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I went to church that Sunday more out of obligation than inspiration. I arrived late, walked in unnoticed and found a seat near the back of the auditorium. I intended to sit through the lesson and sneak out before the conclusion. As a college freshman, my interests were more in sowing wild oats than knowing God’s Word. Yet that night, God’s Word would be sown in my heart like never before.

The speaker was different from most preachers I’d heard. He didn’t rant or scream. His tone was tender. His voice was earnest and his message was relevant. Though the decision I made that night wasn’t major, it was significant—I decided to come back and hear him again.

I returned the next week, and the next, and the next. Each week I sat closer to the front until I was almost at his feet. It would be at his feet that I would sit for the next four years. The change was gradual, but noticeable. I bought a new Bible. I took notes. I bought tapes. I asked questions.

Wherever Lynn Anderson taught, I was present. I stayed in the newcomers class he led long after I became a member. I showed up at banquets and special gatherings just to hear Lynn teach. Something about the way this Canadian presented the Galilean stirred my heart.

That all began in 1973. Much has changed in the passage of this time. Lynn is now not only my mentor but a dear friend. We have traveled together in Latin America and spoken together in North America. His children now have children of their own. And what he did for me as a college student he has done for literally thousands of others.

But for all that has changed, there is one thing that has not. Lynn’s message is just as moving as ever. Every Sunday finds him where I first discovered him—preaching to an auditorium full of listeners.

You are about to encounter that same relevance and clarity. If you need information on David, you’ve picked up the right book. If you need inspiration from David, you’ve picked up the right book. If you want to be stirred, motivated, challenged and changed, then your wish is about to be granted.

Lynn Anderson will present David to you as he would present a friend. His research is exhaustive and his application is practical. He knows David. On this journey from the sheep pasture to the throneroom, you’ll say as I said a thousand times, “Wow! I never thought of it that way before.”

You are in for a great experience. Get your pen and your coffee; find a good chair; and open your mind. This book is going to touch your heart and shape your character.

Max Lucado



Prologue
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In midwinter of 1809, at a log cabin in Hardin County, Kentucky, a baby boy was born to the subliterate Lincoln family. They called the boy Abraham. Abe Lincoln! The world at large paid little mind to this obscure but history-changing child. Far bigger attractions held global attention—it was in that year that Napoleon marched iron-shod through Austria, crushing all resistance and threatening the order of the Western world.

In the year 1020 B.C. another significant birth had gone virtually unnoticed. Few took note of a redheaded little boy, born to a poor sheepherder named Jesse, near the vague parameters where the humble village of Bethlehem dwindled into desolate pasturelands. Hebrew eyes followed a far more dramatic figure. Roadways rang with war songs of the massive, swaggering, charismatic new King Saul. Yet while Saul drifted unwittingly toward disaster, God was quietly shaping the heart of the eighth and unknown son of Jesse, who would become one of the most colorful and visible figures of history. They called him David.

King David!

This book aims to lead twentieth-century, fast-lane people to points of intersection with David. The reader, hopefully, will spot himself or herself in the wide range of emotions and experiences of this struggling man.

David’s era strikingly parallels our own.

Decline, disillusionment and danger: three words of our times. Decline? People are living in a world with no stuffing, a society in decline—and they feel the life running out of them. Disillusionment? Nothing works. Nothing will change. No one means what he says. Danger? We are worried sick about unemployment and so terrified of AIDS that we burn down the houses of school children. Elderly urbanites die of heat suffocation, afraid to turn on the air conditioner lest they cannot pay the bill, and afraid to open the windows lest they be robbed. How do we find the heart to go on?

Those same three conditions—decline, disillusionment and danger—also marked the times when David stepped from the pastures to the palace. Decline. In those days the Hebrew people were descending the lower slopes of long spiritual and social decline. Joshua and Moses were forgotten. The public conscience seemed numbed by the lust-driven religions of Canaanite neighbors. After three hundred years under an assortment of judges, pure chaos prevailed. “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25 KJV).

Decline fed disillusionment. Leader after leader began well and ended badly. The fans screamed for a new quarterback and got one—but Saul, “the people’s choice,” turned out to be a psychotic and murderous blunderer.

Decline and disillusionment were surrounded by danger. From the Aegean Islands, a warlike maritime people had migrated to the coastal plain of Palestine. These Philistines established five city-states, ruled by five shrewd and bloody princes. Their booming economy was capped off by a monopoly on iron and blacksmiths. Israel had only bronze and wood.

The plains trembled under thousands of thundering Philistine chariots; wheels armed with spinning swords were capable of cutting down whole Israeli divisions, like mowing grass. The Philistine infantry must have resembled mobile forests of steel as weapons flashed in the desert sun. The Israelites, on the other hand, were armed only with slings, arrows, assorted farm tools, a few knives, and instruments of bronze. In fact, at one point, in all the hosts of Israel only two warriors wielded iron swords: Saul and Jonathan (1 Samuel 13:22). Even the deadly accurate Israeli arrows could not pierce the metal Philistine armor.

Israel’s hosts huddled on the hillsides in terror, watching the awesome panorama unfolding on the Philistine plain. No doubt stark panic spread across the camps of Israel, tugging at the tent flaps and tightening throats. Finally, the filthy pagan enemy massacred much of the ragtag Hebrew army and carried the sacred Ark of the Covenant, the very dwelling place of God, into the land of the Philistines.

Decline. Disillusionment. Danger. The time was right for God to intervene and to make His choice (1 Samuel 13:14). Our man David was given the nod of God—but why?

Many know King David only for his bright hour with Goliath and his dark hour with Bathsheba; yet the Old Testament uses sixty-six chapters to unfold his saga. The New Testament mentions him no less than fifty-nine times, and only God knows how many of the psalms flowed from David’s pen.

Millions of birth certificates of all races bear the name David or Davita. Novels, poems, paintings and movies about David touch all continents. Fluttering over every flagpole in the independent state of Israel is the Star of David. And in Florence, Italy, every day, people from all over the world pay money and wait in line to see a fourteen-foot marble colossus, shaped four hundred fifty years ago by the twenty-six-year-old hand of Michelangelo, depicting the spirit of David.

Such legendary proportions are misleading, for they balloon David larger than the flesh-and-blood reality portrayed in Scripture.

David was not a “biblical character.” There are no biblical characters. The people in the pages of the Bible were ordinary human beings like you and me, who just happened to be around when the Bible was being written. David is no different. In fact, the human spirit resonates so universally with the heart of David precisely because he was a street-level, earthy man. It is not his gargantuan mythological proportions but the plain profile of his humanness that makes David “the man for all men.”

How will this give me the heart to keep going?

Read on!
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My name is listed as the author of this book, but in actuality the work has had multiple authors. As these thoughts took shape on paper, I relied heavily on many people.

Where I have been able to do so, I have given each person specific credit. However, as time passed, I have forgotten where some ideas came from. Other borrowed material I have lived with so long I may well be mistaking for my own. Still other ingredients have become so integrated that for me to distinguish between borrowed and original would be as difficult as unbaking a cake.

Some who will doubtless recognize evidence of uncredited contributions will be Malaki Martin, F. B. Meyer, Rick Atchley, Roy Osborne, Charles Swindoll, Gene Edwards, John Willis, and—well, the list could go on and on. Thanks to each of you for allowing me to lean on you.

Special thanks to Joseph Shulam, my beloved friend and Hebrew brother, from whom I took copious notes as he personally tutored me and physically retraced with me the steps of King David. Those marathon days with him in Israel have permanently and richly altered my worldview.

Thanks also to the beloved elders, and the Highland Church in Abilene, Texas, in whose pulpit I first tested these ideas.

Deep gratitude to my dear friend John Michener for calling week in, week out with insights, and for blessing me with his great gift of encouragement.

Thanks also to Patsy Strader and Shirley Straker for long, patient hours of typing, and to Delno Roberts for meticulous editing. And to Michael McGaughey, who chased footnotes all over America.

Most of all, thanks to Carolyn, my best friend and unflagging cheerleader for the last thirty-three years.

And to Adonai, my heart’s full gratitude.

I send these reflections off now to find some readers in the hope that, in the deepest places of their hearts, God will strike music from the sweet singer of Israel.


The Lord does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.

1 Samuel 16:7
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From tending the sheep he brought him to be the shepherd of his people Jacob, of Israel his inheritance. And David shepherded them with integrity of heart; with skillful hands he led them.



Psalm 78:71-72


Sheep could not report on David’s performance, so, in the face of danger, he could just as well have fled, but he didn’t—


1
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Because He Had the Heart
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1 SAMUEL 16

A news anchorwoman filed a lawsuit against a major television network. Although she was a competent professional, she was fired because she was losing her looks.

Woe to those who are ugly, dumb and broke! In our times packaging seems more important than persons. Millions place appearance ahead of integrity. We want our heroes to look the part, never mind the heart. No one will be elected to high office who does not look “senatorial” or “presidential” and televise well.

The demand is no different in business. Attractive show-biz personalities set moral standards. Pursued by political parties, business corporations, talk shows and, yes, even churches, celebrities are invited to hold forth on every subject from sex to kids to God, simply because they are visible, charismatic, or photogenic.

Even in religion: Create the image. Make the impression. The shocker is, churches also feel compelled to depend on the charisma of those who “look the part.”

Behind the bright colors and upbeat tempo of this Madison-Avenue mentality lurks a vicious underside as well. Tony Campolo puts it this way, “Since failure is our unforgivable sin, we are willing to ignore all forms of deviance in people if they just achieve the success symbols which we worship.”1

In the biblical account of King David, however, God clearly bypasses appearances and zeroes in quickly on the heart of the matter. God wants His man to “have the heart,” not merely “look the part.”

Samuel’s Search

Please speed-reverse your time-video three thousand years. Punch the “stop” button at the tenth century B.C., and zoom in on a mountaintop outside the city now called Jerusalem. Here, from Ramah, as God was cutting Samuel’s orders, the revered old prophet surveyed the chief towns of his concern.

This time the Lord sent Samuel, not in search of the people’s choice, but for a man Adonai Himself was grooming. Yet the king was not to be chosen from among the public figures in a major city or from a wealthy, prestigious family.

“Bethlehem?”

“Yes, Bethlehem.”

“Very well. I am on my way.”

The trip from Ramah to Bethlehem left plenty of time to sort through the events which led to this pivotal day.

Doubtless Samuel pondered hearts. He felt the ache in his own heart over the indifferent hearts of his people and especially over the rapidly deteriorating heart of King Saul. What was to become of this people? Things had gone wrong for so long, what could change?

Israel had clamored for a king. They were fed up with their national image. National? Hardly. With only antiquated wooden tools and inferior bronze weapons in their hands, they looked more like an overgrown band of nomads in their crude towns. So they wanted to be a respectable state—to look the part.

They had gotten their king all right, and he really looked the part. Saul stood taller than anyone around. He was humble, too, and the Holy Spirit came upon him. Yet Saul’s heart had gone ugly as quickly as a desert sky is spoiled by a summer thunderstorm.

Samuel had served notice to Saul that God already had picked Saul’s successor. The new candidate would not just “look the part”; he would have the “heart” after God’s own heart. Did I see a tear roll down your cheek again, Samuel?

“Tears? Ah, yes. Saul, my Saul, didn’t really want Adonai. The Lord your God’ is what Saul called Adonai.”

Saul! The people’s choice! The one who looked the part! National nemesis. Defensively ambitious. Insecure. Psychotic. Murderous. Pain to the heart of Samuel. Affront to the name of Yahweh.

Arriving at Bethlehem, Samuel soared in spirit when he first laid eyes on Eliab, Jesse’s eldest. “Here is our new king,” Samuel felt. He so looked the part. Tall. Strong. Confident. Like Saul!

“No. Not like Saul.”

Adonai abruptly corrected Samuel’s course. “Don’t be impressed by his looks. By now, Samuel, you should know this is not the way I select kings. I am not interested in the impression he will make. I want to know what is in his heart” (see 1 Samuel 16:7).

“Next, please.”

The Youngest

Samuel quickly culled the first seven sons. Were there any more boys?

Awkwardness. Embarrassment.

“Yes. There is another boy, the youngest.”

For the ancient Hebrews, “youngest” meant not only the fewest in years, but also the lowest in rank.

“He is with the sheep,” blurted Jesse.

Now the poor man was forced to reveal his poverty. Rich men’s sheep were kept by servants, poor men’s sheep by sons. Why was this job dumped on David? Was he unplanned? Unwanted? Illegitimate? After all, there were not too many red-headed boys in Bethlehem. Or were the brothers and Jesse embarrassed because David preferred solitude, played his harp, and wrote poetry? Doing servant work? Looked down on by his family? Could this be where a line in one of David’s songs came from? “Though my father and my mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me” (Psalm 27:10).

Whatever the reasons, Jesse’s youngest son appears to have been shoved to the margins of the family. He had not been invited to the party.

What happened next surprised everyone, especially the young shepherd, sweating in the back forty. This scene spreads colorfully across the imagination.

“Who is that running toward me on the horizon? Am I dreaming? Did someone call me?”

“David! Some sort of party. The old prophet Samuel wants you to come. Won’t sit down till you do!”

The Next King

David arrived, stunned and quivering. The sad-eyed old prophet wordlessly opened a horn of oil, stepped to the smelly young shepherd and, to the bewilderment of all present, poured sweet-smelling fragrance on David’s head till it darkened his red beard. Just as wordlessly, the terrifying old prophet wheeled and stalked away. A voice inaudibly whispered into David’s ear, “You are to be the next king!” From Because that day on, the spirit of Adonai came upon David.

What encouragement to ordinary people like me! I don’t need to look like Tom Cruise or Madonna to be a person. My heart is what counts! An unnamed, rejected son of a poor country sheepherder was chosen king. He was given the opportunity to become court harpist for the centuries, universally known warrior, poet laureate of history, mentor for mankind, and shadow picture of the Messiah Himself. Why? Because he was supernatural? Because he was beautiful, or talented, or tall? No. David was chosen because of his heart!

God will smile on us—any of us—if we just have the heart for it.

Learning the Heart

God doesn’t panic and pull His leaders green. Neither does a shepherd’s heart grow regal overnight. After David’s selection, Saul clung to his teetering throne for forty years. During this time the Almighty was patiently grooming David’s heart.

What happened in the pasture which further shaped David’s heart for the palace?

“He is with the sheep,” admitted Jesse.

“Where I wanted him,” breathed Adonai.

David spent years in loneliness, and in the solitude he became sensitive to the things of God.

He chose David his servant
and took him from the sheep pens;
from tending the sheep he brought him
to be the shepherd of his people.

(Psalm 78:70-71)



For young David, God became both companion and audience. God wants to be ours, too; although, He is often unable to get our attention because of our feverishly maintained noise levels. Flip on the TV. Turn up the stereo. Snap on the Walkman. Wind up the RPMs. As a result there remain no quiet places in our heads for reflective thoughts, and we are too distracted to hear the still, small voice. We crave noise. “We need it,” we say, “to kill the boredom.”

My father used to say that boredom was good for kids. Dad meant that solitude and silence multiplied by time cultivate our powers of imagination. Space between the distractions allows us to ponder the massive, quiet realities around us. When I was a kid, we lived twelve dirt-road miles from town and a mile from neighbors, and we couldn’t afford noise gadgets. So, many Saturdays and warm summer afternoons, to “kill boredom,” I would pace endlessly over our ranch or find a quiet place in the bushes to sit and imagine. I wrote poems and songs, invented machines, created novels, and amassed fortunes all in my imagination.

Those early experiences left me with a bent toward abstract thought and an infatuation with words. In those quiet days, alone, I fell in love with storytelling. Even today, much of the imagery through which I communicate was born in that boredom long ago. My father was right!

Best of all, there was time for my mind to wander through the universe and explore thoughts about God. In early childhood this became my habit. To a tiny degree I identify with the things the Almighty was doing in David through his loneliness.

In the quiet pasture, David sensed the natural rhythms. He emotionally photographed the pastoral shapes, colors, aromas and sounds which would be his poetic signature for all time. The pastoral solitude and silence expanded David’s God-consciousness. Adonai became the heart of David’s dreams, the audience to which he would always play out his role, and the Father to whom he would look first for approval or criticism.

Writing Psalms

David’s pen recorded the heart music of those days. He wrote and sang his yearnings and reflections about Adonai. Thus his psalms were born. Three thousand years later, through those psalms we may enter quickly into the secret places of David’s soul and on into the presence of God. David sang:

When I consider your heavens,
the work of your fingers.

(Psalm 8:3)

The heavens declare the glory of God.

(Psalm 19:1)

The voice of the Lord twists the oaks
and strips the forests bare.

(Psalm 29:9)

He also wrote of Adonai shepherding him through lush pastures and by limpid pools. The psalms are the busy roadways between the Almighty and the impressions of the shepherd’s lonely heart, winding through the familiar scenes of his solitude.

Have you ever written anything like a psalm? Few people have these days. There is so little reflection and creation in a world constantly reverberating with internal noises. No exalted vision emerges from the heavens when our consciousness is a constant blur of color and motion.

Occasionally we meet genuinely reflective people, however, and we are drawn to them. They have about them a glow from the throne room. We envy them. They inspire us, convict us, soothe us. Such hearts God uses best—hearts grown sensitive to the things of God through loneliness.

As Henri Nouwen reflects:

In solitude I get rid of my scaffolding: no friends to talk with, no telephone calls to make, no meetings to attend, no music to entertain, no books to distract.

Solitude molds self-righteous people into gentle, caring, forgiving persons who are so deeply convinced of their own great sinfulness and so fully aware of God’s even greater mercy that their life itself becomes ministry.2

The State of a Servant

Not only did David spend a lot of time by himself, he also clearly was lowest in the family pecking order. His brothers seemed in the habit of putting him down hard. “You don’t belong in a man’s world. You rate only a ‘few’ sheep” (see 1 Samuel 17:28). Even David’s father scarcely seemed to consider David one of his sons, hiding him from Samuel.

David’s work put him down, too. Shepherding was hardly designed to lend prestige. He was forced to do this dirty work gratis, his status lower even than a servant. Sheep supply no ego food, either. They never applaud their shepherds, and they don’t cooperate. So the sheep range was excellent humility training.

When the hot sun of reality beat down on Saul, his heart hardened like clay. When it beat down on David, his heart melted like butter. In his humble years with the sheep, David became teachable. He frequently said things like, “Give me understanding, and I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart” (Psalm 119:34). No one is more clearly destined to excellence than a person who is hungry to learn from all comers—who humbly listens. On the other hand, no one is more likely to fail than a know-it-all.

Since God was David’s only audience in the hills, David could have gotten by with neglectful mediocrity. A self-consumed person may have been satisfied just to get by. A man insensitive to the presence of God might opt for that low road, but for David, God was his constant companion and observer. So he opted for excellence. Receiving no promotions or perks in the long months with the stinking sheep, David developed habits of servanthood. Expecting no strokes, he served. From the sheep pens, God chose David to be His servant (Psalm 78:70).

Developing Character

David’s way cannot be bypassed on the road to character building and excellence. Opportunists attempt shortcuts by personal charisma, connections in high places, and “looking the part.” Some even appear to win that way, but the rewards are superficial and short-lived. Life’s most valuable character traits develop only during time at the bottom of the totem pole.

When God looked at David’s heart, He saw reverence and humility. He also saw integrity. “David shepherded [his people] with integrity of heart” (Psalm 78:72).

Life in the Judean hills was hazardous on every hand. Fierce animals prowled the lonely, treacherous trails. When bears and lions threatened Jesse’s meager flock, David confronted them with steely courage.

Doubtless, hard work toned David’s muscles. By consistently choosing to meet all hazards head-on, David conditioned his integrity as well; courage was drilled into David’s heart by repeated confrontation with hostile elements, and his integrity was shaped by long years of hard choices. Sheep could not turn in battle reports on David’s performances, so, when danger threatened, he might just as easily have fled—his father would have been none the wiser—but David’s integrity made him stay and fight.

Integrity is that wholeness, that genuineness, which can best be measured by what one does in a tight spot when no one else will know—except God. Then is when the genuineness of our hearts is tested.

Ruth Harms Calkin defined integrity well:

You know, Lord, how I serve You
With great emotional fervor
In the limelight.
You know how eagerly I speak for You
At a women’s club;
You know how I effervesce when I promote
A fellowship group.
You know my genuine enthusiasm
At a Bible study.

But how would I react, I wonder,
If You pointed to a basin of water
And asked me to wash the callused feet
Of a bent and wrinkled old woman
Day after day,
Month after month,
In a room where nobody saw
And nobody knew?3

In the absolute anonymity of the sheep pasture, when no one saw and no one would know, David repeatedly risked his very life for a few stinking, stubborn sheep, who could give him no personal rewards. But God was still his audience and David’s own heart was supervising him. That is why he wrote: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me” (Psalm 139:23-24).

A Desperate Need

After the disillusionment in Israel and the schizophrenic, jealous arrogance of Saul, the Hebrews desperately needed a man with the heart of David to give them the heart to go on. I need it, too. Don’t you?

Disneyland was a blast the first few times through. I especially liked the Pirates of the Caribbean. The illusions of the ride were so real that when I emerged from the watery tunnel, reality seemed fake. That was the first time or two. The new then wore off and I began to spot the mechanisms which moved the animated characters. Then Disneyland became disillusionland.

So it is with our world. People are cynical. They have spotted the gizmos behind the facades. They are wise to the duplicity of the government leaders, televangelists and Madison Avenue. Trust is draining away, and hope. Most folks I know desperately need to meet a few more people who are genuinely honest, straightshooters all the way to the core. Schools need straightshooters. Businesses need them, too. So do governments and churches. Most of all, our kids need to see integrity in us!

Saint Francis prayed: “Most high and glorious God, bring light to the darkness of my heart. Give me right faith, certain hope and perfect charity.”

Amen, Francis. Me too. Small wonder God was looking on the heart! Or that He still does!

So here we have it—at least three specific things attracted the eye of Yahweh to the heart of David: Sensitivity. Humility. Integrity. And all of these are born in the quiet loneliness. Each begins with faithfulness in the little things, in obscure and dangerous places, with no applause and no one to report successes. All greatness is born in such a crucible and develops gradually, over the long haul. No shortcuts. No exceptions.

My friend Rick Atchley tells a story about the great American scientist, early black educator, and founder of Tuskegee Institute, George Washington Carver, who understood the road to integrity. One day Carver said, “Lord, tell me about the universe.”

The Lord said, “Now George, that’s just too big for you. Why don’t you let Me take care of the universe?”

So George said, “Well, Lord, then how about a peanut?”

And the Lord said, “That’s about your size. You study the peanut, and I’ll help you.” Before Professor Carver was through, he found more than three hundred peanut products to help mankind.
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