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A Never-Ending Story 
II Samuel 7:1-16 

 
 Truth and legitimacy are thorny issues—far more than we realize.  I 
thought about that when I watched excerpts of the news conference this 

past week between the two presidential powers, Trump and Putin, 
following their private two-hour meeting on Monday.  Since no one else was 

present aside from translators, everyone was left to wonder what was said 
or agreed to.  Based on their responses to questions, it was clear there was a 
great deal of skepticism among the media.  Which one was speaking the 

truth, Putin or Trump?  In an effort to fill in the gaps, commentators were 
giving their own assessment of what went on.  But, in all fairness, is any of 

that accurate or credible?  Whose truth is the real truth? 
 Before the days of fake news and spam, I thought I knew what I could 

trust and believe from that which was clearly bogus.  Whenever I saw 
something online or read a newspaper, it was easy to determine its veracity 
and validity based on the source.  I could trust the reporting of the New 

York Times and not so much the National Enquirer.  I would accept the 
word of the major network news (PBS, CBS, ABC, etc.), but be wary of 

pundits on cable or certain talk radio shows.  I might click on a Facebook 
page, but avoid the pop-up ads, knowing they often are scams or trojans 
containing destructive viruses. 

 Illegitimacy isn’t merely a pox on media information and 
communication.  Now I recognize every source has an inherent bias.  News 

of any type is not merely objective data reporting; it’s telling a story—one 
we’ll believe or won’t believe.  It’s shaped by the interests of the writer or 

the editor, or the owner or the sponsors.  It’s about the choice of evidence, 
the interpretation and meaning of facts and, sometimes, non-facts, or lies.  
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Everything comes to us packaged and presented in a form of storytelling.  
Truth and falsehoods, alike. 

 A common default position is, truth is in the eye of the beholder.  
Everyone makes up their own mind.  But is that accurate—do people really 

do that; and is it satisfactory and useful as a definition for truth?  Does 
something only have credibility or veracity if you or I, personally, agree to 

it?  If that’s the measure, then how can there be any unassailable “facts”?  
Isn’t that the problem we face in these times?  That legitimate “facts” are 
subject only to the whims and opinion of the individual.  That’s a definition 

that doesn’t work very well in any household or classroom, let alone, in 
general society. 

 So, where is truthfulness or credibility established?  Is it by law?  If 
the laws of the land are the principle authority and measure, then does 
something have credibility only if it passes the muster?  But what happens 

when laws and mores change?  We’ve had many federal and state laws on 
the books that later were found to be discriminatory, sexist, and racist.  As a 

result, they were overruled or abolished.  So, how is something legitimate if 
it is constantly subject to change?  Is credibility only established if it’s never 

countered by competing interests and contradictory evidence? 
 That’s the way it used to be for biblical authority and the traditions of 
the church.  The Bible was revered as being divinely composed, hence, 

above and beyond human reproach and critique.  For centuries, it was the 
gold standard by which truth and legitimacy were established and 

measured on many different levels of life.  But as we all know, that no 
longer is the case, and for good reason, since on face value, passages in the 

Bible legitimize all sorts of things we no longer affirm or accept, e.g., 
genocide, the stoning of adulterers, the inferior status of women, the 
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condemnation of homosexuality, and a host of other matters.  So, does this 
not bring us full circle—that ultimately, humans judge truth and legitimacy 

based on their personal tastes and opinions—of what they want to believe?  
Is that how we ultimately arrive at it?  If so, truth and legitimacy are very 

thorny issues. 
 I make this point because our text for today is far more perplexing 

and spiritually challenging to us than might meet the eye.  In a nutshell, it’s 
about establishing legitimacy for David’s rule and authority.  Yet, one could 
say that this passage also raises thorny issues from ancient Israel that 

continue to impact us today as we try to work out the meaning of our faith 
in a changing world.  It likewise challenges us relative to the questions 

about moral and political legitimacy that are raised in our current time.  We 
might even recognize that the implications of this biblical story laid the 
groundwork for the wider dominant worldview of western Christianity, 

which might present more problems for us than it resolves in terms of what 
we believe is true.  It’s a story that has a beginning in David’s kingdom but a 

timeless feel to it, and to this point in time, offers no resolution for what is 
or is not believable.  If that wasn’t enough, it leaves us with a rather 

squirrelly assessment of divine authority and faithfulness. 
 The story itself seems straight-forward enough, but allow me to fill in 
some of the context and back story.  In the previous two chapters in 2 

Samuel, David corrals his support among Israelites as the successor to Saul, 
conquers a Jebusite city and claims it as his capital, renaming it “City of 

David” (Jerusalem).  The King of Tyre, impressed with and likely fearing 
this young warrior’s strength, prudently made an appeal to be his ally by 

sending stonemasons to the city to build David a palace from which to rule.  
Contrast that with the Philistines, who rose up to attack David’s citadel, 
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only to be routed, leaving David and his troops as victors to collect all their 
spoils.  In great celebration of their newfound success and power, David 

ushered the Ark of the Covenant representing the presence of YHWH into 
his new city and partied like a frat boy for days.  That brings us to this part 

of the story. 
 To complete the scene, David is now settled into his new home and 

one day confers with the prophet Nathan recognizing that Israel’s tribal 
god, YHWH, is still living out of a suitcase, as the Ark is only housed in the 
Tent of Meeting, while David has a shiny new palace.  David wanted to pay 

his due honor to this powerful patron deity, so he offers to build a 
permanent home of brick and mortar in Jerusalem, much like every other 

capital city in antiquity had its patron temples.  
 However, in a dream, Nathan is instructed to tell David not to do that 
(i.e., YHWH cannot be contained, and to do so would only mirror the 

idolatry of other pagan cults).  Instead, YHWH will turn it around and build 
a house for David—not a new palace, mind you; rather, God will establish 

the Davidic dynasty forever and his royal lineage will reign supreme.  “Your 
house and your kingship shall ever be secure before you; your throne shall 

be established forever.”  And all God’s people said, “Well, isn’t that nice and 
convenient!”   
 What makes this more than a quaint old tale from Scripture is that 

we’re still impacted by the implications of this story, even to this day.  The 
ramifications of this declaration and divine promise are enormous and 

profound!  For one thing, this promise is the basis for Israel’s eternal claim 
on Jerusalem as their capital, which has obvious bearing on current politics 

in the Middle East.  It also validates violence and subjugation of one’s 
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enemies to secure power over them and their conquered territories—again, 
very relevant to historic conditions just about everywhere.   

 This story also created the notion of unique authority and legitimacy 
for Davidic rule down through Jewish history and gave rise to the messianic 

dream and eschatological hope of Christianity.  Down through history, 
Jewish and Christian messianic movements alike received their divine 

imprimatur in this promise.  It also reflects the self-interests of monarchs 
everywhere, who justified their powers based on divine authority.   
 Beyond that, this story also launches the belief in God’s unconditional 

grace, which became the bedrock dogma of Protestantism, especially in 
Evangelicalism, as David’s legitimacy and intimate relationship with God is 

divinely guaranteed, regardless of his character, or how righteous and just 
anyone in his lineage were.  From this point forward, it could be 
persuasively argued that no longer was divine favor based on good and 

righteous behavior; instead, it was based on God’s grace, unlike the 
conditional covenantal relationship outlined in Deuteronomy and 

throughout the Law of Moses.  This divine “promise” declares YHWH will 
never disown God’s people or waiver in divine mercy and love—that God 

will watch over Israel regardless of her exile or destiny—a covenant of grace 
which was appropriated by the Apostle Paul to apply to non-Jewish 
Christians as well and later became the theological centerpiece for Martin 

Luther and other Reformers.  The traditional dogma about the 
unconditional love of God is almost entirely based on David’s claim of this 

divine promise!  How profound and convenient is that!  
 This is a lot to digest!  If we are to accept David’s premise for his own 

need for legitimacy as an absolute divine truth that impacts us even to this 
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day, then we must also accept its less appealing implications.  As Walter 
Brueggemann explains: 

One cannot avoid the impression that this is royal propaganda or ideology 
designed to enhance and legitimate the new state.  Nathan is a prophet of God, 
but one schooled to package God’s truth in ways useful to the regime.  The oracle 
is an act of faith, perhaps tinged with ideology, which dares to claim God’s 
peculiar solidarity with the Davidic establishment, a solidarity Yahweh has never 
before undertaken. 
 The affirmation of the oracle is a daring and serious act of theology…It is a 
statement with partisan political commitments that establishes not only a 
theological idea but also a particular form of political power…Particular power 
arrangements that benefit some at the expense of others are now legitimated and 
guaranteed to perpetuity by the promise of God.  It is almost impossible to sort 
out in this passage what is genuine faith and what is self-serving propaganda.  It 
is important that our interpretation take seriously these twin dimensions of the 
statement.  Recognition of this ambiguity may help us to discern as well that 
various theological claims in our own time are heavily laden with self-serving 
ideology…Indeed, biblical faith characteristically holds together high faith and 
political interest.  We might wish we could have “pure faith” without such a 
dimension of vested interest.  Because biblical faith and biblical texts live so close 
to historical reality and speak about such reality, however, we can have this faith 
only in this form…A variety of evidences might be cited in our own time for the 
ways in which powerful, authoritative religious claims are politically useful in 
demonic ways.  That is the inescapable character of biblical faith…We do not 
always understand how God’s utter fidelity is to be understood in the midst of the 
painful breaks that occur in our common experience.  God’s conditional 
requirement and God’s unconditional promise belong to biblical faith.  Both 
belong to God’s character as known in Israel.  Both are crucial to the fullness of 
our human life.  Both matter to our life with God and with each other. 1 
 

As you can see, Brueggemann makes a powerful point that when God acts 
within human history, then there are no clear or clean lines.  When you 
look closely, everything is tainted and messy.  One might begin by asking, 

why David, and not someone else?  Why was he chosen by God to have this 
eternal guarantee for power and not someone else?  Is this the way God 

really works, or are we mainly talking about the self-interests of an insecure 
and inexperienced ruler?  What makes for legitimacy?   

																																																													
1	Walter	Brueggemann,	First	and	Second	Samuel,	Interpretation	series,	1990,	pp.	256-257,	258-259.	
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 Beyond that, we are reminded that no one can claim to know the will 
of God without it being contaminated by their own self-interests.  Even the 

biblical world couldn’t be reduced to a simple good or evil side, nor one that 
supported one royal line over another without recognizing the underlining 

interests at stake.  History is usually the record from the point of view of the 
powerful.  As much as we make the biblical world seem like a fairy tale at 

times, there really isn’t such a thing as “pure faith” or even “pure” motives 
in anyone, even in Scripture.  Human self-interest is always the gristmill of 
spiritual faith that our eyes must be open to: the divine will and Spirit are 

known only through human limitations subject to faulty logic and 
underlying motives, which means any dogmatic claim must be wrestled 

with, discerned, pondered deeply, and tested before truth of any type can be 
accepted with a degree of legitimacy.  Even then, it is still subject to 
criticism and accountability because self-interest impacts and colors 

everything. 
 What I’ve raised may sound like a discouraging word, but I assure you 

it is not.  It’s actually a saving grace, because it helps prevent us from being 
easily duped and deceived by those who claim spiritual and moral 

authority, but who have no more legitimacy than anyone else.  I already 
know that speaking from this pulpit.  But this is tough for those who seek 
easy-to-follow instructions or black-and-white judgments, instead of 

discernible spiritual guidance.  It’s hard for traditional Catholics who obey 
the pope; it’s difficult for Protestants who revere the Bible; it’s even tough 

for American patriots who rally around their leader.  Revered sources are 
not as credible or trustworthy as we think. 

 Far too often, people (including those of great faith) are subject to 
scams and swindlers, who come like wolves in sheep’s clothing.  Just like 
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wading our way through fake news and internet scams, you and I constantly 
must discern the spirits and recognize and evaluate the underlying interests 

that are at stake or in play—even among those whom we revere and respect.  
Anyone’s legitimacy comes by the fruit of their words and actions, not 

simply by their pronouncements, positions, or powers of persuasion.  “By 
their fruits you shall know them” Jesus admonished his followers, which is 

to say, the more selfless and self-sacrificing a person is, the more legitimate 
and genuine they likely are.  Self-interest, when it is clearly sacrificed for a 
greater good, is something we can trust and believe in. 

 For me, this is a timeless story—a never-ending story—one that has 
relevance to every age and situation.  This is a story of the human condition 

and the divine Presence and word made known through this limited 
medium.  It is the story of humanity in its insecurity, arrogance, and power, 
but also of God’s patience, mercy, and redemptive grace.  We are who we 

are, as finite and flawed as we may be; God is who God is, as infinite and 
wise as the divine Spirit truly is.   

 This reflects reality and it is the substance of spirituality.  And 
ultimately, as witnesses of divine truth, both reality and spirituality reflect 

our quest to be as credible and veritable as we can be.   
       The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
       Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
       22 July 2018 

   
  
    


