court, the royal town of Gibeah and all the peoples of Israel and Judah.”


“But, I am a poor man from a poor family. It is not a small matter to become the son-in-law of the king and to do so without an acceptable bride price would bring disgrace to the king, the kingdom and my family. I have no bride price of value.”


“The king knows that you are a humble man and you do not pretend to be anything other than what you are. He asks for a bride price greater than any man in Israel or Judah can offer. Any man except you.”


“And what is that?” I asked, hopeful yet filled with a kind of dread.


“He wants you to take revenge on his enemies, the Philistines. He asks you to bring to him the foreskins of one hundred Philistines and when you have done that, Michal is to be yours.”


I looked at them in disbelief. Their eyes were hopeful, even pleading. They wanted or expected me to jump for joy or to laugh it off as if it was nothing. That is not warfare, I thought. That is murder. To kill merely for a trophy to place before the king? What was the king thinking? Did the king think I had a murderous heart? That I would do this for the joy of taking lives, even enemy lives? 


“One more thing, David. You must deliver the bride price two weeks from today.”


Now my disbelief turned to near rage. Suddenly it became clear to me. Saul knew of my love for Michal and was using it to lure me into the greatest danger he could imagine. He was not so old that he did not remember the power of passion and he believed he could seduce me into taking risks beyond reason. Why kill me and bear the anger of the nation when the Philistines could do it for him? It was too simple, too obvious. I had fooled myself if I thought the friendly demeanor of the king meant I was out of danger. He meant for others to throw the spear now. I looked at Joab and the smile was gone from his face. It was Joab who saw the deep rage in my eyes turn into a forced nonchalance.


“Tell my lord the king that his servant David is most honored by the offer of his daughter and gratefully accepts. I shall deliver the bride price within two weeks. Let all those who have come for Merab’s wedding know that they should not yet return to their homes because there will be another royal wedding.”


The two older gentlemen looked highly pleased with themselves, thanked me profusely and left to tell the good news to the king.

On the way back to the frontier, I had plenty of time to think about the challenge Saul had given me. It seemed clear to me that he wanted me dead. He judged that my love for Michal and my haste to marry her would lead me to take chances against the Philistines and I would be easy prey. It was clever, alright. I’d be dead, he could lead the mourning for Israel’s hero, Jonathan would become king and all would be well. Jonathan. What did he have to do with this? He was whispering with the king. Did he hatch this plot. Are his gestures to me part of the conspiracy to kill me? I wanted so badly to trust him and believe in him. I needed him, but now I did not know if he was my truest friend or my most fearful enemy.

The unknown was Yahweh. Did my anointing by Samuel mean something, or not? Saul knew about Samuel’s oil, the same that had once flowed on his head. There was reason to believe that the anointing was the cause of Saul’s fears and why he was so determined to see me dead. The more I thought on this, the more it became clear to me that this was a vital test, not for me, but for Yahweh’s purposes. I didn’t choose this; I wasn’t putting him on trial. But I accepted it because I knew, and the entire nation would know, that if I succeeded it would be through Yahweh’s strength and intervention. That’s where Saul miscalculated, but he had become doubtful about Yahweh’s hand in all these affairs. He was taking no chances. If he thought Yahweh’s had a purpose in this, he thought he was strong enough to defeat it.


Fine, I thought. We’ll test Yahweh and then I too can live confidently knowing that it is he who sets the course. So, when I reached Abner, I told him the story of the brideprice except that I told him the demand was for 200 foreskins. I would test Yahweh to the limits by setting the bar higher than even my youthful confidence allowed.

“You can’t be serious,” he exclaimed in genuine horror. Abner had come to depend on me and I could see he saw this as my death sentence. 


“Were it not for Michal, I would be satisfied to take a bride among the many beautiful women in the kingdom. But for Michal…” what I said was true, but I wanted Abner to think that I had fully fallen for the king’s trap. He was the king’s general, after all, and would report back to him all that I said and all that happened, one way or the other.

It would be no demonstration of Yahweh’s support if I attacked a large Philistine army with a mass of Saul’s soldiers and collected the foreskins this way. So I selected a group of eight of my best men, including Joab, Abishai and Asahel. But after I had announced they would go with me, I wavered. Were my motives pure? Was this really a test of Yahweh’s power and his anointing of me for his purpose? Or was this just about my lust, and passion, and eagerness for more acclaim throughout Israel? Perhaps the Spirit of God had left me as well and an evil spirit in the form of lust and passion was driving me to my death. Perhaps Yahweh was not even in the picture and was leaving me to my own devices as it appeared so often he would do. Perhaps Yahweh was no more real than Dagon, the fish god of the Philistines; or Baal, the bull idol worshiped by the Canaanites who lived in this land for hundreds of generations. If I was to become king and lead these people and the worship of Yahweh would be the center of my heart and my kingdom, then there was no better way to know the he was real and working his will through me than to accept this challenge. And if he wasn’t real, I would just as soon be dead, and dead I would be. Me and my three brave nephews.
We left the camp in late afternoon, intending to sleep within reach of the Philistine outposts which were now about two miles east of the village of Aijalon. In the darkening light of evening, we found the outpost. A group of about 30 Philistines comfortably camped with a large fire for their evening meal and for warmth and comfort. For us, the fire illuminated our target. We waited until they were asleep. Joab and I and two others decided to circle around the back of the camp getting between them and the village. The other four would give us an hour to get positioned, then with as much noise as they could make, they would directly attack the camp led by Abishai. We figured, rightly as it turned out, that the Philistines would panic and break toward the village where they would be met by us. We slipped past the posted guards quietly and we heard the sudden noise of our fellow warriors. In moments, the panicked Philistines were on us. Most did not even grab their weapons. The slaughter was quick and brutal, with only three of the thirty escaping our simple trap. The foreskins were dutifully collected and the exuberance of victory quickly gave way to the grim realization that we had twenty seven of the two hundred required. One hundred and sixty three to go. Now the Philistines were on the alert, and when they returned to recover the bodies of their friends and brothers, they would see for some strange reason the Israelites were turning the Philistines into circumcised worshipers of Yahweh, even after death. The word would quickly go through all of Philistia to watch for this band of deadly circumcisers, led by David, the scourge of Philistia.

We collected the final tally just two days before the deadline. It became harder and harder to find isolated outposts. The word had gone out and the small groups of Philistines posted in the Shephelah, the borderland between Philistia and Judah had been greatly reinforced. There were sentries everywhere and we had many close calls. At one point Abishai was captured by a sentry when he made a little too much noise during one of our sneak attacks and it threw our entire plan into chaos. I could not bear the thought of him being tortured and killed just because of this madness about Michal and testing Yahweh. I ordered an immediate frontal attack to rescue him and if I doubted Yahweh’s hand in this before, I could not doubt it afterwards. I fought like I was insane, which I probably was, so fearful was I of losing him. We were surrounded by Philistines in the early morning light, their feathered helmets seeming to come from everywhere. We lost two very brave men in that rescue effort and because we had to make our escape after rescuing Abishai, we could not return to take as trophies the foreskins of the dozen or more Philistines that lay dead or dying as we bolted back toward the high country of Judah. 

When the last of our grisly catch had been counted and placed in sheepskin bags, we headed back toward Gibeah. Once again, the word had gone out it seemed to all the land. We were greeted on our return as if we had actually conquered Gath and Ekron rather than conducted a guerilla campaign. I felt dirty, shameful, and lucky. The villagers treated us as if we were a mighty army who had secured the entire promise of Yahweh to Abraham. I could hear the sing song again of “Saul has killed his thousands and David his tens of thousands.” I also heard some in the crowd calling out “David is our king!” The words struck fear and dread in me, yet, there was a new kind of determination in my stride. Never again, I thought, could I doubt the mighty hand of Yahweh. I knew perfectly well what we did in the last two weeks was beyond human doing. I did not fool myself into thinking that I was such a great strategist and such a great warrior that such a feat could be accomplished without the mighty hand of God himself. So, as much as I dreaded the consequences of those words once they reached the king’s ears, I did not fear him like before. His spear would be deflected, his strategies come to nothing, his wrath would be spitting in the wind, for Yahweh was here and I was in the palm of his hand. 

We marched into Gibeah, dirty, exhausted, bloody and famished, creating a stir greater than in any village we passed through on our way. The marketplace was crowded with townspeople yelling and dancing and pushing to see the bloody brideprice. The king emerged from the gate of his courtyard as we approached his house and the crowd went silent.


“My lord,” I bowed to the ground, my heart beating now with the joy of victory and satisfaction. “You have asked a bride price of one hundred Philistine foreskins for the hand of your daughter, Michal. Yahweh was our shield and protector. I offer to you this day, a price of two hundred foreskins of the enemies of Yahweh for the hand of your daughter Michal.” I counted out the foreskins one by one, placing them in a hideous pile at the king’s feet. When I reached one hundred a roar began from the crowd and grew until every last piece of drying flesh was lying in the sun at the king’s feet.


The king lifted me onto my feet and said, loud enough for the crowd to hear, “This day you have become my son. Let the wedding preparations begin!” Then a mighty cheer went up from all those around and a chant began, “Da-vid, Da-vid, Da-vid.” It continued even as I and my band of heroes made our way back to our homes to rest, eat, bathe and prepare for the wedding feast that was about to happen. 
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