Sermon       Nathan the Prophet    Reading  2 Samuel 12 v 1-13
I expect we would all recognise that anthem Zadok the Priest composed by Handel and played at major royal occasions in Westminster Abbey – especially at coronations.  It starts with the words “Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet” but what do we know about these two Bible characters who were contemporary with each other?  Today we are going to look at Nathan the priest who appears in three very different episodes during David’s reign.

Nathan was born in the time of Samuel and experienced life in the kingdom of Judah during the days of the first three kings of Israel/Judah.  When we first hear of him in 2 Samuel  chapter 7, as well as being a prophet, he was settled in David’s court.  In fact, we learn from 1 Chronicles 29 v 29 and 2 Chronicles 9 v 29 that he wrote records of the reigns of David and Solomon  and was involved in the development of music in the new Temple  (2 Chronicles 29 v25).
Chapter 7 of 2 Samuel begins when David and Nathan were relaxing  together in the palace in a contented frame of mind.  David had defeated his enemies, was enjoying a time of peace and had succeeded in bringing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem after it had been in the hands of the Philistines for a few months and then in two temporary locations for twenty years and a further three months.  Finally it was safely in David’s capital in the tabernacle or tent that he had prepared for it. 

Then he turned to Nathan and said something along the lines of  “You know, Nathan, I’ve been thinking.  It doesn’t seem right that I am living here in this impressive palace whilst the Ark of God is still in just a tent”.   Nathan realised immediately what he had in mind and was very quick to offer encouragement.  “Go ahead” he said “do just what you have in mind for God is with you.”  He had every reason to say that for he knew very well how God had been with David, constantly provided for him and rescued him from dangerous situations to bring him to his current happy state.  What could be better than that a grateful and unselfish king should wish to honour his God by building him a magnificent temple?
There was just one problem – this entirely appropriate action on David’s part was not what God had in mind for him.  Nathan had been speaking as a friend but now he had to speak as a prophet and the two roles did not necessarily coincide.   
That same night God spoke to Nathan and told him what he was to say to David.  He was to remind him that God had never dwelt in a house and had never asked His people to provide one for Him.  As an old theologian, Matthew  Henry says of David’s suggestion – “Better a tent of God’s appointing than a temple of his own inventing” – a quote that we should always bear in mind when planning for God’s work.  It is His wishes that should be respected more than our own.   It was not God’s intention that David should build a temple – it would be for his descendant and successor to do that.  God spoke about this successor in terms of Solomon, who actually built a temple, in terms of the nation, which continued in its following and departing from God’s ways, and in terms of the ultimate descendant, Jesus, whose kingdom will be everlasting.  In other words, far from God wanting David to build Him an earthly house (however grand it might be), God Himself wanted to build a house for David but in this case it would be in the sense of a living house, a family. 
 It has particular resonance for our own time when we are unable to meet in and use His physical house, the church, as we were used to doing.  That doesn’t prevent Him from building up His spiritual house as believers meet together in whatever way we can and, in some cases, are able to meet together as we couldn’t do before because of physical restrictions.  I wonder whether in the future we will always connect part of our own houses with the meeting for worship and fellowship that took place there in front of a computer or phone screen.
One thing that particularly struck me about this story was how gracious God was to both Nathan, who first gave the wrong message, and David, who came up with the wrong idea.  There was no hint of annoyance or blame for either of them.  Nathan was very promptly given a message of blessing to deliver instead and David was not disappointed but overwhelmed by God’s goodness to him and his descendants.   If only we could always accept His words in the same way and with the same pleasure.

The next message Nathan had to deliver to David was very different.  Time had gone by, David had slipped into sin with Bathsheba and compounded it by arranging to have her husband killed (see 2 Samuel 11) and a son had been born to the guilty pair.  We don’t know when Nathan became aware of the facts(though there must have been whispers around the court), and how his previously high opinion of David must have suffered.  Then God sent him to David to confront him about it.  That was not going to be an easy task.  Kings of this period (like kings and leaders of any period) were not likely to take kindly to being taken to task by their subjects and were usually in a position to make their displeasure felt.  What would David’s reaction be?   It was one thing for Nathan to act properly in “speaking truth to power” but would he be able to cope with the consequences?
With some trepidation, we may be sure, Nathan started by telling the king the story which we had as our reading – the story of the poor man whose sole lamb, a little cade which he had handraised, was seized, killed and eaten by his rich neighbour.  Thinking it was a real case on which he was being asked to pass judgement, David responded  by soundly condemning the rich man and recommending death as the punishment.  Then Nathan had to confront him with the plainest and most uncompromising of statements   - “You are the man”.
What would David’s reaction be?  Nathan’s approach had caused him to convict himself and he then had to listen to God’s condemnation of his behaviour and a description of what his punishment would be. Nathan must have waited very anxiously for the king to take all this in and decide how to respond.  Was his own position -his friendship with David– even his life – at risk? 

Mercifully, David realised the truth of the message.  He made no excuses,  he didn’t turn on Nathan but instead he admitted that he had sinned against the Lord.  The prophet must have been very relieved by David’s repentance and the fact that he was able to reassure him of God’s forgiveness, though there were still going to be serious consequences as a result of his sin.  David was not going to die but the child born of the liaison would die and there would be further calamities in his family.  His reputation and even the Lord’s reputation would suffer amongst their enemies.

But Nathan was able to go home – he must have wondered whether he would see his home again – with his ministry having been honoured and with David having turned back to the Lord.  Without his courage in confronting his friend and king with such an unwelcome message from God things could have been very different for both David and the whole nation which he was leading.
Several years have gone by before we hear of Nathan again.  David and Bathsheba have had another son and called him Solomon, though God sent word through Nathan to also call him Jedidiah which means “ beloved of the Lord” (2 Samuel 12 v25).  This son had grown to adolescence and David had grown old and was possibly considered to be losing touch with reality.  He had previously made clear his intention that Solomon should succeed him as king but Nathan became aware of a plot to put David’s eldest surviving son, Adonijah, on the throne after him instead.  He was a handsome, charismatic and rather spoilt young man who had already taken steps to enlist Joab the army commander and Abiathar the joint high priest on his side.  He invited all the main officials and all his brothers apart from Solomon to a major sacrifice and feast just outside Jerusalem where he intended to be accepted as king after David.   He had pointedly omitted to invite Nathan, Zadok the other joint high priest and Benaiah who was the head of David’s personal bodyguard.
It is interesting to see that Nathan and Bathsheba were clearly on good terms and that she trusted his advice.  We don’t know what he felt about the part she had played in the affair years before when David had slipped up so badly – whether he viewed her as a victim or as equally guilty.  However, it seems that he had managed to do something that many of us find difficult.  He had accepted that, if God had chosen to forgive her, he should not bear a grudge against her or hope for her downfall.  Instead he chose to offer her a solution to a situation which was becoming dangerous for both her and Solomon.  It involved getting David to publicly announce that Solomon was his chosen successor.  What followed in the king’s chambers reminds me of the 80s TV series Yes Minister with all its strategic arrivals and departures in the minister’s office.  
First Bathsheba went to remind David that he had promised the throne to Solomon.  So could he explain what was happening with Abijah?  Then Nathan arrived (and Bathsheba left as was proper) and he too asked whether David had changed his mind without letting his loyal friends and servants know.  Bathsheba was called back, Nathan withdrew (as was proper) and David swore an oath to her that Solomon would inherit.  His next actions show that he was far from losing his wits or his initiative. Nathan, Zadok and Benaiah, who were all conveniently at hand were called in and given instructions to immediately take Solomon, place him on the king’s own mule, take him in a procession to the significant spring at Gihon, just outside Jerusalem and there both anoint and pronounce him as king.   Adonijah and his supporters heard the sounds of celebration, realised they had been out-witted and fled, with Adonijah submitting to Solomon.
It was all very neatly and successfully done.  Nathan had proved himself a clever and effective statesman and a further rebellion or civil war had been avoided.  He exemplified what Jesus Himself said in Matthew 10 v 16  “Be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves”.  That was advice He gave to His disciples as He sent them out to preach, teach and heal and it is equally relevant to us today.  He wants his followers to be honest and holy but not to be foolish and easily misled.  We should test information by the light of scripture and the spiritual experiences of those we can trust,  we should think about the consequences of our choices and above all we should place our trust in the Lord.

There are just three stories about Nathan but they tell us much about him.  He was a loyal and encouraging friend,  a faithful prophet, courageous and outspoken in the face of danger and a thoughtful and wise counsellor.  He has a great deal to teach us and is an example to follow in fact, he is one of my favourite Bible heroes.
