Mercy
Punchline: It is through mercy, not vengeance, that we change hearts and that we ourselves find peace.  Vengeance demonstrates that we do not trust God’s justice.


I was watching the movie Megamind the other day with Caleb, rated PG, so I thought it wouldn’t be too bad for him to see and I’m going to kind of give away the ending here - the bad guy dies and everyone lives happily ever after.  I got to thinking about some of the other kids movies that I’ve liked and how they ended:  In the Incredibles - the bad guy dies and everyone lives happily ever after.  Tangled - the bad guy dies and everyone lives happily ever after.

In Toy Story 3 - the bad guy doesn’t die, but he’s put in a very unpleasant situation and everyone lives happily ever after.  At the end of Shrek 4 - the bad guy is imprisoned and everyone lives happily ever after.  At the end of the Lion King - the bad guy dies and everyone lives happily ever after.  Story after story after story we hear and see and tell and learn - the happy ending is when bad things happen to the bad guy.  (Now admittedly, there are many stories of David and others in which the bad guy dies, but seldom does it lead to a happy ending), but I think that this idea seen over and over leads us to believe that our problems are someone else’s fault and if we could just change or get rid of that person, things would be okay.


How many times have we thought – “my workplace would be so much better if we just got rid of that one guy”?  “our country would be so much better if we could get rid of the left or the right, the immigrants, the gays, the liberals, the conservatives, the rich, the poor, the whoever?”  or even possibly “my denomination or my church would be so muh better if we could just get rid of that one person or that one family.”

The truth is, more often than not, the problem isn’t so much in the other person or the other position, but it’s in the way we respond to that other person.

Let’s take a look at a different approach that we also see throughout scripture. <Slide>

In our text today, David has the opportunity to kill his adversary.  Up to this point in the bible, David has done nothing but upstanding, noble, faithful obedience to God.  He defeated Goliath and the Philistines with his sling.  He spared Nadab’s life.  He led the Israelites to many military victories.  Samuel prophesied that he would be king instead of Saul and so Saul set out to kill him earlier.  David spared Saul’s life already one time when Saul had to relieve himself in a cave and David snuck up on him.  Saul said he had realized the error of his ways then, but now David is being hunted again by Saul and 3,000 armed men.  Even though David spared Saul’s life, Saul is once again obsessed with staying king and jealous of all the accolades that David has received.

So now David and his friend sneak up on Saul in the middle of the night and again, David has the chance to kill Saul.  Now by all rights, David should have killed Saul.  It was self defense - Saul was trying to kill him; it was a repeat offense - Saul had already said he would change, but he didn’t; and it *seemed* like God wanted him to kill Saul - the passage says “a deep sleep from the Lord had fallen upon them” and Abishai, his companion, said “Look the Lord has delivered your enemy into your hand.”  I’m sure David was tempted to think, “If I just kill Saul, my problems will be over.  I will be king, people will love me, I will make our kingdom great, propserous, and safe” and David had every reason to believe that these things were true.

But David does not kill Saul.  David instead responds by saying “As the Lord lives, the Lord will strike him down; or his day will come to die; or he will go down into battle and perish.  The Lord forbid that I should raise my hand against the Lord’s anointed.”  David spares Saul’s life a second time because he trusts that God’s justice does not require his spear.  He believes that God will do what God will do and it is not his place, even as God’s chosen successor to the throne, to enact God’s justice himself.

And what happens?  Saul sees David’s mercy this time and promises that he will never seek to harm David again and he doesn’t.  For the rest of Saul’s life, he never tries to harm David.  David is still afraid of him and flees, but Saul does not attack or antagonize David in any way.  David does succeed Saul as Israel’s king and becomes one of the most beloved characters in the bible.

Now imagine what might have happened if David had killed Saul right then and there as Abishai had suggested.  David’s band was 600, Saul’s army was 3,000.  Saul was the king and even though Samuel and David both knew he was a poor king and was going to be replaced, he was still God’s chosen king.  If he had chosen to kill Saul, in the name of vegeance or even self defense he probably would have been killed himself by Saul’s men.  And if he hadn’t, he would have been a fugitive for a long time.  He would have permanently become an outlaw and there is no way he could have taken the throne.  Not only did David’s mercy change Saul’s heart, David’s mercy changed his own fate and his own ability to live in peace.

Victor Hugo, the French poet, once said:

Mercy is as good for those who give it as for those who receive it. It has the admirable quality of bestowing mercy on both sides.

We all have someone in our lives resent, or something someone does that we can’t stand.  We all have political opinions and look at the other side as being either incompetent or malicious.  We all have beliefs about the way the world should be and about who is preventing it from getting there.  In our world, in our denomination, in our politics, and in our communities, there are many people who we believe deserve God’s justice.  Some have hurt us and some, we say are just “stupid,” but we look forward to the day when they will get what’s coming and we won’t have to deal with them.  Whether it be for satisfaction or self defense, we believe our happy ending will come when they hurt or when they go away.  The truth is that great evil cannot be defeated with lesser evil, only with greater good.  We must trust God to work out his justice on his terms and his timetable.  We must resist the temptation to think that we can tell who deserves to be punished and we must resist the temptation to think that removing one evil will solve our problems.  There will always be things outside – in our work, in our families, in our churches, in the mirror – that we are dissatisfied with.  The only way to have peace in our lives is to find a way to trust God with all the things we dislike about the world instead of wishing they would all be fixed or trying to fix them all ourselves.
What areas of your life do you find dissatisfaction?  What areas of your life do you feel resentment?  And do you find yourself thinking, “If I could just get rid of so-and-so, things would work out?”  Brothers and sisters, our happy ending will not come when the bad guy goes away.  As a Christian, our happy ending will truly only come when we show the love of Christ to those we resent – for in showing love, we will make peace with our neighbors and find peace with ourselves.
