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 God is Closer Than You Think, Part 4

Life in the Cave, March 4th, 2007
Over the past three weeks we’ve been looking at how we can experience the nearness of God through the everyday moments of our lives.  

· We started off looking at the Father’s delight in being with us… how the story of the Bible isn’t primarily about the desire of people to be with God… but the desire of God to be with people.

· In fact, God’s promise to be with us is repeated more often than any other promise in Scripture.  
· Over and over again we’re told, for example, to not be afraid.  And why? Because “The Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”
This promise of God… to be with us… was made to Adam, Noah, Abraham and Sarah… to Joseph and Moses and Esther… to Mary and Paul… right down to you and me.

· In Genesis 28:15 He told Jacob, “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go.”
· To Isaiah He said, in Isaiah 41, “When you pass through the deep waters, I will be with you.”
· How was it that David would walk through the valley of the shadow of death?  It was because of God’s promise to him in Psalm 23… “For You are with me.”
· Of all the promises Jesus made through the New Testament, do you remember what His last promise was before His ascension?  

· In Matthew 28 He said, “I will be with you always, even till the end of the age.”
But as we’ve seen that doesn’t mean that we’ll always feel God’s presence with us.  In fact, we’ve all experienced those seasons in our lives when God seems a million miles away.  

· It was a season like this where David cries out to God in Psalm 13:1, “How long, O Lord?  Will You forget me forever?  How long will You hide Your face from me?”
· And yet, just a few verses later, he writes, “But I trust in your unfailing love… I will sing to the LORD, for He has been good to me.” (Verses 5&6)
· You see, there was something about David that allowed him to go through even the most difficult of seasons without loosing sight of who God is. 
· It’s why He can cry out to God in Psalm 22, “My God, my God! Why have you forsaken me? Why do you remain so distant?  Why do you ignore my cries for help?” 

· And yet, one chapter later, write  “The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He lets me rest in green meadows; he leads me beside peaceful streams. He renews my strength...”

This morning, I want to talk about a period of deep discouragement in David’s life… where David lived in that “valley of death” for over seven years.

· It was a painful time… and yet, as we look at his story here starting in 1 Samuel 21:10, we’re able to see how it was that David was able to not only experience God… but how he was able to walk out of that wilderness with his soul in tact.

· So open to 1 Samuel 21:10 while I set the context a bit… sort of a “Funny thing happened on the way to the palace” kind of story…

To some people, once David had been anointed by Samuel, it just seemed as though everything he touched just turned to gold.  

· I mean, he defeated Goliath, the people loved him, they even sang songs about him.  Not a bad life for a teenager!

· In just a few years he went from a shepherd kid to the most successful officer in the army of Israel. 

· But then one day, Saul became threatened and jealous of David… so much so that Saul decided to take the life of the man who admired him the most. 

· David had been on this incredible journey from poverty to the palace; he was going to become king.  But in a moment, it all began to unravel. 

He lost his job, his income, and his security.  In what must have seemed like a foggy dream, he went from being a warrior to being a fugitive.

· Next, he loses his wife. He had married Saul’s daughter, Michal. But then one day Saul sent his soldiers to David’s home to kill David. 

· Michal helped David escape, but she was taken by Saul… and forced to marry someone else. 

· Then while fleeing from Saul, he looses the one person who was able to keep him grounded spiritually… Samuel.

· So David loses his job; he loses his family; he loses his mentor….

· And then he looses his best friend, Jonathan…the one person in the world that David knew to the core of his being that he could trust with everything.

With all of this loss in his life, we pick the story up in 1 Samuel 21:10: "That day David fled from Saul and went to Achish king of Gath." 
· David has not only lost his home… but now he’s even lost his country… and without any other options, he goes to Gath. 

· Anybody here remember who came from Gath?  Goliath!

· David now has no place to go but into the land of the Philistines… where he is taken to Achish, the king of Gath.  

We read that David is so afraid of what they might do to him that he pretends to be insane!

· "Achish said to his servants, ‘Look at the man! He is insane! Why bring him to me? Am I so short of maniacs that you have to bring this fellow here to carry on like this in front of me? Must this man come into my house?’" 

· So, David is released… and, in 1 Samuel 22:1, goes into hiding in the Caves of Adullam, with no explanation of why any of this was happening… and no guarantee that it will ever be over.

I don’t know about you… but I’ve been in a few caves in my lifetime… maybe not as deep and dark as those David was in… but really were seasons of discouragement. 

· The cave is that place where all of your props and all of your crutches and everything that holds you up, all your scaffolding, gets stripped away.

· Maybe some of you are in the cave right now. Maybe it’s because you’ve lost a job, or you’re under financial pressure. 

· For some of you, maybe, it’s because your dreams of where you thought you would be by now have been shattered… 

· Or maybe you’re just where you always wanted to be… and yet there’s still an emptiness inside.

Maybe you’ve lost a spouse to death or divorce. Or maybe your hopes of a marriage or family isn’t unfolding the way you dreamed… and you find yourself in a cave.

· Maybe your health has given way long before your spirit of adventure. 

· Whatever reason, the fact is… you’re in the cave. Nobody plans on living there, but sooner or later everybody spends some time in the cave. 
· And often, while in those caves, we begin to wonder as David did, "Has God lost track of me? 

· Has God forgotten his promises? Does God remember where I am? Does he even hear? Is this what the rest of my life looks like? God… Where are You!" 

Sitting there alone in the cave, David began to write… and what he wrote can be found in your Bible, in Psalm 77.
· I can just imagine him sitting there, writing: “I think of the good old days, long since ended, when my nights were filled with joyful songs. I search my soul and think about the difference now. Has the Lord rejected me forever? Will he never again show me favor? Is his unfailing love gone forever? Have his promises permanently failed? Has God forgotten to be kind? Has he slammed the door on his compassion? And I said, ‘this is my fate, that the blessings of the Most High have changed to hatred.’" 

· This was not a good time for David!

And yet, you want to know the truth about caves? Caves are where God does some of his best work. The cave is where God sometimes molds and shapes human lives like no other place... 

· Because when all the props and crutches in your life get stripped away, and you find that all you’ve got in this world is God, that’s when you discover that God really can meet you in that deepest place of need…

· It’s when you often do realize that God really is closer than you think.

· Sometimes, of all places in this world, it’s not the palace; it’s the cave where you meet God. God does some of his best work in caves.

Thankfully, David didn’t have to live out those difficult years alone.   It’s funny… that when we’re in those wilderness seasons, we tend to feel so alone.  

· I’m sure David thought that as well… But soon, as we see in 1 Samuel 22:2, "All those who were in distress or who were in debt or discontented gathered around him, and he became their leader, about 400 men were with him." 

· Over time, many had gotten married and were raising families.  It seemed as though things were looking up… until one day they come home, and their village was gone. 

· It had been burned, and their wives and their sons and their daughters were taken captive… everything was gone.

· 1 Samuel 30:4 says that, "David and his men wept aloud until they had no strength left to weep." 

That sounds pretty bad, doesn’t it? But for David, it’s just about to get worse. Look at verse six, "David was greatly distressed because the men were talking of stoning him...”
· Again, here’s David, a fugitive from his own country, his own king trying to kill him, his mentor is dead, his refugee village is gone, his best friend is gone…

· And now his ragged little community is ready to stone him! 

· And then comes, I think, one of the greatest statements in the life of David. 

· **Look at the end of verse six.  It says, "But David encouraged himself in the Lord." **

· Somehow, David found strength and encouragement in the Lord. I love that.

It’s a wonderful thing to be encouraged by other people. It’s a great thing, isn’t it, to be able to come here and worship and interact with one another the way that we do? 

· It’s great to read a book or listen to a CD or podcast that stirs your spirit. 

· But I’ll tell you, when you’re in the cave and there’s nobody to turn to, and you can be encouraged by God alone, then you know we’re catching on to the heart of David.

· When every other resource was gone, every prop kicked out from under him, every crutch removed, David encouraged himself in the Lord.  How did he do that?

I want to share three observations that we see through this season of David’s life that may help us understand how he was able to experience the nearness of the Lord in the midst of such trying circumstances. 

· Guys, let me just tell you… there’s nothing profound about these three things… just the stuff of life that David doesn’t take for granted.

· So, what can we learn from David?  First…

1. Share Your Heart with God

When we find ourselves in that cave, we need to make sure we share our discouragement openly & truthfully with God. This is not always as easy as it seems.

· Go ahead and turn to Psalm 142 and notice how this psalm begins… "A maskil of David when he was in the cave."  (a maskil may be a psalm that has a purposes to teach)
· This is a Psalm for cave dwellers… it expresses the cry of David’s heart when he was living in the cave.  

· Look what he says, "I cry aloud to the Lord; I lift up my voice to the Lord for mercy. I pour out my complaint before Him; before Him I tell my trouble." 

· How many of you have ever complained to God? Anybody? How many are just good at complaining?  If you are… then you’re in good company.

· David says, "I pour out my complaint to the Lord."
You’ve probably noticed that there are a number of different kinds of psalms… psalms of celebration, remembrance, and wisdom… 

· But the most frequent kind of psalm is called the Psalm of Lament, which is just kind of a fancy word for complaint.  Does God seem put off by this? 

· What I’ve found in the psalms… as I’ve found in the book of Job… is that as long as we remember who God is (especially against the backdrop of who we are)… and as long as we allow God to respond, He welcomes our complaints. 

And yet many people are never able to do this. They either stuff their discouragement down real deep. They pretend to be okay. They throw on their masks and force a few smiles. 

· Or, they vent their anger and frustration at God without even wanting a response.

· But neither will ever help you… neither will lead you any closer toward healing and peace.

· But David chooses to express himself to God… and because his heart ached to hear back from Him, he was able to get to the very bottom of his pain and discouragement. 

So, if you want to be encouraged in the Lord, the first step that you have to take is just be real honest about the discouragement you’re experiencing in your life. Share it with Him... be open about it with Him.

· If you’re finding yourself easily discouraged in your relationship with God… let me ask you, are you expressing your heart to Him?  

· “O God… It’s been so long since I’ve sensed your presence with me… I’ve been praying and praying but you don’t seem to be answering me?” 
· For David… for all of us, expressing our hearts to God not only invites God into the cave with us… but keeps us from getting overrun with fear and bitterness…

· So that, after seven years, David is able to emerge out from the wilderness with his spirit and soul better shape than when he went in.   

In fact, in Psalm 18:1-2, he records those moments when he was first delivered from the caves, “I love you, O LORD, my strength. The LORD is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer; my God is my rock, in whom I take refuge. He is my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.” 

· So, the first thing we need to do when we find ourselves in the midst of difficult circumstances wondering where God is… is to be open and honest with God about our discouragement.
· Secondly, while in those times of upheaval and disorientation, it is so important to be aware of… and resist… the temptations we might face.
2. Resist Temptation

Let’s turn back for a moment to 1 Samuel 24… It’s an important story because through it we’re able to see a very real connection between temptation and the cave. 
· Notice, as I read this, how vulnerable we are when we’re in the cave… when we’re in the dark seasons of life… 
· Verses 1-4, “After Saul returned from fighting the Philistines, he was told that David had gone into the wilderness of En Gedi. So Saul chose 3,000 elite troops from all Israel and went to search for David and his men near the rocks of the wild goats. 
· At the place where the road passes some sheepfolds, Saul went into a cave to relieve himself. But as it happened, David and his men were hiding farther back in that very cave! 
· ‘Now's your opportunity!’ David's men whispered to him. ‘This is the day the Lord spoke of when he said to you, ‘I will give your enemy into your hands for you to deal with as you wish.’”
David finally sees a way out of his cave dwelling days.  All he needs to do is to knock off the guy who’s been causing all of his problems. 
· How lucky could David get?  Saul decides to go to the bathroom in the very same cave that David is hiding in.
· There is nothing Saul could do to defend himself… he assumes he’s all alone in there. 
· Even his men say, "This is the day the Lord spoke of." 
· In other words, "God promised you deliverance, now here it is. Saul is here. You can do away with him. You can kill him. That must be what God wants. God doesn’t want you to be unhappy and miserable in this cave. God doesn’t want you in the wilderness. Saul deserves judgment. This is a clear way out of the cave. It must be God’s will." 

Have you ever experienced something like this? I’ve found that we will always be vulnerable to any temptation that promises to get us out of the cave or to give us even a few moments of relief. 

· It must have been so tempting for David… "I could get out of the cave now.  All this can finally be over.” But it would have been wrong. 
· It would have been a shortcut that ultimately, I think, would have destroyed David. 
· So David walks quietly toward Saul… simply cutting off a piece of Saul’s robe so he could later try to prove to Saul that his intentions were never to kill him or take his throne.
Some of you are in a cave today. You’re in a discouraging place for whatever reason, and maybe there is a shortcut to relief that is tempting you. 
· Maybe you feel so alone because you’ve been single a long time or your marriage is in the wilderness, and there’s another relationship that promises intimacy and closeness. 
· And it’s so tempting for you to think, "This is so available, and it would feel so good. And I’m so miserable and lonely in this cave. And God wants me to be happy.” 

· Our capacity to rationalize when relief is nearby is pretty amazing isn’t it?

· But it’s a shortcut… that will take your life, not give you life. 
· It will appear to set you free from what might seem like a prison cell… only to lead you into a more deeper dungeon. 
And so the question is, will you take the shortcut, or will you submit to God… and trust Him that He is good… He is present… and that He will deliver you at the right time? 
· Will you say, "All right, God, I’ll spend more time in this cave. As hard as it is, I will not take a shortcut out of here."
· Maybe you’re stuck in a position at work that you know you won’t be able to get out of for another few years… and you’re tempted to make the second guy in line look bad so that you’ll get the boss’s attention.

· Maybe you face financial temptation... where one little shortcut can give you some financial breathing room in your life… even though it is dishonest.
· Maybe it’s the temptation to deceive someone… or to run from a relationship that has been damaged rather than doing the hard work of rebuilding.
Maybe it’s a temptation to just quit something when you know God is calling you to endure, but it would just feel so good to quit.  Or to jump ahead with something when you know God isn’t giving you the green light.
· Bottom-line… Will you choose not to take the shortcut, not to give in to temptation even though your giving in to it would seemingly be your ticket out?
· Because I’ll tell you, a shortcut like that may give you relief for a moment, but it can rob you of the life and joy that God has invited us to.
· So… David shares His heart with God… He resists the temptation to do the very thing that would likely set him free from the cave… And now, he finds his ultimate refuge in God.
3. Find Your Ultimate Refuge in God

You know, there are all sort of caves… some are fairly shallow… where, with some effort and reflection on your part… you find that you can navigate out without much struggle. 
· But then you experience those caves where no human action can get you out… there’s nothing you can fix to make things better… nothing you have control over… where all you can do is wait. 
· It’s then… where all you can do is simply wait on to God... who promises in Psalm 9:9 to be our “refuge in times of trouble.” 
· David so often expresses this in the Psalms. "God, I can’t get myself out of this, I will not let go of you. I will find my refuge in you. I will trust you." 

· Finding ultimate refuge in God means you get yourself so immersed in God’s presence and so convinced of his goodness and so devoted to his lordship that you find even the cave to be a safe place for you…because God is there with you… like he was there with David.
David writes in Psalm 9:9-10, “The LORD is a shelter for the oppressed, a refuge in times of trouble. Those who know your name trust in you, for you, O LORD, have never abandoned anyone who searches for you.
· To the degree we’ve come to trust in the Father’s goodness… to trust in His promise never to abandon us… to trust that His intentions for us are always good… to trust that His love and mercies never end…

· To that degree will we experience His nearness and find Him to be our refuge in those times of need.

· Jeremiah wrote, “LORD, you are my strength and fortress, my refuge in the day of trouble!” Jeremiah 16:19
· Will we choose to trust Him?  Will we find our refuge in Him?

Some of you have lived in one sort of cave or another for some time now… and you’re tired… you’re hurt… and perhaps you want to give up.
· Will you express all those hurts, insecurities, and fears to God?  
· Will you “wait patiently for the Lord” rather than give into the temptations that promise quick relief from your pain?

· And will you choose to find your place of rest and refuge in Him?
I don’t know about your cave. I don’t know if you’re there now or if it’s coming in the future. I don’t know how challenging it will be. 
· I just know that God does his best work in caves, and so, even though this season may be so difficult, we can still be encouraged & strengthened in the Lord… 
· We can still discover the nearness of God.
I waited patiently for the LORD to help me,

and he turned to me and heard my cry. 

He lifted me out of the pit of despair,

out of the mud and the mire.

He set my feet on solid ground 

and steadied me as I walked along. 

He has given me a new song to sing,

a hymn of praise to our God.

Many will see what he has done and be astounded.

They will put their trust in the LORD. 

Oh, the joys of those who trust the LORD…  Ps 40:1-4

