The Forever Throne: The Autobiography of David

Book One Chapter 15


We were joined in the camp south of Azekah by the crown prince. He handed out gifts from the king to those who had distinguished themselves in battle. These were orders, written on bits of broken pottery, that Shuleg the Kohalathite or some such person was to receive two cows from the royal herds. Through taxing the people, the king had begun to establish great wealth for his family but the taxes were paid primarily in sheep, goats, cattle, wine, olive oil and other goods of the nation. Now the king rewarded his heroes with these commodities. Broken bits of pottery were the normal writing material as they were readily available, unlike the vastly expensive papyrus. 

During the evening feast in the camp, Jonathan pulled me aside where we could talk privately.


“Your life is very much in danger, my brother,” he said with great seriousness and sorrow. “The king intended for the Philistines to kill you in battle but Yahweh was with you and you were spared. Now he has ordered all his servants and attendants, including me, to kill you.”


“What have I done to my lord that he insists on seeking my life?” I asked. I was desperate to find some way to end this animosity that hung like a dark cloud over everything that was good in my life. 


“I will speak to my father and see if he will lift this execution order. But in the meantime, the army is to return to their homes for the harvest and you are expected to return to the bed of your wife. But I am warning you. Trust no one and nothing.”

The men were lighthearted on the march back to their homes. Some left to the north, some east and some south to Judah. Jonathan and I and a large group returned to the east to Gibeah, but my heart was heavy. I was so eager to return to Michal and to take her to Bethlehem to visit my family and friends. But now I did not know if I would even be able to see her. My sorrow switched like a summer storm into a great fury. What right did the king have to do this to my life? Hadn’t I done everything he asked of me—even double that? Hadn’t I proved my loyalty over and over? What would it take to show him that I would take nothing from him, that whether or not the kingdom stayed in his hands and his family was not up to him or me, but up to Yahweh alone? What more did he need to see in order to understand that? Or did he think he was strong enough to stand up to Yahweh and determine his own fate? How could any man, even a king, be so foolish as to think that?

By the time I reached the outskirts of Gibeah, I had hatched a plan. I took my strong, brave nephew into my confidence.


“Joab, my life is in great danger and I need your help.”


“If I would follow you to Githron, you know there is nothing I would not do for you David.” I knew he meant it and his loyalty and courage meant everything to me.


“I am returning directly to Bethlehem. You are to go to Gibeah and when you are asked where is your commander, tell them that his father is ill and he needed to attend to him. Then go to Michal, ask for a private audience with her, and when she is away from her servants tell her that I have not returned in order to save my life and that I wish her to come to Bethlehem. Tell her that I want her to take no servants but that you will accompany her yourself.”

I wasn’t sure what she would do. She had every right to take her own contingent of servants including soldiers to protect her. If she insisted, then I would know that I could not trust even my wife; that her loyalty to her father and her commitment to the continuation of the line of Saul was greater than her love for me. I was asking her to choose—I knew it and she knew it. But, what would she do?

My joy of seeing my father and mother again was shrouded by the uncertainty. I looked up the road continually, desperate to see the silhouette of tall Joab leading a donkey with a heavily draped figure. Was I married or not? Would I ever be able to return to my home in the king’s house in Gibeah? Maybe my future would be returning to the hills of Judah, tending my brother Eliab’s sheep. My stomach twisted with the thought. Is this what happens to the heroes of Israel when they have lost the king’s favor? No, I realized. The end of this story would not be written so peacefully. There was no other way than my death or the king’s death. Yet, I could not imagine lifting my hand against the king even if the crown of the world was at stake. How could I? And why did I think that? I wondered at that. Did I want to be king? Certainly. But to become king by taking it into my own hands, when Saul too had been anointed, would violate Yahweh’s supervision. That’s what it was about. Either I believed Yahweh was directing matters of my life and the kingdom or I did not. More than anything else, I feared what would happen if I violated or thwarted his plans. That fear was palpable, I felt it to my bones. The king believed he could foil the plans of our Israelite God but I believed anything that belonged to Yahweh was sacred, including the future. Touch that on pain of death and more than death—the shame that came with disobedience and rebellion against Yahweh. 
I heard the shouts before I saw them on the road. The children of Bethlehem loudly announced the arrival of princess Michal. I ran to meet them and swept her off the donkey and into my arms. The next days were filled with feasting with family and friends, long walks together through the hills of Judah and, where we found privacy, the marital joy of having each other completely. We woke up one late afternoon in a small grove in the woods after gorging ourselves on love with a lamb nuzzling our faces and sheep grazing around us. The startled young shepherd who followed them quickly turned and walked away once he had seen who was in the grove and what the scene meant.

“David,” my young bride said to me softly after the embarrassed shepherd left, “I spoke to my brother Jonathan before I left. He told me of the execution order my father gave, but told me to tell you he had spoken to my father. The king has lifted the order and has repented for his hatred to you.”


“I wish I could believe you, my love,” I replied.


“You must come back with me to Gibeah,” she said.


“What is wrong with here, this life?” I said, rolling away from her and looking up at the wispy clouds passing silently above.


“This is no life, among the sheep and farmers,” she said with a derision that rankled me.


“I am a shepherd and a farmer.” 


“You were, maybe, but no longer. You are a warrior, a commander, the son-in-law of the king, a hero of all Israel.”


“If I were just a farmer, could you love me?”


“Of course not!” she laughed, as if I had said the most outrageous thing on earth. “I am the daughter of the king. I am not some servant girl you might chase into the woods.”


I said nothing.


“Are you returning to Gibeah with me or must I have Joab take me back? Strong, handsome Joab.” She was taunting me now. But the coldness I felt inside was not that of jealousy, but the realization that our love was not all that I imagined it to be. Her happiness was based on her husband being a hero of Israel. What if I was no longer such a hero? What if I was banished, or treated as a rebel, or simply left to return to serve my father and brother? What if she could not be proud of me? With a sense of revulsion I realized that Michal, my beautiful wife whom I loved more than life itself, was married far more to the court and its status than to me.


“How can I believe the king has changed his mind?” I asked, turning my thoughts to going back to Gibeah.


“Because I told you.”


“What if the king orders you to kill me, too? After all, your brother loves me and the king ordered him to kill me,” I asked, hardly daring to know the truth.


“And did he? You are so naïve, my little shepherd boy. What would happen to the king and his family should they kill you? You don’t seem to understand that you have not only stolen my heart, but the hearts of all Israel. My father hates you because they would make you king in an instant. What would they do to the king and his family if the people knew the king killed you? Do you think we would be spared the people’s anger?”


“If this is so, why did the king order my execution?”


“David,” she said, her patience nearly exhausted, “Do you not remember my father’s dark spirits? A darkness comes over him and he is all rage and bitterness—all of that now focused on you. Jonathan knows the moments to talk to him and that is why the order has been lifted. Speaking of his dark spirit, my father has requested you play for him when you return to the king’s house.”

So I found myself once more sitting in the king’s house, feasting as a member of the family. I wish I could say I was able to relax and enjoy the joys of a family together in a time of relative peace and prosperity, but I could not. Though I loved being with Jonathan, Abinadab and Malkishua and though Michal continued to delight me with her love and her lively spirit, I could not help but feel on edge in the presence of the king. He was gracious enough, but I still felt a seething resentment only slightly below the surface of his smile and kind words.


“You have brought your kinnor, David?” asked the king when the feasting was done and much wine had been drunk.


“Yes, my father,” I said and jumped up from the couch where I was reclining to get it.

I strummed the gut strings softly, feeling the cool smoothness of the acacia wood. I closed my eyes and the memories of quiet days looking up through the trees in the hills of Judah flowed over me. I felt the peace once again of the strong presence of Yahweh.


“I will praise you, Oh Yahweh, with all my heart;


I will tell of all your wonders.


I will be glad and rejoice in you;


I will sing praise to your name, O Most High.


My enemies turn back; 


They stumble and perish before you.


For you have upheld my right and my cause,


You have sat on your throne judging righteously---“


“David!” There was a screeching warning from Michal and I raised my head to see Saul standing above me a spear in his hands. He did not throw it this time, but rushed at me with a horrible cry. I was stunned and for a moment it felt as if I could not move. I saw him rushing closer and closer and caught a brief glimpse of Michal, her hands to her face, screaming with all her might. I rolled, picking up the cushion on which I was sitting as if to protect myself and the spear caught the cushion and drove deep into the wall behind me. I was practically under the king’s legs as he struggled to pull the spear from the wall. Then I ran. Out the room, into the courtyard, past the rooms that had become a home to me, out the gate, through the marketplace, out the main road leading south toward Bethlehem. There I stopped. I was breathing hard, my legs shaking. I had come within inches of death but inside me was growing a deep rage. The unfairness made me want to strike out. I was getting fiercely tired of this game of being reassured of my safety by Michal or Jonathan, only to narrowly escape death.

I bent down in the dirt road with my head low over my knees, waiting for my breath to return and my mind to clear. There were no soldiers following. I turned slowly and walked back to my house within the court of Saul. Inside, I found Michal sobbing uncontrollably. When I entered the room she ran to me and held onto me tighter than I have ever been held. Minutes went by with both of us leaning into each other with tears flowing. Nothing needed to be said. We knew our lives would be forever pulled apart by her father’s unrelenting hatred and jealousy. Our tears melted into lovemaking with the sweet sadness into that deep place where joy and grief mingle and become one. I fell into a heavy sleep but she woke me.


“David, David,” she whispered gently but insistently, both holding me and shaking me. “You must go.”


“Why?” I mumbled, emerging from the depth of unconsciousness that not even Saul could touch.


“My father has posted guards. They will come to take you to him in the morning.”

Saul’s house, which included our rooms, was a tangle of rooms, hallways, inner courtyards and gates. Instead of leaving through the main hallway leading to outside gates, Michal led me into Saul’s inner courtyard, to a storeroom with a window that led outside. It was one of the few exits to the outside that avoided the main courtyard and gate which undoubtedly was now posted by alert guards. I paused at the window. 


“He will not harm you, will he?” I asked.


“He already has.”


“I love you Michal, and I always will,” 


“Go,” she said, pushing me toward the window.

I hopped up onto the sill, then down to the soft dirt and instead of heading south toward Bethlehem, I took the road to the north. Besides Jesse, there was only one person I could think of that would both protect me from the murderous king and help me understand why Yahweh was dealing so roughly with me. The old prophet from Ramah.

It was only three miles from Gibeah to Ramah and after sleeping for a while under a tamarisk tree just off the well-traveled roadway, I came to Ramah as the roosters were waking up the village. The earliest risers soon spotted me—my heavy, curly red hair was instantly recognizable around the kingdom by now--and Samuel was brought to me.


“Come,” Samuel said, “Let us go to the vineyard of Naioth.”

We walked together and I unburdened my heart to the strong, hunched, white-haired old man. I told him everything that Saul had done; the plot to have the Philistines kill me, the times he tried to pin me to the wall as I played for him. 


“He will not kill you, my son,” the old man said softly.


“I wish I could believe that.” 


“Then wish to believe the word of Yahweh,” Samuel said with a hint of impatience.


“Yahweh’s ways are strange. I do not fathom them. He holds the sun back for Joshua, yet he cannot stop the king from continually trying to take my life? All I want is to be home, with Michal, to be blessed with children, to fight his battles.”


“It is not so, David.” The old man had eyes that could penetrate into the soul of any man and he saw now that what I was saying was true but it was not all. And I knew that as soon as I uttered the words. “You must be careful, David. Yahweh chose you out from all the sons of the men of Israel, from among all the sons of Jesse because he finds in you a heart that is pure--a heart that resembles his own. To want riches is to have riches possess you, to want the kingdom is to have power possess you. Yahweh searches the earth for a man or woman whom nothing possesses except Yahweh himself. In such a man or woman he makes his home and from such a man or woman are great things accomplished.”

I was silent. What point was there to talk when Samuel knew my thoughts before even I knew them? But what he said was true and disturbing. The anointing had become a curse to me. I had changed from wanting nothing more than to be a servant in the household of Saul to wanting and expecting the adulation of the crowds and to seeing the crown on Saul’s head as being misplaced. It scared me to see how in less than two years since my anointing what had happened to my expectations. What could make me satisfied now? If the throne was mine, what else could I aspire to?


“Samuel, you must pray for me,” I said suddenly and I meant every word from the depth of my being. “You must pray that Yahweh will protect me from myself. I am afraid of my heart and its longings.”


“I have been praying that prayer for you David, and now you see why you are being tormented by Saul. Yahweh is answering my prayer.”


We spent three days in Naioth and I began to feel a peace and contentment that it seemed I had lost forever. We were sitting at the gate of the courtyard of the owner of the vineyard in the late afternoon when a servant came running to us.


“My lord,” he said breathlessly as he approached. “There is a prophet coming to see you but, but some say it is the king!”

Samuel stood up and looked down the path that led from Ramah. I quickly stepped up behind him and saw a tall, lanky, old man, stripped of his clothes, shouting to the heavens, waving his arms, stumbling and falling, then picking himself up again and coming toward us. Samuel was a lightning rod for every prophet and prophet-pretender in the land. If Samuel declared his word to be from Yahweh, then he was accepted as a prophet of Yahweh by the people and few people had more power and prestige than a person who was known to be a prophet. But there were many pretenders and this, it appeared, was one more. Who knows what his story might be; he could be visited by an evil spirit, he could simply be someone looking for approval from Samuel, he could be someone dangerous and evil or he could be a real prophet sent by Yahweh to convey an important message.

I watched intently as he came closer and closer and a strange feeling grew over me. I knew this man. I looked at Samuel. There was a sadness in his gray eyes as he watched the strange spectacle in front of us. It was Saul, the mighty king of Israel, the brave warrior who brought the warring tribes together and defeated enemies all around. It was the anointed of God, acclaimed by the people for his courage, his skill, his victories. An old man now, his hair thin and stringy, white mixed with dirty black. Tears were streaming down his face, sweat and dirt covering his naked, thin body, and he cried out in loud cries.


“Rereschema habbitai! Meloishaka runitiba!” Gibberish ran from his mouth along with spittle. He came to Samuel, towering over him in his full height, then collapsed at his feet, shivering and shaking and rolling into a ball, shouting strange words mixed with curses. My stomach was turning. I did not fear him, for though in my haste to escape I had left my sword in my room, my hated enemy was rolling in the dirt at my feet completely naked and out of his mind. But I was repulsed. This is the leader of our people, I thought? This is the one who sits down to the great banquets and plans with his commanders the safety of the people? Yahweh’s people deserve better than this.

“He has come looking for you, my lord,” said another messenger servant who had come from Ramah. “He sent his men to kill you and three times his men fell into prophesying with the prophets of Samuel. Finally, in a fury he came himself. When he came to Ramah, he too began to prophesy and stripped off his clothes and came here.”


“Leave him here,” said Samuel, turning and walking to his host’s house. And for the rest of the day and that night he lay in the dirt in front of the gate. A servant covered him with a cloak and he passed the night in moans and sporadic outbursts.

“I must go,” I told Samuel. “The king will find me here once this spirit leaves him and everyone here will be in danger.”


“Yes,” said Samuel, quietly. Suddenly I realized that I might never see him again, this man who had so completely and utterly changed my life and who was to me the very closest thing to Yahweh in our midst. The worshipers of the gods of Canaan may have their idols, as even my wife kept them in our house, but we who believed in Yahweh alone obeyed his command to have no carved images, no representations of his form in any way. Yet, the prophets of Yahweh had fulfilled that purpose somehow. I desperately wanted to hang on to Samuel, to keep him with me, or at least, to be able to return to him when I needed him and the assurance of the reality of Yahweh. Once again, I knew he saw all that in my eyes.


“The throne that was given to Saul through his anointment has been taken from him because he has thought himself greater than he ought,” Samuel said. Then he grasped me and pulled me close in a crushing embrace. “I pray that Yahweh will protect you, not so much from your enemies which will be many, but from your own heart, which is the only true enemy of Yahweh’s anointing.”

I left Naioth and Ramah without clear direction. If I went home, I felt I would be putting my whole family at risk. If I went east, toward the Philistines, every soldier would see my head on his spear as a key to the greatest honors the kingdom could give. If I went north, into the northern tribes, I would be going where my name meant rebellion against Saul and Jonathan. Almost unconsciously, my feet carried me back to Gibeah. My wife was there, as was Jonathan. I needed to talk to Jonathan.
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