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HONOR TO WHOM HONOR IS DUE
(2 Samuel 21:15-23)
SUBJECT: Glorifying God
F.C.F.: How can we rightly glorify God and honor the human instrument he uses? 
PROPOSITION: Since God is all glorious and uses humans, we can glorify God and honor the faithful. 
INTRODUCTION

A. Some time ago I read that, on average, someone in Hollywood is receiving an award every eight minutes 24/7/365. If that is true then each year Hollywood hands out almost 67,000 awards. I have yet to receive one, and I’m not holding my breath.

Our text from 2 Samuel issues several commendations for heroic acts in time of war, feats of courage when facing an enemy of outsized proportion. The word translated “giants” appears four times along with the phrase “a man of great stature.” David himself was the first giant killer as we saw long ago from 1 Samuel 17. But he was not the only. 


B. In this conclusion or epilogue to David’s story we travel back to an earlier time when David led his men out to battle against the Philistines. Here the writer fills in details from brief summary statements such as we find in 2 Samuel 8:1: “After this David defeated the Philistines and subdued them, and David took Metheg-ammah out of the hand of the Philistines.” As we said, the focus is on four “giants” among the Philistines, mostly associated with Gath (“Gob” may be an alternate name for “Gath.) 

As you recall, just the existence of these giants had caused trouble long before this, leading to the disqualification of an entire generation from entering the Promised Land. In Numbers 13, the people had arrived at the border of the land God had promised them. Moses sent in twelve spies, one from each tribe to spy out the land. They all came back boasting of the goodness of the land. But ten of them declared that the conquest would be impossible, for there were giants in the land. “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than we are.” 32 So they brought to the people of Israel a bad report of the land that they had spied out, saying, “The land, through which we have gone to spy it out, is a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people that we saw in it are of great height. 33 And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of Anak, who come from the Nephilim), and we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.”  And here, God’s people are finally completing the task and taking care of the last of these giants in the land. 


C. But our question has to do with our practice. God alone is glorious. All glory derives from him. He made all things and holds all things together. So, there is no cause for any boasting. In 1 Corinthians 4:7 the Apostle Paul makes this explicit: “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” James agrees in James 1:17: “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.”

So, since this is true, why does God’s Word seemingly praise the courage and noble works of mere humans? How should we respond when we witness great acts of faithfulness and love? What answer should we give when someone compliments us for a good work we have done? 
I. GOD’S WORD HUMBLES THE HUMAN.

A. David has been humbled by his sin. But he was also humbled by natural human frailty and weakness. “15 There was war again between the Philistines and Israel, and David went down together with his servants, and they fought against the Philistines. And David grew weary. 16 And Ishbi-benob, one of the descendants of the giants, whose spear weighed three hundred shekels of bronze, and who was armed with a new sword, thought to kill David.” David was not super-human, but actually quite human. He grew weary, possibly because his age was showing.  

This is a bitter pill for many to swallow. We no longer enjoy the same strength and stamina as in earlier days. Our reflexes and responses are slower, even our mind is less clear. In a previous time, I would merely acknowledge this truth. Now I’m living it. We are merely human, not super-human. Even the type, the prefigure of the coming Messiah, David was limited, as strong and resourceful as he had been. And actually, the first verses of the next book, 1 Kings is pretty tough to read, for we who want to make an unfailing hero of David or imagine ourselves immune to the ravages of time. 

B. We can draw at least two applications from this truth. First, we need other people. David was in the crosshairs of a giant. As a youth he had easily dispatched another giant, Goliath. But here he’s finding difficulty lifting his sword arm or shield arm even to defend himself.


Now I know we’ve had our troubles with the sons of Zeruiah: reckless, bloodthirsty, defiant. Joab was the worst of the three. But Abishai had his less noble moments as well. And yet here he rises to the defense of Uncle David the king, and he saves him in battle. “17 But Abishai the son of Zeruiah came to his aid and attacked the Philistine and killed him.” That done, David’s men hold a quick pow wow, and vote to sideline David to a mere administrative role, a desk job, if you will. “Then David’s men swore to him, “You shall no longer go out with us to battle, lest you quench the lamp of Israel.”

So, we need others. And it is no shame to admit it, in fact it is only arrogant folly to deny it. The Apostle Paul likens the church to a body with various members cooperating and working together to accomplish what individuals are not capable of achieving. In Galatians 6, he calls us to “bear one another burdens” and by doing so we “fulfill the law of Christ,” the law of love. This is no invitation to coasting or passing our responsibility to others, though, for in the same context he writes: “For each will have to bear his own load.” 

C. The other obvious application is that David is not the Christ, nor is anyone other than the Christ the Christ! Jesus is the only hero in the Bible. As one preacher said, “The Bible takes pains to muddy up the faces of every character except Jesus.” While we work with others and even grow to trust one another, our ultimate confidence is in the Son of God who has never and can never fail us. It is a mistake to put too much hope in or reliance upon any mere human leader, even a Moses, a David, or a Peter, all of whom stumbled pretty spectacularly.  A congregation built a new church building. When their long-time pastor first entered the pulpit, he found this inscription in it facing him every time he preached, from John 12:21: “Sir, we would see Jesus.” 

So, God’s Word humbles the human, and 

II. GOD’S WORD HONORS THE HONORABLE.

A. God uses human instruments. Is it wrong, then, to commend the instrument when they faithfully honor and obey the Lord? Is it somehow robbing the Lord God of his glory? I think not. When we sit down to a delicious meal, we can make three simultaneous affirmations. First, the food itself is tasty. Second, the one who prepared it did a commendable work. And thirdly, ultimately, the goodness of the meal and the one who prepared it demonstrate the goodness of God. As long as we keep all of this in perspective, there is no offense. For God not only made the food, he made and gave skill to the one who prepared it. So, while our focus is on God’s working, his Word often commends the faithful instruments he uses. 

B. We can thank God for the human instrument, even as we give all the glory to God. For he has enabled them to be faithful also. “18 After this there was again war with the Philistines at Gob. Then Sibbecai the Hushathite struck down Saph, who was one of the descendants of the giants.”

“Gob” appears nowhere else. The ancient Greek translation has “Gath,” one of the five cities of the Philistines. Hushah was a town near Bethlehem. And Sebbecai appears nowhere else, except in a parallel passage in I Chronicles and a couple of lists of names in the same book. But he appears here. His name is forever associated with courage and bravery against a giant. 
 

“19 And there was again war with the Philistines at Gob, and Elhanan the son of Jaare-oregim, the Bethlehemite, struck down Goliath the Gittite, the shaft of whose spear was like a weaver’s beam.” This one troubles the scholars. It seems to suggest that Elhanan, not David, slew the giant Goliath. Elhanan may be another personal name for David. More likely is the point made in a parallel text in 1 Chronicles 20:5 that “Elhanan the son of Jair struck down Lahmi the brother of Goliath the Gittite, the shaft of whose spear was like a weaver’s beam.” 
It is possible that this text in 2 Samuel is based on a corrupted copy, and that 1 Chronicles 20:5. 


And another nephew of David is singled out for honors as a giant-killer. “20 And there was again war at Gath, where there was a man of great stature, who had six fingers on each hand, and six toes on each foot, twenty-four in number, and he also was descended from the giants. 21 And when he taunted Israel, Jonathan the son of Shimei, David’s brother, struck him down.”

So, four giants, remnants of the race of giants that inhabited the land at the time of the initial conquest of Canaan were vanquished by four other valiant men of Israel. Some speculate that the reason why David took five smooth stones to the battle with Goliath was because there were four other giants waiting in the wings. But that is nowhere stated. 


C. God’s Word honors the honorable. Think of the warm words the Apostle Paul sprinkles in his letters commending God’s faithful servants who have lent him aid and carried on vital ministry. In the last chapter of Romans, Paul notes by name almost thirty commendable servants who have been faithful to the Lord. 


For a time, I would refrain from complimenting others for fear of giving them a big head. That was a mistake. Empty flattery, of course, is deceptive and manipulative. But honest words of encouragement can be so helpful to those who are under the attack of Satan, called “the accuser of our brothers” in Revelation 12:10. Acknowledging the faithfulness, courage, and generosity of our sisters and brothers is a testimony of God’s working in their lives, and this brings honor to our God. 

So, God’s Word humbles the human, honors the honorable, and 
III. GOD’S WORD HIGHLIGHTS THE HOLY ONE.

The great truth that undergirds this text is that God is at work in and through his people. God is accomplishing his own good purposes as he works them out through the actions of his people. And as we note his works in the old covenant, we catch a glimpse of his greater design through the Christ and his kingdom. 

A. As with the time of the old covenant, this is still the age of conflict, of spiritual warfare. The church on earth is called the “church militant,” while believers in glory are called the “church triumphant.” The breach created when sin entered into the world was so significant that God has been at work for thousands of years repairing its damage. It is a fight, and we forget this to our harm. Unlike David and Israel, we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against powers and principalities in the heavenly realms. We struggle against temptation, intimidation, and deception with the powerful weapons of love and truth. And God’s cause is winning. A few decades ago, the United Methodist church sought to expunge any “miliary” hymns from their new hymnal: “Onward Christian Soldiers,” “Am I a Soldier of the Cross,” “Lead on O King, Eternal” and so forth. It was a serious mistake, shutting ones eyes to the biblical reality of the age-long conflict. 

B. And in this great battle, God ordinarily works through human weakness. This is not the same as human indolence or human incompetence. But the point of these stories of how ordinary men were able to vanquish the giants is not to show the secret greatness of those ordinary men so much as the usual miss-match of God’s people as they go to battle against our spiritual foes. By all rights, the giants should have won! They were giants! Those who went up against them were ordinary, weaker, out matched. We should not expect this to be easy. God choses the weak things of the world to shame the strong. Everybody likes the underdog, until the underdog defeats them! But our strength is unequal to the task. 


The point is that God demonstrates his great power through human weakness. This goes to the heart of true faith. It takes no faith at all for a giant to face a young boy in battle. It takes great faith for a young boy to face a giant in battle. But that faith must be based on the promise of God. And this is a call to reorient our thinking, to venture forth by faith, not always seeing a practical way of achieving the goal, but trusting God’s provision. 


C. For the real point of this story is to demonstrate that nothing can deter our God from keeping is promise, and especially his promised salvation through Christ. God had promised that his Messiah, his coming Savior, would be a descendant of David. David had become weary in battle. The giant Ishbi-benoh was bearing down on him bringing and end to God’s promise. But Abishai stepped in and neutralized the threat. 

CONCLUSION


The Son of God was born into the world, the long-awaited Messiah, and when the mighty King Herod heard of it, he sought to kill him, ending God’s promise. But Joseph was warned in a dream and fled to Egypt. It wasn’t valiant. He did not take up a sword and slay the soldiers who came to Bethlehem to search house by house and destroy all male little children, infants to toddlers. He simply packed up and ran away in the night. 

And then the great Son of God single-handedly won our salvation for us through weakness, through submitting to capture, torture, condemnation and death. And through that brilliant display of weakness, he vanquished sin and Satan, death and hell. And now the whole world is being turned upside down (or rightside up!) as his church through both the weakness of preaching and the weakness of what is preached, is making disciples of all nations. And Christ is reigning in hearts and homes all through the world. J
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