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      King David praying, detail from a 15th century book of Psalms.
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            It is difficult to gauge how rich David might have been because there is very little direct archaeological and textual evidence on that subject. In addition, the world in which David lived did not use currency the way it is used today. Rather, David would have traded in things like livestock, dry goods, textiles, perfumes and oils, and precious metals. Wealth was calculated by the amounts of these sorts of things a person possessed.
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            The popular image of David as rising from humble origins is, in the view of biblical scholars such as Steven L. McKenzie, erroneous. “The shepherd image for David,” McKenzie asserts, “derives from a common metaphor for rulers in the ancient Near East, not from historical sources about his origins.” According to McKenzie and others, David’s father, Jesse, was one of the wealthiest men in Bethlehem, with extensive landholdings and large flocks of livestock. David’s training in music as a young boy is a good indication that his family was well off.
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            After becoming king, David must have amassed great wealth. As he conquered nations, he plundered their treasuries and often forced his new subjects to pay taxes to Jerusalem. For example, David received silver and gold from “all the nations he conquered, from Edom, Moab, the Ammonites, the Philistines, Amalek, and the spoils of King Hadadezer” (2 Sam. 8:9–12, author’s translation). He even received lavish gifts of silver, gold, and bronze from the kings of allied countries when he subjugated a common enemy. David also taxed his own people.
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            According to the Bible, King David wanted to build a lavish temple to house the Ark of the Covenant. “Here I am dwelling in a house of cedar while the ark of God dwells in a tent!” (2 Sam. 7:2) he tells the prophet Nathan. But, after receiving a message from the Lord, Nathan convinces David not to undertake the project. Ultimately, it is David’s son Solomon who builds the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.
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            In 2005 Israeli archaeologist Eilat Mazar discovered the foundations of a large building in Jerusalem. Mazar, who dated the ruins to the 10th century BCE, declared that she had found the remains of King David’s palace. If correct, the massive size of the building would provide further evidence of David’s wealth and power.


          

        


      

    


  




  [image: images]




  
INTRODUCTION: WEALTH AND FAITH





  Many people believe strongly that great personal wealth is incompatible with deep religious belief—that like oil and water, the two cannot be mixed. Christians, in particular, often feel this way, recollecting Jesus Christ’s own teachings on wealth. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal,” Jesus cautions during the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:19). In Luke 18:25, he declares, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God”—a sentiment repeated elsewhere in the Gospels.




  Yet in Judeo-Christian culture there is a long-standing tradition of material wealth as the manifestation of God’s blessing. This tradition is amply reflected in the books of the Hebrew Bible (or as Christians know them, the Old Testament). Genesis 13:2 says that the patriarch Abram (Abraham) “had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold”; the Bible makes it clear that this prosperity is a gift from God. Other figures whose lives are chronicled in Genesis—including Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Noah, and Job—are described as both wealthy and righteous. The book of Deuteronomy expresses God’s promise of prosperity for those who obey his commandments:




  

    If you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully follow all his commands I give you today, the Lord your God will set you high above all the nations on earth. … The Lord will grant you abundant prosperity—in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your ground—in the land he swore to your forefathers to give you. (Deuteronomy 28:1, 11)


  




  A key requirement for this prosperity, however, is that God’s blessings must be used to help others. Deuteronomy 15:10–11 says, “Give generously … and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to.” The book of Proverbs—written during the time of Solomon, one of history’s wealthiest rulers—similarly presents wealth as a desirable blessing that can be obtained through hard work, wisdom, and following God’s laws. Proverbs 14:31 promises, “The faithless will be fully repaid for their ways, and the good man rewarded for his.”




  Numerous stories and folktales show the generosity of the patriarchs. According to Jewish legend, Job owned an inn at a crossroads, where he allowed travelers to eat and drink at no cost. When they offered to pay, he instead told them about God, explaining that he was simply a steward of the wealth that God had given to him and urging them to worship God, obey God’s commands, and receive their own blessings. A story about Abraham says that when he moved his flocks from one field to another, he would muzzle the animals so that they would not graze on a neighbor’s property.




  After the death of Solomon, however, the kingdom of Israel was divided and the people fell away from the commandments God had mandated. The later writings of the prophets, who are attempting to correct misbehavior, specifically address unethical acts committed to gain wealth. “You trample on the poor,” complained the prophet Amos. “You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts” (Amos 5:11, 12). The prophet Isaiah insists, “Learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. … If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword” (Isaiah 1:17, 19–20).




  Viewed in this light, the teachings of Jesus take on new meaning. Jesus does not condemn wealth; he condemns those who would allow the pursuit of wealth to come ahead of the proper relationship with God: “No one can serve two masters. … You cannot serve both God and money” (Matthew 6:24). Today, nearly everyone living in the Western world could be considered materially wealthier than the people of the Bible, who had no running water or electricity, lived in tents, walked when traveling long distances, and wore clothing handmade from animal skins. But we also live in an age when tabloid newspapers and trashy television programs avidly follow the misadventures of spoiled and selfish millionaire athletes and entertainers. In the mainstream news outlets, it is common to read or hear reports of corporate greed and malfeasance, or of corrupt politicians enriching themselves at the expense of their constituents. Often, the responsibility of the wealthy to those members of the community who are not as successful seems to have been forgotten.




  The purpose of the series MONEY AT ITS BEST: MILLIONAIRES OF THE BIBLE is to examine the lives of key figures from biblical history, showing how these people used their wealth or their powerful and privileged positions in order to make a difference in the lives of others.
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  This sculpture by Michelangelo of the young King David is one history’s most famous works of art. The white marble statue was completed in 1504, and is located in Florence, Italy.
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    SETTING THE STAGE


  




  The story of David is one the most detailed narratives of a single life to survive from the ancient world. Arguably, more is known about David than about any other figure before the first millennium BCE.




  The primary source of information about David’s life is the Hebrew Bible (or what is known among Christians as the Old Testament). More pages in the Hebrew Bible are devoted to David than to any other figure. His life spans three books (the first book of Samuel, the second book of Samuel, and the first book of Kings), and the story is retold in another book (First Chronicles). In addition, many poems and songs are attributed to him throughout the book of Psalms. The life of David is so richly drawn that he has been called “the most complex and elaborately presented of biblical characters.”
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  In the Bible account, David emerges as a great king of Israel. But he is not always a paragon of virtue. Power corrupts him as it has so many other leaders. For example, although he has many wives, David nevertheless commits adultery with a woman married to one of his loyal soldiers. When a pregnancy results from this liaison, David even arranges to have the soldier murdered to cover up his misdeed.
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