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THE GREAT WAR (2)
(2 Samuel 23:8-39)
SUBJECT: The church
F.C.F.: Why must we involve other people in our Christian walk?
PROPOSITION: Since God’s plan is for a people, we must all serve well together.
INTRODUCTION

A. There has been a prominent false teaching lingering in the conservative church for over a hundred years. It is sometimes called the “lordship salvation” debate or by others “the heresy of the ‘carnal Christian.’” The basic contention of those who teach this error is to insist that one can “accept Jesus as their Savior without making him their Lord.” Ostensibly it purports to guard against any whiff of “salvation by works,” insisting that works can have no place in one’s salvation whatsoever. 


So, the so-called “carnal” (or fleshly) Christian is one who has made some profession of faith in Jesus as Savior, but who has decided not to make him their Lord. Rather, the same person gladly, willfully, deliberately seeks to disobey Jesus at every turn and continues to live for sin and self. If one makes “works,” that is “obeying and living for Jesus” a part of one’s salvation, then, they maintain, salvation is no longer by grace alone through faith alone. 

And, hopefully, such a carnal Christian will eventually see the wisdom of “making Jesus Lord” of his or her life. But, it’s purely optional, and wholly unnecessary to being saved and going to heaven. So, by this measure, one may truly “live like the devil on earth and expect to go to heaven when they die.” Win-win? 


B. The basic flaw in this deeply erroneous teaching is to confuse “salvation” with “justification.” It is absolutely true that our justification, our being declared righteous by God, has nothing to do with our works and everything to do with Christ’s perfect work on our behalf, received as a gift by faith. The error comes in forgetting that salvation also includes sanctification. If someone is truly born again by the Spirit of God, then that new life will certainly evidence itself by denying self and following, loving, and obeying Jesus. The Holy Spirit is the “Holy” Spirit who always works toward the believer’s holiness. Even Martin Luther in rediscovering the gospel of grace alone through faith alone insisted that it was not grace that was alone, but grace evidenced by a new life of obedience and love. Justification will surely lead to sanctification, or the imagined new birth was only a stillbirth. 

C. All that is to say that the Bible everywhere commends believers to live that new life. And in our text for this evening, we see several admirable qualities in the men listed which we should ponder and aspire to for ourselves. 


D. Last week we were reminded that the military exploits in the Old Testament were a “fleshly” picture of the spiritual reality of the life in Christ in the present. The church on earth is always “the church militant,” always fighting the spiritual battle against the world, the flesh, and the devil. We wrestle not against flesh and blood. The believer should count no other human as enemy, and even if so we have a duty to love our enemy, supremely of which is to work toward their salvation in Christ! 


Our weapons in this fight are the spiritual weapons of truth, love, and prayer, utterly ineffective apart from the working of God’s Spirit. The devil comes at us with temptation, deception, and the threat of death. We might add his weapons of division, intimidation, and confusion. So, this list of valiant warriors is helpful as it reminds us of important virtues we need to cultivate for the war. First…
I. ASPIRE TO GREAT COURAGE.


A. The text distinguishes between the Three and the Thirty. While all involved were valiant warriors, the three were set apart by great their courage as they stood alone against the foe. And yet, we must not miss the real point that they were all emboldened and empowered by the Lord God.


“8 These are the names of the mighty men whom David had: Josheb-basshebeth a Tahchemonite; he was chief of the three. He wielded his spear against eight hundred whom he killed at one time. 


9 And next to him among the three mighty men was Eleazar the son of Dodo, son of Ahohi. He was with David when they defied the Philistines who were gathered there for battle, and the men of Israel withdrew. 10 He rose and struck down the Philistines until his hand was weary, and his hand clung to the sword. And the Lord brought about a great victory that day, and the men returned after him only to strip the slain. 


11 And next to him was Shammah, the son of Agee the Hararite. The Philistines gathered together at Lehi, where there was a plot of ground full of lentils, and the men fled from the Philistines. 12 But he took his stand in the midst of the plot and defended it and struck down the Philistines, and the Lord worked a great victory. 


So, you see the common theme. These three were highly honored for their courage in standing alone against an overwhelming foe, in some instances when his comrades had deserted him. And yet the credit for the “great victory” belongs to the Lord: “and the Lord worked a great victory.”

B. Now we in the US have been dominated for a long time by the syndrome of the “lone hero,” the solitary warrior, the rugged individual who alone goes forth to meet the challenge when all others shrink back. But notice, that the second of the three was not alone, but was with David. Perhaps it is the rarity of this kind of solitary valor that distinguished these three. But in most of the other instances, these men were not the alone, not a solitary warrior but a part of a team. Each believer stands alone when they make profession of faith in Christ, personally owning him as Lord and Savior. But that may be their last solitary act as a Christian, as Jesus brings us into a body of believers working together in mutual love and encouragement. More on this in a bit. 

II. AIM AT GREAT DEVOTION.


A. Then there was the heroic act of devotion by the unnamed three in verses 13-17. 

“13 And three of the thirty chief men went down and came about harvest time to David at the cave of Adullam, when a band of Philistines was encamped in the Valley of Rephaim. 14 David was then in the stronghold, and the garrison of the Philistines was then at Bethlehem. 15 And David said longingly, “Oh, that someone would give me water to drink from the well of Bethlehem that is by the gate!” 16 Then the three mighty men broke through the camp of the Philistines and drew water out of the well of Bethlehem that was by the gate and carried and brought it to David. But he would not drink of it. He poured it out to the Lord 17 and said, “Far be it from me, O Lord, that I should do this. Shall I drink the blood of the men who went at the risk of their lives?” Therefore he would not drink it. These things the three mighty men did.” 


B. We should note that David’s own courage and loyalty inspired the same in his men. Here, during his wilderness wanderings, on the run from both Saul on the one hand and the Philistines on the other, reduced to a cave dweller, David expressed a longing for water from the well at his hometown of Bethlehem. Perhaps he was troubled by the fact that the Philistines had conquered his home. These three dear men broke through the enemy lines to fetch some water and brought it to David. 


His response was surprising. He was apparently shocked by their deed. It was only an idle wish. Their lives were far more precious than this mere water, which to him represented their blood. So, he poured it out as an offering to God. Ralph Davis suggests: “David’s response…would not incite their anger but their admiration, for it is not an act of waste but of worship.” They would surely recognize David’s love for them and deep respect their deed. 

C. Would that we would all show such devotion to our Lord Jesus, that “his wish would be taken as our command!” Along with this, may our God kindle such affection in our hearts, one for another, that we delight in sacrificial acts of service out of our deep devotion to those dear ones whom Christ has purchased at the cost of his blood. 

III. ATTEMPT GREAT DARING.


A. And then there were two of the thirty who distinguished themselves for their acts of great daring. The emphasis in both cases is one of miss-match: God’s man versus a seemingly insurmountable force. 


“18 Now Abishai, the brother of Joab, the son of Zeruiah, was chief of the thirty. And he wielded his spear against three hundred men and killed them and won a name beside the three. 19 He was the most renowned of the thirty and became their commander, but he did not attain to the three.” 

We have met Abishai on several occasions, of course. He was David’s nephew, brother to Asahel and Joab. And he was rewarded for his daring by being named commandeer over the thirty. 


B. The writer devotes more time to Benaiah. 


“20 And Benaiah the son of Jehoiada was a valiant man of Kabzeel, a doer of great deeds. He struck down two ariels of Moab. [This is difficult to translate. Either these “ariels” were two “heroes of Moab” or were the two “sons of Ariel of Moab.”] He also went down and struck down a lion in a pit on a day when snow had fallen. 21 And he struck down an Egyptian, a handsome man. [“Handsome” probably refers to his height, NIV “a huge Egyptian.”] The Egyptian had a spear in his hand, but Benaiah went down to him with a staff and snatched the spear out of the Egyptian’s hand and killed him with his own spear. 22 These things did Benaiah the son of Jehoiada, and won a name beside the three mighty men. 23 He was renowned among the thirty, but he did not attain to the three. And David set him over his bodyguard.” 


C. “Daring” is another quality of one who has great confidence in God. It was the pioneer missionary to India, William Carey, who in 1792 challenged his hearers to “Expect great things from God. Attempt great things for God.” It was based on Ephesians 3:20-21: “Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” God is worthy of bold plans and audacious acts that honor him and rely upon his promises, taking them to heart. Lastly:
IV. ADOPT GREAT COMRADERY.


A. So, there is the list of the rest of the thirty. 
Thirty is probably a round number. Some count thirty-seven, including the three. I will not amuse you by stumbling over these difficult names one more time. But I will use this opportunity to remind you that God’s plan all along has been a people, not a mere person. We must resist the very worldly ideal of the rugged individual, the solitary hero. One of the fundamental principles of Presbyterian church government, drawn from Scripture itself, is the necessity of a plurality of elders leading each church. There is one Head of the church, to whom each one owes ultimate loyalty and love. And the one Head of the church, Jesus, has ordered our life together so that we are led by a company of elders. “Church” is from the Greek term “ekklesia,” meanings “called out ones.” Note the plural. God’s design is to call out from the world a people and form them together into the ministering Body of Christ. 

B. The Lone Christian model is so woefully misguided. I think of the wisdom of Proverbs 18:1: “Whoever isolates himself seeks his own desire; 


he breaks out against all sound judgment.”
I find that convicting as I read it each month, for I suffer from some loner tendencies myself. The old saying, “If you want something done right, do it yourself,” really means, “If you want something done your way, do it yourself.” But this list of the thirty would say otherwise, agreeing with the Proverbs. 


C. This is a diverse group of men! As we expect, several come from the tribe of Judah, David’s tribe. But “Pirathon” and “the brooks of Gaash” were probably in the region of Ephraim. Then there was “Ittai the son of Ribai of Gibeah of the people of Benjamin.” Gibeah was Saul’s hometown, yet Ittai was with David. And some were even foreigners, not Israelites at all. “Maacah” and “Ammon” were nations opposed to Israel. And Uriah was a Hittite. 


The point is that God had brought these diverse men together, and many others not named here. They were unified in defending God’s people, and united in their loyalty to David himself, to the man who stood in the place of the Christ. He was not the Christ, as we know, but he was a type, a representative of the Christ. 


D. And what a beautiful picture this is of the church, those whom God is calling out of the world, and calling together as a worshiping, confessing, and fellowshipping community. We come from different walks of life. We are different ages, from different backgrounds, with different occupations. Yet we are one in Christ.


The disastrous “Church Growth Movement” of the latter part of the last century had as a central tenet that one should only work within “homogenous” groups. If you wanted to start a church that would gather and grow rapidly, you should only focus on one demographic. It would be too difficult to pull together a church with great diversity. Stick to people who had a lot in common. 


The reason this was such a disaster was because it was so deeply unbiblical, offensive to, and contrary to God’s clear design. Remember, the New Testament church suffered from the great problem of trying to blend Jews and Gentiles into the same body, groups who naturally hated each other. The New Testament writers describe how difficult this was to accomplish. But the one thing they never considered was…two churches: a Jewish church and a Gentile church. It would seem to have solved a lot of problems. And it would have also denied the gospel and the expressed purpose of God. 

Beloved, our one commonality, the singular common bond, the “affinity” of our “affinity group” is the one expressed by this collection of diverse warriors: devotion to the Christ. And flowing from this, the protection and promotion of his people. 
CONCLUSION

Here we find godly virtues on display among this diverse, imperfect group of warriors, virtues we must both congratulate and imitate. 


Courage: the heartfelt commitment to Christ and his truth that will stand firm and steadfast in him. 


Devotion: such love for Christ that we delight to serve and sacrifice for his sake, knowing and rejoicing in his unspeakable love for us. 


Daring: the willingness to take risks for the sake of Christ, trusting in his promise and provision. Expecting great things from God, and attempting great things for God.


And comradery: being so focused on Christ and his purposes that we naturally stand shoulder to shoulder with all who are of the same mind and heart. J
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