Runners, Messages, and the King's Son

2 Sam 18:19-33 Then Ahimaaz the son of Zadok said,  "Let me run and carry news to the king that the Lord has delivered him from the hand of his enemies." 20 And Joab said to him, "You are not to carry news today. You may carry news another day, but today you shall carry no news, because the king's son is dead." 21 Then Joab said to the Cushite, "Go, tell the king what you have seen." The Cushite bowed before Joab, and ran. 22 Then Ahimaaz the son of Zadok said again to Joab, "Come what may, let me also run after the Cushite." And Joab said, "Why will you run, my son, seeing that you will have no reward for the news?" 23 "Come what may," he said, "I will run." So he said to him, "Run." Then Ahimaaz ran by the way of the plain, and outran the Cushite. 24 Now David was sitting between the two gates, and  the watchman went up to the roof of the gate by the wall, and when he lifted up his eyes and looked, he saw a man running alone. 25 The watchman called out and told the king. And the king said, "If he is alone, there is news in his mouth." And he drew nearer and nearer. 26 The watchman saw another man running. And the watchman called to the gate and said, "See, another man running alone!" The king said, "He also brings news." 27 The watchman said, "I think the running of the first is  like the running of Ahimaaz the son of Zadok." And the king said,  "He is a good man and comes with good news." 28 Then Ahimaaz cried out to the king, "All is well." And he bowed before the king with his face to the earth and said,  "Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delivered up the men who raised their hand against my lord the king." 29 And the king said,  "Is it well with the young man Absalom?" Ahimaaz answered, "When Joab sent the king's servant, your servant, I saw a great commotion, but I do not know what it was." 30 And the king said, "Turn aside and stand here." So he turned aside and stood still. 31 And behold, the Cushite came, and the Cushite said, "Good news for my lord the king! For the Lord has delivered you this day from the hand of all who rose up against you." 32 The king said to the Cushite,  "Is it well with the young man Absalom?" And the Cushite answered,  "May the enemies of my lord the king and all who rise up against you for evil be like that young man." 33  And the king was deeply moved and went up  to the chamber over the gate and wept. And as he went, he said,  "O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!" ESV

______________________________________________________________________

This is the first sermon that I have heard preached from this specific text and that's saying something because I have been in a lot of church services in my lifetime and heard a lot of messages.  I wonder some times when I am preparing sermons, just how much of it is really borrowed unconsciously from preachers of yesteryear that the Holy Spirit brings back to my remembrance.  I've been accused of being an “old timey-type” preacher and that may stem from the great influence of those men who have spoken into my life.  Those of you who hear me often hear through me a combination of my father and brother and elder H.A McFarlin, Bro. Johnny Peden, and a host of other preachers who have since long passed the fruitful years of ministry.  That is something to consider, I guess, for if this kingdom of God be a race, it is a marathon and it is not something that one man on his own can finish – if the Lord tarries, he will pass the baton to someone else just as it was passed on to him.  Such an observation gives us our first hint that our text might be something that could teach us something.

Despite all the sermons and the great men of God that I have heard, this is the first sermon on this particular text that I've been a part of.  No doubt great men have preached from it and there is nothing new under the sun, but even the commentaries are largely silent concerning this portion of scripture and most skip it altogether, preferring to focus on the death of Absalom and David's response to it.  That is, after all, the main story:  David's rebellious son had finally met his predictable end after being thrust through with spears after having his rebellious long locks caught in the trees and being yanked off his horse.  And David's reply was predictable even if it could be criticized.  He wept and greatly grieved over the death of this son who had caused him so much trouble and who even had tried to fight to take the kingdom from his very father.  Never mind the news that David's army had been victorious and that the men of arms had fought valiantly and with the help of God had done a great thing.  David wept such over the death of the enemy son that even his own general eventually reprimanded him because David's action was killing morale of his own troops.  Not that the general was completely pure in motives.  There's a lot going on in this story and amidst all of the plots, the minor details of how the message was delivered to David gets overlooked and forgotten.  

Let's look at it, and what I mean is that we should notice that the Bible could have just summed the matter up and said, “And Joab sent a messenger to David to inform him of the armies' triumph and of his son's death.”  That would have been enough to a modern novelist's mind.  The deep and rich plots of Absalom, David, and Joab would have been still intact if the Bible had only said that.  But we get much, much more.  We get something like fourteen long and detailed verses describing how the message was delivered.  Namely first that Joab chose a Cushite – probably a slave or servant – and commissioned him to deliver the message and then yet Ahimaaz eagerly asked if he might run to deliver a message also.  Because of his eagerness, Joab allowed him to run and Ahimaaz beat the Cushite there, even though he did not have the whole story.  And then the Bible goes into great detail presenting how each presented the issue to the king about his son.  Over a dozen verses to tell us that!  Nothing in scripture is by accident and all is revelatory.  All of them speak to us of Jesus and of our walk with God.  And that includes this strange passage of runners, messages, and the king's son.

_________________________________________________   

First let us note that there is a great parallel between our living for God and running a race.  It was one that the great Apostle Paul and others revisited several times in the New Testament.  If what we read in the Epistles is an example of what these men preached, then the early church heard fairly often an analogy of their walk with God as being a footrace.  It was Paul who told us:

1 Cor 9:24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives  the prize? So run that you may obtain it. ESV

The writer of Hebrews – rather that be the Apostle Paul or not, we're not completely sure – told us:

Heb 12:1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and  sin which clings so closely, and  let us run  with endurance the race that is  set before us, ESV 

And, of course, the Apostle Paul in some of his final words told us:

2 Tim 4:7-8a I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, ESV

It is obvious that the apostle viewed his entire walk with God and even His ministry as a race that He was running for Jesus Christ.  Like professional runners, the apostles took these things seriously and even trained for it.  Though they probably the Greek marathon event in mind, obviously running works well as a spiritual analogy.

So then, the first thing that our strange text teaches us today – the first thing to learn from this passage of runners, messages, and the king's son – is this:

The route that you choose in life matters greatly!

It's not just a matter of whether you run, but how you run is important.  And the most important choice is the choice of course.  Your direction and your road map and your decisions matter much as to the outcome of the race.  

In the story of our text, the Cushite took off running and got quite a head start on Ahimaaz.  More than would be a fair head start in a race today.  While the Cushite was off, Ahimaaz and the general Joab had a fairly involved discussion.  Just the conversation recorded in scripture takes – by my own scientific experiment conducted in my office with a watch and reading this part of the verse – at least 15 seconds and probably more.  I was quick but slow when I was growing up.  I could move quickly and change directions but over the long haul, I was slower than my best friend.  We would race and he would give me a five second head start but nothing like fifteen seconds or more!  And yet we are told that Ahimaaz got started late, but he ran by the way of the plain and when Ahimaaz was first spotted, there was nobody else yet in sight.  He didn't beat the Cushite barely, he beat him like he was standing still.  Part of it was that Ahimaaz was apparently a gifted runner, but the main part was that he chose a more direct and easier path to get to the king!

Everybody who starts out living for Jesus runs a race but not all run the same race.  And though there are factors beyond our control, I am speaking of the decisions that we make and things that we very much control when I say this:  the reason is often the routes that are taken.  Some people run for Jesus with every weight and sin that they can still manage to hang onto along the way.  They run the race, but run it like a man with a piano on his back climbing stairs.  We all have hills to climb and every life has its ups and downs but some people seem to always be running uphill.  And it is because of the choices that they make in their everyday walk.  The choice of route is everything!  And you can choose an easy path spiritually or choose to make things very difficult for yourself.

Some run without prayer – what a winding and convoluted road that is!  It is a wonder that they would even get anywhere close to where they were trying to get, choosing to run so blindly as they are!  Some choose the path that is closest to the world – what a dangerous precipice that is and not only does it take them longer to get into the fullness of what God's will is, but most people who choose such a path never finish at all and just drop off spiritually, destroyed by their choices of life.  Some run in such a way as to sow a lot of wild oats and then spend their life running from the fruit of their efforts.  Some run the route of learning everything the hard way and only heeding spiritual warnings when it has become very, very obvious that things are crashing inward.  What a tough route in life that is!  Some choose the path of the scornful and the critical spirit and others choose the long, winding, difficult, and harsh path of unforgiveness and bitterness.  Not all choose the same way within the way.  Though some take the straight and narrow, many of them seem to feel as if they know the right way to take better than the One who first walked this path!  Like the Cushite of our text, many Christians put themselves at a huge spiritual disadvantage simply by how they choose to live each day.    

And then there are some who run by the way of the plain.  There are those for whom the right path is not a game, but one of daily diligence.  There are those who run with ease and with admirable gait.  They run with much less weight and sin.  They run straight towards their target and do not dilly dally around.  They choose to obey the first time and choose to keep their focus on His Word to guide their path and step daily.  These are the ones who run by the plain like Ahimaaz.  And what a high percentage of such folks finish the race!  And they do not finish the race wheezing and distraught, but with their head held high and with a smile on their face.  And the Cushites of the world envy them and complain about them and secretly think that God favors one over the other.  It is not that at all, it is a matter of the route that you chose in life.  I want to run to win!  And yet to run to win means that I should carefully consider how my choices are affecting my race!  The Lord's way of doing things is straight and level and choosing His ways leads to an easier life than the ups and downs of sin!  Run by the way of the plain!  Such is an important lesson to be learned from this passage of runners, messages, and the king's son!

___________________________________________       

There is something more here in this passage.  It also teaches us that:

Swiftness of foot doesn't make up for a lack of message.

The Cushite was probably a slave or servant of the general and thus is unnamed.  Ahimaaz was another story – he was the son of the High Priest, a young priest himself, and in line to be High Priest of all of Israel one day.  He is what we would call today a young minister and a talented young preacher.  Moreover, he apparently had a great talent for running because this is not the only story that we see him used to relay a message to the king.  In those days before telephone, text messages, and email, they had runners.  The faster the runner, the quicker the message got there.  The greater the strength of the runner, the longer distance that the message could be sent.  Ahimaaz was apparently reserved for the elite messages and apparently was known for his running style for he was recognized from a distance simply by his gait and speed.  In short in modern terms we would say that he was a talented young preacher with a lot of passion, a lot of zeal, a lot of energy, and a natural gift for delivering such messages.  Not only that, he was eager to do the work.  What a combination!

There was only one problem:  he didn't have the full message.  He won the race.  He got there first.  He did so with ease.  His talent shown through in the speed he got there and once he got there, he said, “we got victory” and with the other questions, he said, “um, I don't really know, I just saw a lot of commotion and I, um, I'm not really sure about that.”  And the king said, “stand aside.”  In other words, “thanks for nothing, now lets wait on the other messenger to get here.”  

Having the complete message trumps all other variables.  And this speaks to us today of having the whole story – the real story.  There are many styles of ministry out there.  You can turn on a television and see the cream of the crop as far as man's talents.  There are men who are good at turning a clever phrase, who are great at leading other people, and those who are incredible at planning and organizing events and services and projects and then seeing them through.  There are people with enormous talent as far as music and oratory and who can move crowds by the sheer force of their charisma and personality.  And they draw the crowds and they have the limelight on them as the wireless microphone is thrust into their face and the people await yet another clever snippet and yet there's only one problem:  they are not telling you the whole story.  They either don't know the whole message that God would have you know or they are purposefully leaving something out.  You never hear of a repentant lifestyle from their lips and some even never use the terms “blood” or “sin” anymore.  You certainly don't hear about water baptism at all and if you do, it is not in the Biblical mode, “in Jesus' Name” for the forgiveness and washing away of sins.  You'll hear about “believer's baptism” which is just done for a public profession of faith or to join a church, but very little about it being a mark of spiritual separation and taking on the only saving name!  And you might hear about the Holy Spirit, but not always the way it is received Biblically and almost always without any thought that the Holy Spirit comes to make us like itself:  to live truly holy inwardly and outwardly.  They are talented and they are swift and their gait is awe inspiring and their ministry budgets far dwarf this church's current pace and yet they have little to say.      

It is God's will that the Apostolic church draw the crowds and make an impact!  It is God's will to use talented people and great ministers.  And, truly, there is no greater preaching than that which is found in the Apostolic church.  But I say better to be slower, more bumbling, less talented, and less swift and yet deliver the whole message and the real message than to shine like a shooting star and leave something out!  

It's not an either or choice and we should give our best for God, but understand the race is not about style points as you go, but the end result.  Is the hearer at the end hearing the real story?  Are they getting the complete truth?  When they hear the news, is it all that they need to know to truly make the right decision?  A half-truth is a full lie, is it not?  Oh, give us messengers that will tell us all that we need to know!  It matters not how they deliver it as long as the correct and complete message is delivered!  I don't want to be a talented preacher who has nothing to say really from God the General!  Let us run with the whole gospel to the whole world!  

I'm preaching to some of you that you struggle with the fact that you don't think you're particularly talented at speaking, explaining, or teaching.  And yet you need to realize that you have apostolic truth and that means that you have something to say to even the greatest preacher who yet lacks the message!  Maybe your income is a sixteenth of the people who are around you and yet realize that if they have not the Holy Spirit living within them, then they lack the greatest treasure and inheritance coming and you've got it!  Pick your head up and run with your message, because you've got the whole thing!  Perhaps you have no degree in scripture, and yet if your understanding embraces all of the Word of God, forget the degrees and tell them of Jesus!  Forget about style points.  Forget about natural talents.  Having the complete message is the most important thing of the matter!  And you've got it!

_________________________________________________  

There's more, here, in this text of runners, messages, and the King's Son.  We should notice that it tells us much about ministry and the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Notice:

It is a great thing to be eager to share good news.

Apparently, Ahimaaz was known for bringing good reports.  He might even have been saved especially for times when the news was good, because though he were the swifter runner, Joab purposefully chose the Cushite for this day because of the negativity of the message that the king's son had been killed.  And when the watchtower recognized Ahimaaz's gait from a long way off and told the king, “it looks like Ahimaaz to me.”  David replied in verse 27, “He is a good man and he brings good news.”  David was not commenting on Ahimaaz's morality or ethics, but rather his assignment within the army.  In times past, Ahimaaz had always been used to convey a positive message.  

As I read this passage and I see Ahimaaz eager to run, despite someone else being sent and eager to take off and eager to give something positive out of the situation, I think:  would to God that we would be as eager to share good news as we are bad news.  It seems that sometimes in the church people are eager to share someone's mistakes or faults and to almost glory in their struggles and then when someone is blessed or does something noteworthy, it is not repeated at all.  The scripture say that:

Prov 15:30-31 The light of the eyes rejoices the heart, and good news refreshes the bones. 31 The ear that listens to life-giving reproof will dwell among the wise. ESV  

This teaches us that what we see, what we report, and what we hear affects who we are inwardly and outwardly.  This is true in the natural body and even more so in the spiritual one!  When was the last time you got together with some people and shared your testimony of God's deliverance and great power with them?  Now compare that with the last time you got together and talked about negative traits in other people's lives with a group and criticized and complained about things.  Whichever one is the most common tells you a lot about why things are the way they are in your life.  

In this way, would that the spirit of Ahimaaz would get hold within our lives and hearts and that we would be eager – unsuppressed – to report good things and unable to focus on the negative.  Would that Ahimaaz's reply to David when he inquired about his son, be our reply when we are telling something positive and someone inquires about something negative or slanderous, “I'm not really sure and I'll just stand aside and let someone else tell it.”  Would that we were eager to run with good news and quick to let someone else share the bad!  Would that we would focus on spreading great things and not be so drawn to darkness and gossip!  It's a great thing for people to be eager to share good news.  

It is a very basic observation yet an important one to note from this story that:

There is no substitute for someone running with the message.

Again, Ahimaaz was eager to run with a message of good news.  In the New Testament we have the term “good news” used often for that is the meaning of the word “gospel.”  The Gospel of Jesus Christ is truly the good news about what Jesus Christ has done and can do for you!  Like Ahimaaz, ministers and even followers of Jesus Christ are to be the bearers of good news! 

There is no substitute for someone taking the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to people personally.  We can speak of emails, text messages, and postal letters.  You can rant and rave about religion, inequalities, and the Bible on Facebook but little changes.  What is the most effective is someone getting up and running to someone personally with the message and delivering the good news to them in person.  Think back to why you are here.  It wasn't a website only that led to you being born of the water and of the spirit.  It wasn't someone's “witness” on Facebook or an email.  

And since I'm here, let me hit a pet peeve:  I didn't forward your message to forty friends and I didn't hit like to your post and repost it on my wall and I still love Jesus just as much and it is not proof that I don't.  Stop sending me that stuff.  People's love for Jesus is not based upon a chain email or repost of a faith quote, but rather on whether or not they obey His commandments.  “If you love me, keep my commandments” is the words of our Lord.  My obedience to Him and not to your superstitious, sappy religious coercion on social media determines my love for Him.

The point is that sometimes people are in your  face with their face through indirect means as a way of appeasing their conscience by convincing themselves that they are really doing something for God.  You are not here because of a chain post that just transformed your life, but you are all here, I'd venture to say, because a person spoke to you in person and the truth was delivered in a personal and personable manner.  There is no substitute for a messenger picking up the message and running with it!  Your social media can bring reproach to Christ by the negative attention that you bring on the church and His cause, but it will never replace one person winning another person to God! 

You know the scriptures in this area for we quote them often:  Faith comes by hearing; hearing by the word of God; how can they hear without a preacher.  And yet, let us take it one step further and say, “how can they preach unless they are sent?”  And that leads us to something else from this story:

There's no substitute for young people running with the message!

I'm not the only minister a bit bothered by the lack of young people today responding to the call of God.  I'm not speaking in general about serving Him and coming to church, for we have a lot of that in our church and there are many others, thankfully, who have much youth with them.  I'm speaking of a lack of the young people who are coming to church running with the gospel to other people.  It seems that we have a lot of young people who know the scriptures, who know the stories, who have heard many sermons, and who are content to live for God on the pew and yet there is no eagerness to carry the good news to someone else.  The church exists as a convenient social gathering for them and it provides a good place to grow up and make good decisions for their life and they are so focused on launching their careers and picking out their spouse, that they yet do not run.  They are “Christians” and come to church and yet their life's passion is more on sitting in the church than running with anything.  They just want to live and learn and then die and they seem to careless that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is sitting undelivered to much of their generation.      

Would that a spirit of Ahimaaz would get hold of us.  Even if nobody has asked you to run and yet you are eager to take the gospel to someone!  Would that this spirit would get hold of young and old!  And especially the young!  Because should the Lord tarry, the baton will be passed and one of you will be the primary voice to the next generation.  The running is best done by young men, though God can use old as well.  But there is no substitute for young people running with the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  There is nothing that can impact this world more than the sight and sound of young people passionately and fervently running with the gospel of Jesus Christ to others.  People will see that from miles away and inquire of it and eagerly await your message when they see you run with passion to share the good news!      

Notice that in verse 22, we find that Ahimaaz was told, “why do you want to run, you won't get any reward?”  Would that we would be willing to share the gospel with others not based upon what we get out of it, but from a genuine love for the message and for others!  Would be that people would choose to devote their life to ministry and the things of the kingdom of God, considering last the monetary income and prestige that they might get personally out of it and most of all considering the need and the fact that the King needs messengers!  I think of Ahimaaz's response:

2 Sam 18:28 Then Ahimaaz cried out to the king, "All is well." And he bowed before the king with his face to the earth and said,  "Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delivered up the men who raised their hand against my lord the king."  ESV 

How careful he was to give God the glory and not take any of it himself!  How reverential He was while He gave His all to deliver the good news!  And then, how quickly He was willing to step aside to let another deliver their message.  

Here's how you can tell whether or not you are in this for yourself or for God's cause:  How do you respond when there is someone else speaking the same message in the same arena?  Oh, let bickering about “my territory” and “my friend” and “my soul” and “my ministry” and “my department” be forever ended as we are consumed with the message more than any petty reward or pat on the back.  Let me remind you that nobody really wins this race over another person.  It is great to have more than one person working to deliver this message because that means that it has a greater chance of getting through!  Be careful of criticizing others abilities and remember that both of you are needed for the king's message to go through!  This world has enough voices telling them negativity and of sin – let there be a multitude of messengers running with the Gospel of Jesus Christ!  It could be that you could prepare the way so that they would be able to fully receive the message through the second messenger!  Forget about the reward of credit:  run!  Run with the Gospel of Jesus Christ and tell them about what He can do!

_________________________________________

God is speaking to us from this passage of runners, messages, and the King's son.  And don't forget about that last part.  What was bad news to David that his son was dead is to us great news!  Because the good news of the Gospel of Christ is that the Son has died and now rebellion is defeated and evil is doomed to fail and freedom and victory and triumph can be received!  Because the Son died for our sins, we can live for forever and that is indeed good news!  There is no bad news here – let us run! 

Let us be messengers of the good news of Jesus Christ.  And let me remind you that there is a reward to those who run the race well.  Choose your path wisely and your route carefully, use your talents and abilities but remember that the most important thing is to have the right, correct, and full message.  Let someone else bring the bad news and be the bearer of good news.  The good news is that the Son is dead and yet He lives forevermore and this same abundant life, He can bring to you and I and those whom we tell.  Embrace more than one person speaking to the same people that you are trying to win.  Young or old, be eager to run and give it your best.  Even if, like Ahimaaz, you don't fully understand everything there is to know, yet if you truly are convinced of the good news, run with it!  And you will reap the reward that the Apostle Paul spoke of, the crown of life.  The rest of that verse goes like this:

2 Tim 4:7-8 I have fought the good fight,  I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 Henceforth there is  laid up for me  the crown of righteousness, which the Lord,  the righteous judge, will award to me on  that Day, and not only to me but also to all  who have loved his appearing. ESV

Run with all that you have with his good news and you will one day look back and realize that the matters of eternity were truly a matter of runners, messages, and the King's Son!    

