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Healing Relational Wounds
March 15th, 2009

Of all the kinds of heartbreak that we as human beings can experience, beyond the loss of someone we truly love, there’s really no sadder kind of brokenness than relational heartbreak. 

· I think about two friends who started a ministry or a business together… and how much fun it was to be doing it together as friends”: "We get to be partners!" 

· Then somewhere along the line things unravel and they end up having to dissolve the whole thing by third party mediators, and they wonder, "How did it come to this?"
I think of a couple standing before a judge in a divorce court… their minds drifting back many years ago when they were standing in front of a pastor, sharing their vows with one another with so much hope and so much love

· They could never have dreamed it would end up the way it did. And they ask themselves, "How did it come to this?"
· Truth is, with all the heartache in the world today… few devastate us as much as when we become estranged from the people we love the most. 

If you remember, we spoke last week about living through those difficult seasons when life just seems to hurt the most.

· Well, this morning I’d like to focus that in a little bit to this whole area of relational woundedness…

· Looking at some of the things that can both lead to & prevent relational heartbreak within our families and amongst our friends… 

· And I’d like to do that by peering into another season in King David’s life…  probably, the saddest he had ever experienced.

I mean, it should have been wonderful… David’s army had just defeated the man who nearly stole his throne.

· Except that this enemy… his opponent, his rival who was now dead… was his own son. 

· And so, amidst cries of victory, David finds himself in despair… remembering that moment when his son Absalom was born… and all the dreams he had for him. 

· And he wonders, "How did it come to this?" He cries out in 2 Samuel 18:33, "My son Absalom, if only I could have died in your place."  

You know, from everything we read about in 2 Samuel, it seems pretty certain that David really did love Absalom. 

· In fact, I believe he really would have died in Absalom’s place. And yet, at the same time, the way that David loved Absalom wasn’t enough. 

· You see, love — your love and mine — must do certain things. 

· Love must act in certain ways if it’s really going to inspire & encourage & bless the ones you love. 

One thing’s for sure:  There was a reason David & Absalom ended up where they did… because relational breakdowns & heartbreak never just happen. 

· There were defining moments in the story of David and Absalom where crucial mistakes were made… 

· where if another road had been taken things might have turned out so differently. 

· And so, this morning I want to look at three of those defining moments, focusing in on what love must do in order to minimize the chance of relational heartbreak. [PRAY]
The story begins in 2 Samuel 13:1. So I’m going to ask you to turn there if you would. We looked at this passage before, so the story might be familiar.

· Actually, I was thinking about this the other day… that there’s probably not a single part of David’s life we haven’t covered over the past five years.

· And, because of that, you know that whenever we look deeply enough at David’s life, along with all the incredible “stuff” that made David “a man after God’s own heart…”

· We also find a man who was very broken. In fact, in case you think you invented the dysfunctional family, David and his family wrote the book!  

· We’re talking about adultery, polygamy, substance abuse, years of total estrangement, open hatred, rape, murder, and incest... and that’s just to give you an idea!

So, let me set the stage for what’s going on now… We’re told in 2 Samuel 13:1 that David’s son, Amnon “fell desperately in love” with his half-sister, Tamar who was David’s daughter by another wife. 

· Well… a relative named Jonadab noticed what David, for whatever reason, wasn’t able to see… that Amnon was miserable. 

· So, Jonadab asks him, "What’s up?" Amnon told him the whole story.

· And so, they developed a plan. You see, Amnon would pretend to be ill and then ask Tamar to prepare a meal for him.  

· Then, once in his room, Amnon could lure her into bed. 

Now David, their father, is so disconnected in terms of what’s going on in his own family, that he not only fails to notice Amnon’s obsession with Tamar, but is actually the one who asks Tamar to go and take care of him.

· And so she goes enters Amnon’s room to serve him a meal… but instead, he takes advantage of the situation and tries to lure her in bed with him.

· Realizing what’s going on, we read in 2 Samuel 13:12 that Tamar begs him not to… “No my brother… don’t do this to me… where could I go in my shame? Please just speak to the King about it and he will let you marry me.” 

He refuses to listen to her cries… and he rapes her.  And, once he’s through with her, we’re told in verse 15 that Amnon called for his servant to not only throw her out of his room but to lock the door behind her.

· So she cries out to him again, "‘No Amnon! Sending me away would be a greater wrong than what you have already done to me.” 

· But he doesn’t care about what any of this means to her.  

· Just imagine what went on in her mind and heart and spirit when she heard the sound of that bolt sliding shut. 

I mean, this is a kind & innocent girl.  And one day a door opens up and she walks into a room… 
· and then that same door is closed behind her when she’s taken out of that room. 
· And in between those two moments, her life has been destroyed.
· And yet, Tamar is about the only person in this whole sorted story who shows integrity and courage. 

Of course, Amnon was counting on her to keep this whole mess a secret. That’s part of the strategy he developed…  to pretend like nothing happened. 

· But Tamar’s not going along with it. We’re told in verse 18 that after being thrown out of Amnon’s room, she tore the long robe she was wearing… 

· a kind of robe that an unmarried, virgin woman would wear.  

· She tore it… and then put ashes on her head so that everyone around her would know what happened.

· It was an incredibly courageous thing to do… especially in that day… in that culture.

By exposing what had happened, I think we can understand what she was so desperate for… she was betting her life that her father would somehow save her… that he would help her. 

· She was betting her life on David’s character. She was waiting for her father, who was said to be a man after God’s own heart, and who had all the power of the throne behind him… 

· To set things right to do something or say something, to stand up for her, to show at least a small measure of the courage that she had just shown.

When Tamar’s brother, Absalom, saw her in this state… and found out what had happened, he immediately asked her to come and live in his home.   

· In fact, we’re told in verse 20 that “Tamar lived as a desolate woman in her brother Absalom’s house.”
· And as the days went by… and the weeks and the months… they must have thought together, "Eventually, he’ll do something… he has to… he’s our father. There’s no way he could ignore this… not something like this." 

But all the text says, in 2 Samuel 13:21, was that "When King David heard what had happened, he was very angry."  

· And yet, as far as we can tell from the text of Scripture, he did nothing. He didn’t lift a finger.

· But why not? The text doesn’t say. Maybe he was preoccupied with being king. I don’t know. 

· Maybe he was afraid of what Amnon might do in response. I don’t know.

You see, parents can be like that sometimes. Sometimes parents need to do real hard things, say real tough words, but they’re afraid of how their children will react… and so they don’t do anything.

· But, I think there might be another reason. Look at Amnon’s behavior… 

· He lusted after a woman, and then he figured he could use his own power & position to take what he wanted from her and then discard her when he was through. 

· This passage began saying that Amnon was desperately in love with Tamar… but how quick we learn that his love was no more than a sexual obsession.

· Where do you think he might have gotten ideas like those? Bathsheba!
You see, through all of this, I think David was paralyzed by his own fallenness… that to him, his past robbed him of the right to speak into his children’s lives. 

· But at the end of the day, he robbed his children of the kind of father they were desperate for.  

· And so, at the moment in his life when, as a father, he most needed to take action, he did nothing.

David who faced Goliath, who defied Saul, who led a nation, didn’t lift a finger to save his daughter or restore her dignity. 

· He apparently never consoled Tamar in her devastation; he never punished Amnon for his sin; he never calmed Absalom in his rage.

· This is the first defining moment for David and his relationship to his family… where he would one day learn that in order to love, you need to be willing to confront.

1.  Love is Always Willing to Confront
You know, many times when a relational breakdown occurs, we understand that there are issues that need to be addressed or confronted, and yet addressing it would be hard. 

· It requires courage and the kind of emotional energy we sometimes feel we don’t have…  so we remain passive and hope the problem just goes away.

· Maybe it’s somebody at your work or a close friend who has hurt you… and you find there’s a wall building between you. 

You know you should talk it out but you’re afraid it might get messy, and decide that it’s probably easier to ignore it. 

· And if you ignore it long enough, you can kind of get used to living with it month after month, sometimes year after year. 

· And yet, the wall between you has gotten so thick between you that you’re no longer speaking.  

Some of you are sitting here this morning, and you know there’s something wrong in your relational world.

· Maybe there’s a problem with a friend… or a spouse. Maybe it’s with one of your kids or your boss. 

· Maybe it’s with a co-worker…. or, maybe it’s somebody here in this room.

· Whoever it might be, understand that enormous stakes are riding on your response.  Will you choose to respond?  Or will you ignore it and hope it goes away?  Guys… listen to me. Don’t wait for it to go away. 

I don’t know exactly what it’ll require of you… but love enough to confront it head on with as much skill, wisdom, and grace as you can.

· In any relational world, especially in a family where hurt and pain is not dealt with redemptively & effectively…

· pretending it never happened or simply hoping the problem will go away will always lead to more hurt and pain. 

And that’s what happens here. Two years pass. Imagine that. Two years of humiliation for Tamar; two years of passivity for David… and two years of brooding anger & vengeance for Absalom. 

· Whatever respect Absalom once had for his father is being emptied away and replaced with contempt. 

· And that contempt continues to until the day comes when Absalom decides that if his father is too gutless to do anything…

· then he’s going take things into his own hands. And that’s what he does. 

Absalom finds a pretext to get his brother, Amnon, out of the capital, away from everybody, and then Absalom says to his servants in 2 Samuel 13:28, "Wait until Amnon gets drunk: then at my signal, kill him!" 

· Now where do you think he might have gotten that plan? Remember who it was that made Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, drunk back in chapter 11? David.
· Absalom then avenges his sister by killing Amnon, his half-brother. Knowing he couldn’t just stick around, Absalom runs away… for what will be a three-year exile. 

Two years went by after Tamar was raped… without David did lifting a finger; Absalom kills his brother and now he’s in exile for three years. 

· And yet, in verse 38 we read that David, "longed to be reunited with his son Absalom." 

· In fact, we’re told in verse 37, that when David heard about all of this, he mourned for many days… 

· But, in spite of how he feels inside, with five years already having gone by… with all that’s happened… 

· David not only fails to confront Absalom… but instead, just as he’s done before… he chooses to do nothing.

What a different path David would have steered Absalom on if he had gone to him with even a trace of the love & forgiveness he himself experienced from God? 

· But he didn’t.  And so, the rift between father and son grew deeper and deeper. You see, love unexpressed, undemonstrated… never heals.  

· How many times I’ve heard, for example, “I know my dad loves me… but in all my life he never told me… he just criticized me.  I know he loved me… but I was just never good enough.” 
· That kind of love is uninspired… David will one day learn that.

Well, finally… Joab, David’s chief-of-staff, intervened. He got David to promise that Absalom could return from exile and not be harmed. 

· So after three years in a distant country, Absalom comes back to Jerusalem. 

· Now imagine for a moment what’s going on in his heart and mind. He wonders as he comes to the gates, what is his dad going to do? 

· Will he be harsh? Will he be tender? Will he forgive? What will he say?

· This is going to be a defining moment in both David & Absalom’s lives. And its here, in this defining moment, that David makes one of the greatest mistakes of his life. 

It says in 2 Samuel 14:23, "Joab went to Geshur and brought Absalom back to Jerusalem. But the king said, ‘He must go to his own house; he must not see my face.’ So Absalom went to his own house and did not see the face of the king."
· It reminds me of the story of the prodigal son where the prodigal son comes home and the father runs to welcome him. 

· But, for Absalom, when he most needed a father who would listen to him, listen to his confusion, listen to his anger, listen to his bitterness, listen to his hurt, listen to his love, he was not even allowed to see his father’s face.

· You see, one day, as David reflects on all of this, he will have understood this second point… that Love always listens.

2. Love Always Listens

Sometimes love needs to confront. And almost always, love needs to listen. What Absalom needed most at that moment was a father who would just listen… but David was not there. 

· So Absalom tries to reach his dad, again, through Joab. He says, "Help me see my dad. I’ve got to talk to my dad." 

· But Joab wouldn’t even return his calls because Joab knew David’s response. 

· For two years, Absalom lives in Jerusalem… but isn’t allowed to see his father. 

Finally, he is so desperate for Joab’s help, that he actually sets fire to his fields to get his attention.  
· Joab asks him, "Why have you done this?" And Absalom said, "I have to do something to get my dad’s attention. I have to see my father. Let him condemn me if he wants to. If he tells me I’ve done something wrong, and he’s going to kill me, let him kill me. Or if he’s going to love me, let him love me. But anything is better than this. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t go on like this!"

· Can you imagine the level of frustration and anger in the heart of a child when the only way they know to get their dad's attention is to set a field on fire? 
And kids will do that. They would like to have their parent’s loving attention, but if they can’t get it any other way, they’ll set fields on fire. 
· Sometimes they’ll use drugs or they’ll get pregnant or they’ll break laws. 
· And it may be when they do those things that it’s not just defiant rebellion… not just foolishness, but... someone desperate for another to pay attention to them… to listen to them. 
· When things get difficult, when things get confusing, when things get hurtful, we just need to remember that love… listens. 
· For the people in your life, even the difficult people… or even those who may have hurt you… are you really listening to them… are you hearing them?

I remember when this first hit me with our own kids. Rebecca was in first grade… she was just acting different… not listening or behaving the way she normally had.  

· Joyce and I spent several days fighting with her… but she just wasn’t listening or responding to anything we were doing or saying.

· So one day I took Rebecca out to lunch… giving her every ounce of my attention.  
· Of course, I wanted to get right down to business… but I knew that, sometimes, you had to open a whole lot of oysters to get to those few pearls…
· So, we just talked about all kinds of things… most of which I don’t even remember.
But then, out of nowhere, she started telling me how no one was playing with her at school…

· That she was sitting by herself every day during lunchtime and recess… and she was feeling so lonely. 

· She didn’t know what else to do… in the hurriedness of our lives, she didn’t feel she could volunteer what she was really feeling… 

· So, it came out looking like no more than an attitude… when… on a deeper level… it was just pain.

· *Now understand that sometimes it is just outright defiance and rebellion… but the only way to really know… is to really listen.

After speaking with Absalom, Joab confronts David and arranges a meeting.   When David finally sees Absalom, he no doubt was filled with love for his son whom he hasn’t seen in years. 

· In fact, we’re told in verse 33 that David kissed him. And yet, the damage is done… 

· two years living with his father’s passivity, three years in exile, two years living in Jerusalem, never allowed to see his face… 

· And now… unable to forgive his father… Absalom spends the next four years undermining him, trying anything to hurt his father… even plotting to overthrow him.

· He would stand at the gate when people came to Jerusalem for help, for justice, and Absalom would say, "You know, I think your case is valid. I think you’ve got a valid case. But there’s no way to get to the king. If only I was appointed judge."
Keep in mind, we’re told that Absalom was a handsome man… full of charisma. He had the kind of presence that when he walked into a room, people knew it. 

· He was like his dad used to be in his earlier days… so popular with the people… full of strength and personality.

· People would see Absalom and they’d bow down because he was the son of the king. But he wouldn’t let them. 

· He’d stop them and pick them up and take them by the hand, and he would embrace them and kiss them and treat them like an equal. 

· The text says, "Absalom stole the hearts of the people." 

And so, after four years of this, when the moment seemed right, Absalom mobilized the army he had assembled… and seized power.  

· Even some of David’s closest advisers sided with Absalom… and now, it’s David who is forced into exile.

· It must have felt strangely familiar… He had been in this place before… but that was when he was much younger and stronger. Now, he’s just broken. 

In fact, in 2 Samuel 15:30, we read that “David walked up the road that led to the Mount of Olives, weeping as he went.”
· And, as he does, an onlooker begins to shower down curses on David. 
· Some of David’s friends say, "Let us take care of this guy for you." 
· *David says, "No, maybe he is speaking the words of God to me. Maybe what he says is what I need to hear. Maybe this is part of why I’m being sent into the desert. Let him speak."

You see, back there in the wilderness… the same wilderness he had been years earlier… David’s heart begins to soften again to God. 

· It is always so easy for us to forget… that like David, it is in the desert that intimacy with God is often renewed… not in the castle.
· But then David, who was a warrior from his youth, who had led so many campaigns for so many decades…
· now has to lead one more fight… Only this time it’s against his own son.
As his troops prepare for battle against Absalom, David’s generals strongly encourage him to stay behind, which he does.
· But he first tells them in chapter 18, "Be gentle with the young man, Absalom."
· But soon, in the midst of battle, Joab finds him and decides to takes his life.

· When the message reaches David that Absalom is dead, we’re told that David was shaken to the core. 

Shaken… as he recalls the baby that he held in his hands so many years ago… The child who adored his father, who would play David & Goliath… 

· always wanting to “play David” because he wanted to be just like his famous daddy. 

· David is shaken because he thinks of all the things that could have been, but now will never be. 

· He thinks of the father that he wanted to be, but wasn’t. 

He thinks of all the stupid choices he made… he thinks of all the words that he should have said to Absalom but didn’t.  

· And finally he expresses what he could never bring himself to say… 

· When, on his knees with his hands over his face, he cries out over and over again 2 Sam 18:33, "Oh, my son, Absalom. My son, my son, if I only I had died instead of you. Oh Absalom, my son, my son." 
· As much as he had loved Absalom, he realizes how rarely that love was expressed. 

How could David be so extravagant in his love for God and yet so impoverished in the expression of his love to his children?

· How differently all this would have been if only he had expressed that love throughout his children’s lives.

· You see, this is the third defining moment… where David learns that for love to inspire and heal… it needs to be expressed… it needs to be spoken.
3. Love Always Speaks
Love must often confront… love always listens… and love always speaks. 

· Some of you are here this morning, and there is a relationship that you’re struggling with… and there is a word that you need to say to that person. 

· I know this may sound a bit “cliché’ish”, but if that person, like Absalom, were to die, and we, like David, were to be left behind…

· we too would suddenly experience that moment of clarity that too often comes when it’s too late. 

So I want to ask you this morning… what word do you need to say? Maybe it’s as simple as, "I’m sorry, please forgive me." Maybe it’s, "I love you." 

· Maybe you’re kind of like Absalom this morning, and you know its time to speak those difficult words, "I forgive you. Can we try this again?" 

· Maybe it’s a son or a daughter or a mom or a dad… maybe it is a spouse or a best friend. Maybe it will be the hardest thing you have ever done.

But I challenge you this morning as solemnly as I know how: Do not do what David did. Don’t assign yourself a lifetime of regret. 

· 2 Sam 14:14 says, “Our lives are like water spilled out on the ground, which cannot be gathered up again.”
· If there is a word that needs to be said in your relational world, go to that person… and speak it gently… with love and humility.

Let me just say one last word. Maybe you’re here this morning and, like David, you’re feeling that it’s too late for any of this… that things have gone too far… and that there’s just no turning back.

· You need to learn as David did that as long as a human heart beats there is healing and grace and forgiveness available at the foot of the cross.

· Keep in mind that David’s life was not over yet.  As much as it must have felt that way to him… the truth was that God still had great things in store for him.

In Psalm 86:5 David was able to find forgiveness for what he had done… “You are forgiving and good, O Lord, abounding in love to all who call upon You.”
· Then, in verse 5, he asks God to give him an undivided heart.

· God heard that cry… and later in Scripture we’re told that in his final years, “David shepherded Israel with Integrity of Heart.”
· It’s never too late… to allow our love to confront & engage; to listen… and to speak.
