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			PREFACE

			John Edward Dalberg-Acton was born in England in 1834, just prior to the ascent of young Victoria to the throne and lived throughout the span of the Victorian Age, dying in 1902, just one year subsequent to the passing of Queen Victoria herself. He was a man of immense learning, a philosopher, and a historian, and was the recipient of a tandem of titles bestowed upon this intellectual aristocrat. Officially he was known as the First Baron Acton, 13th Marquess of Grappelli. Today, over a century later to the extent that modern society even remembers such a person he is known as Lord Acton, and is even more famed for a simple statement he once made:

			“Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

			Like most great sayings it has a tendency to be misquoted or perhaps too often cited, but also as with great truths history has proven its undeniability. Acton, himself an ardent Roman Catholic, was a believer and spoke and wrote against the corruption of power in that institution, most specifically including the doctrine of papal Infallibility. Undoubtedly Lord Acton had a Biblical familiarity, with his view of the world and its ways being at least partially formed by the book. Did he mean his famous statement as an absolute, applicable to all men and women at all times and places? This is highly doubtful, but as a human, political and moral principle the great historian’s aphorism is accurate more often than we wish.

			For a proper and proportionate understanding of “power corrupts” the Holy Bible is as good a place to begin as any, and in fact its entire vast spectrum of times and persons furnishes as ample a supply of examples as any student could wish. So again, in view of the Biblical Light, was the great Lord Acton always right? Of course not. The Old Testament is replete with examples of Godly men to whom great power was entrusted and of whom no one could hurl a truthful accusation of corruption. Perhaps the finest example is the man who was the central human figure of the Old Book, Moses. To him God vouched safe the leadership of His Chosen People for some four decades. During this period Moses confronted Pharaoh, continually battled his own people, received the Law on Mt. Sinai and was the undisputed leader of the new nation of Israel. Not a hint of moral corruption accompanied Moses, and he embodied the Biblical principle of to whom great power is entrusted great service is required. Moses stands not alone, for the Bible reflects two others, from humble beginnings, who rose to the peak of power in foreign nations and remained true to God. Joseph assumed leadership of Egypt, then the greatest nation on earth, and Daniel that of the mighty Persian Empire, both without besmirching their names, characters, and reputations with the corruption of power. Both men, admirable as youths, continually grew in moral stature and furthered not just their own character, but God’s present and eternal purposes. Yet today, Joseph and Daniel, each of whom had been entrusted with enormous power and responsibility, provide the moral template for Godly officials, the number of which is regrettably few.

			Still, the Bible is known for a continuous stream of wickedness and moral villainy flowing from high places. In the Old Testament so often many of the priests were models of decadence, and a number of the judges handled power poorly. It is with the latter days of the divided Kingdom of Israel and Judah where we find an abundance of men and women who saw the paths of power as avenues of personal aggrandizement. The names of kings such as Manasseh, Jehoiakim and certainly the monarchial tyranny of Ahab and Jezebel remain bywords for moral corruption of the powerful. 

			The New Testament is not a vacuum when we examine the corrupting poison of power, as it is filled to the brim with the infamy and rottenness of personal and political corruption. Jesus was born into a land whose king, Herod the Great, slaughtered untold innocent babies in an effort to murder the Messiah, a failed enterprise, but one which today remains a sort of sick standard for how low a man will bow to retain power. This Herod killed many of his sons and wives because he feared their potential power, but spared one son, Herod Antipas, who became his successor. Antipas proved worthy of his father as he became the indifferent murderer of John the Baptist and a mocker of Christ Himself, in his struggling efforts to retain power. (He lost it anyway). Antipas was succeeded by his nephew Herod Agrippa I, maybe the worst of the Herods, a man who murdered the apostle James and was on the cusp of doing the same with Peter when he himself lost not just power but his own life in a grotesque fashion. So, on and on it went and still goes.

			Power can make good men and women bad, and bad men and women even worse. Many, though, including some of history’s worst tyrants, were not corrupted by power. To this end we direct the spotlight on three contemporaries of the twentieth century, three men who have firmly earned busts on any Mount Rushmore of corrupt power. Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong, the unchallenged rulers of Germany, the Soviet Union and China, were responsible for the deaths of tens of millions, perhaps even passing one hundred million human beings, during the bloodbath that was the twentieth century. Anyone with but an elementary familiarity with the three could not correctly assert that power had changed any of them. Hitler was a street person, totally incapable of forming normal relationships, Stalin, a revolutionary and a bank robber, and Mao, a professional agitator and revolutionary who once opined that “… political power comes from the barrel of a gun.” None were corrupted by the acquisition of enormous political power, for each of the three was already thoroughly and morally corrupt before they grasped the reins of power. Time, space and the human capacity for boredom and endless repetition blocks any attempt to catalogue even a few men and women who are immoral and amoral duplicates of these three. Suffice it to say that history, including the Bible, furnishes an endless inventory of degenerate persons, corrupt to the core, who just further blacken their souls with the added corruption of power.

			Enough of men such as these, who by the lights of almost anybody seemed to have been spawned in hell itself. Instead, we now turn to the three men who are the protagonists of this short work, as well as a trio of kings around whom a great portion of Old Testament narrative is structured. They are Saul, David, and Solomon, the first three kings of Israel as well as being the only three kings of the United Kingdoms of Israel and Judah. To the author the lives of these three ancient monarchs are far more instructive and interesting than the infamous tyrants and their brother despots. They have much in common, all three having begun with God’s blessing and the entire trio being blessed with exceptional talent, and at least in the early portions of their lives, a certain sturdiness and attraction of moral character. For differing reasons, each man was given enormous tasks and responsibilities, and each has a record of at least partial success. At the outset of their reigns each man’s heart seemed to be pledged towards faithful service to God, but along the way each man’s weaknesses were starkly exposed for all the world to see. In the case of Saul, he was a tragic figure of what we now call Shakespearean proportions, and we shall find that while there is much in his character to deplore, his sins never fully eradicate some admirable traits. David, the most celebrated and lauded of the trinity of kings, remains one of the primary figures of the Bible, and in point of fact, all history. As talented, even multi-talented as any man who ever lived so also are his weaknesses of epic proportions, affecting himself, wreaking havoc and destruction in his own family and ultimately endangering Israel itself To find one of history’s greatest enigmas it is to David’s son and successor Solomon that we will look. He was a man of splendid gifts and talents, his God given wisdom providing much of his Biblical story. Ultimately, though, he was personally talented, astute, and wise he proved to be a disaster for Israel, opening to the land the floodgates of paganism and idolatry. Often, King Solomon has been styled as the greatest disappointment in the entire Bible, and often he has richly merited this just declamation.

			The men and especially the women who surrounded these three monarchs bring to the story elements of fascination which make its study ever intriguing. Names such as Goliath, Jonathan, Michal, Nathan, Bathsheba, Uriah, Joab, Abner, Ishbosheth and Sheba compound our interest in the three kings.

			The three men, as those in power do, were prime movers in the shaping of events in their day. They were powerful men, but none of the three maintained a spotless record of virtue and admirability when exercising that power. It is not only that they harmed others, including their own nation, when exercising their powers but also that they continually imperiled their own moral characters. The destructive force of power, most specifically political power, shall be a running stream of thought throughout this narrative as we explore its handling (and mishandling) by Saul, David, and Solomon.

			One of the tritest of cliché’s, fashioned in so many forms, is that life is full of changes. Certainly, it is, even for the Kings of ancient Biblical times. Our subjects are men whose lives changed drastically and dramatically, and at time the changes were spurred by the necessary (and often unnecessary) wielding of power. Were any or all of the three improved by power? Were any destroyed by the exercise of power? In any event, and regardless of the answers to these two questions, they were all changed by power.

			The men upon whom our study is focused should not be solely and unfairly defined by power. Each man and each king had moments when his usage of it was exemplary. Unfortunately, each had many occasions when charges of wanton and gross, even heinously criminal acts of power can be placed at their feet. Human beings, though, are too complex to be defined simply by their quantum and quality of just one element, in this case power. All three, Saul, David and Solomon were highly intelligent, ambitious, and self-willed, and each had weaknesses which were ruthlessly exploited. None is a caricature, and for certain none is either wholly good or bad. In short, they were as most humans except that most humans do not have the stage and spotlight of history with which all three had to contend. Their characters and lives were molded by family backgrounds and traditions, various men and women who had touched and influenced their lives, the times and events of the day, their personalities and that our personal core of being which each possesses, and which at times is simply called the “soul.” Most certainly, though, the lives and legacies of all three men are largely defined by their actions and attitudes as king, where power, authority and responsibility is historically granted to but a few.

			This work is by no definition a biography, for the Old Testament provides a plentitude of life information for each man. Neither does it make any pretense at being a history of Israel for its brief run as a united monarchy. For this the Old Testament itself as supplemented by thousands of years of research, scholarship and writing serves as a model and a marvelous history for any nation at any time. This work is more in the nature of a monograph on the employment of political power by three men who found themselves in a powerful position never intended by God. All three had some success in the exercise of power, but likewise did this trio of monarchs miserably fail when they attempted to deploy absolute power. All three lost sight of themselves and of their true purposes, and but one of the three made at least a partial moral recovery. Each man, particularly in their youth, possessed a certain attractiveness of character and, dare we say it, even charisma. Their human attractiveness diminished and even began to fail with the improper exercise of power. Too, as has been alluded they were men, not just kings with power, and as such were virtuous at their best, but afflicted by a multiplicity of weaknesses and sins at their worst.

			This brief preface began with a timeless quote from a world-famous historian. It is appropriate that its conclusion should be another quotation from a later source, much less august but by no means bereft of wisdom. In 1971 Columbia Pictures released an historical epic, “Nicholas and Alexandra” which centered on both the family and the failure of the generally well meaning but inept last Tsar of Russia, Nicholas II was deposed. Towards the end of the story Nicholas, showing more introspection and self-analysis than at any other time in his life ruefully laments:

			“A strong man does not need power. A weak man is destroyed by it.”

			As we study Saul, David, and Solomon these few words are ceaselessly relevant.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			BATTLEFIELD CASUALTIES

			“So Saul took the Kingdom over Israel, and fought against all his enemies on every side, against Moab, and against the children of Ammon, and against Edom, and against the Kings of Zobah, and against the Philistines: and whithersoever he turned himself, he vexed them.” – I Samuel 14:47

			Now, a mightily impressive man walked across a newly christened battlefield, where the Israelite army under the same King Saul had not only vanquished, but totally laid to ruin a people known as the Amalekites. Essentially to historians Saul has remained an obscure figure, overshadowed by the deeds and personality of his more fabled successor. Further, he is a “Biblical” figure and to a vast array of ancient historians of a decided secular bent this is a signal to give him little notice and few plaudits. The Old Testament, though, both more sweeping and more detailed than other ancient history sources tells a different story. As Saul strode across the battlefield what would a person whose gaze fell upon Saul actually see? At this moment, sometime before 1000 B.C. King Saul would have made an outstanding impression on anyone. He was still in the youthful prime of life, perhaps in his mid to late thirties and was one of the few men the Bible actually describes as handsome. Certainly, he was no Napoleonic character for the scriptures describe him as exceptionally tall. A former shepherd and farmer he was accustomed to outdoor living and likely had a hardened physique which had been bronzed by the sun. To retrieve a very old phrase and a shopworn cliché the King of Israel was the classic “tall, dark and handsome man.”

			King Saul, by any reckoning, was a “man’s man,” with the employment of that trite phrase not meant in a derogatory sense. He was strong and what maybe even more to the point as a natural leader he appeared to be strong, not just physically, but in an admirable directness of manner, unpretentiousness, and a modest manner, well becoming in all persons, but especially so and noticeably rare in kings and generals. Succinctly expressed, Saul looked like the king. With an array of assets, ease of manner, a commanding presence and a rugged simplicity to him, Saul seems to have won the favor of many men whose service (or servitude) he could otherwise command.

			One of those men who Saul commanded but with whom the king also enjoyed a warm personal relationship, was his own cousin, Abner, a trusted advisor, and a general who effectively was the strong right arm of Saul in many battles. 

			Together Saul and Abner walked yet another battlefield on which the soldiers of Israel had achieved victory over another on the seemingly endless roster of the nation’s enemies. As king, general and conquerors the two men walked across a field where an ancient enemy of Israel, the Amalekites, had at last been subdued and practically extinguished. Here in the third decade of the twenty-first century it is a comparatively few, but a blessedly few, who have seen the results and aftermath of a modern battle. For almost two centuries though, we have been provided increasingly detailed photographic accounts of war, its butchery, suffering, grotesquerie and all the anguish which accompany such accounts. For the aftermath of ancient battles, we have sketchy accounts, and often to visualize such a scene as Saul and Abner beheld requires the exercise of some imagination.

			The battlefield which they beheld, except for the death and destruction, likely was in stark contrast to the modern equivalent setting. Modern weaponry has been so finely honed as instruments of death that their thoroughness is shocking, awe-inspiring but in some strange way a tribute to the finely honed instruments of killing which humanity has fashioned. Modern high-powered explosives, whether in the form of bombs, artillery shells or some other macabre killing mechanism are so thorough that the human targets of their aim may simply be eradicated, their bodies vaporized and ceasing to exist in recognizable form. Automatic weapons, high velocity rifles and such other implements can instantaneously stop any man and transform his body into a pulpy, gooey mess of flesh and blood. Body parts, which moments before were the living physicality of a breathing, sentient human being, are tossed and scattered to and fro. Blood, dried, curdled, and clotted is everywhere, and its offensive stench settles upon the field of combat. This, though, is the present, not the world or the battlefields of Saul and Abner, where contests of military strength some three thousand years ago were played out.

			What Saul and his companion witnessed was horrible and gruesome, but the killing potential of ancient weapons was but a fraction of their modern counterparts. In a surprisingly strange way, the ancient battlefield may have been a more personal forum. Men, and with this battle, women as well were stabbed and hacked to death with swords, knives, daggers, and all other manner of edged weapons. Severed arms, legs, hands, feet, even heads would have been thick on the ground. Glazed eyes stared upward to the heavens, and the gashing, gushing wounds of powerful edged weaponry were everywhere to be seen. On this battlefield, too, were Amalekite youths, children and even babies. Herds of livestock had been decimated, and the bloated corpses expanding in the sun. It was a battlefield, and a charnel house over which Saul and Abner steadily placed their carefully calculated tread.

			Yet to Saul and Abner this field of vanquished Amalekites presented no novelty of experience. In the plainest of words, they had seen it all before. These men as political and military leaders each possessed a resumé of battlefield experience and laurels which few men in any epoch of history had ever surpassed. Those of us (most of us) without battlefield experience may only opine, but it seems that even good men, such as Saul, could be and can be hardened and annealed by the sights, sounds and smells which compose the arena of battle. We accept that at this juncture in his reign Saul was a hardened, a battle-hardened king and monarch, lacking any hint of cowardice and possessing one of the primary elements of leadership. He led, took great personal risks and was both the king and a great exemplar to his soldiers, men who he seemed to accept not at the king’s subjects but rather as fellow soldiers and Israelites, having a special bond among a special, chosen people serving the one living God.

			But what of Saul the man at this point? Historically more than a few men and women are so identified with political and military authority and power that the entirety of their beings become subsumed (at times willingly) in the position they hold. Dare we say that Saul was not such a man or king, and even following years of monarchically and military success the personality of Saul as a man may yet be ascertained. Although some of this will be explored in more depth later at the outset let us say that Saul’s initial appearance in the scriptures reflects quite favorably upon him. Although the years of rule had bestowed upon Saul a certain comfort in his office, he never wanted to be king. In this he stands as an equal in the exalted company of men such as Moses and Jeramiah. His youthful ambitions lay elsewhere, and likely they would have been fulfilled had he been able to pursue them. Saul came from a good and quite prosperous family of the Tribe of Benjamin, one of Israel’s smallest. He had a youthful popularity and gladly he seemed to return this blessing to others. It is a shopworn cliché, but Saul liked people, and in any role and at any stage of his life to this date he likewise was easy to like. His life, laid out fully for our scriptural gaze, reflects a certain straightforwardness of speech and manner, always admirable traits, but at times he was a little brusque in speech. In the best sense of the thought men liked Saul, and he was likely most comfortable in the company of other men. Unlike other monarchs of his day, though, and especially his two successors his desire for feminine companionship was limited to his one lifelong wife, Ahianomor. At a time of regal promiscuity (an era that has not yet passed from the modern world) Saul seems to have been a faithful man and an exception to the norm.

			The quality that was to be found in both Saul the king and Saul the man was his lack of pretension. Ancient kings were treated, shall we say it, “royally” with plenty of pomp, circumstance, and splendor. All politicians from the dawn of creation to the present aspire to be known as a “man of the people,” no matter how elegant and effete their lifestyles become. Saul was the genuine article, from a prosperous, yet humble background, of no particular pedigree and as king was not a man who “put on airs.” Royal courts, palaces, grandeur and all the trappings of splendor and glamour characterized his successors, not Saul. He seemed to do and be what was necessary to fulfill his very responsible office, but the Saul we view here does not appear to be a man whose hunger for power leads him astray. In so many ways he was just the sort of man a reasonable person and one who would be his subject, would desire to be in such a high office. This is the man we may desire, but he was the man nations and peoples seldom receive.

			About Saul’s character, including his virtues, this work hopefully will have much to say, yet a great flaw of King Saul was about to be exposed and that in an intensely dramatic fashion. To borrow from literature and the classics of antiquity Saul was a potentially great man and great King who became a tragic figure of Shakespearean proportions because of his moral Achilles’s heel – his own self-will. God reluctantly had allowed the Israelites to have a king, and Saul had been a popular choice for many of the heretofore discussed reasons. Yet, God abhorred absolute monarchy, absolute rule, and absolute power of any sort. Even more so, if possible, He abhors disobedience, and here Saul’s storehouse was full. He had been authorized by God to “slay the Amalekites,” a nomadic pagan group that since the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt centuries ago had been their inveterate enemies. They were a treacherous group and had continually plagued Israel, and as did all the pagan nations which surrounded God’s small nation, were spiritually a deleterious influence. Before the battle through his great prophet and judge Samuel, whom Saul had deposed by popular demand, Saul had been given these starkly explicit instructions:

			“Now go and smite Amalek, and utterly destroy all that they have, and spare them not; but slay both man and woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass.”

			With understanding modern sensibilities recoil at this directive for a war of annihilation, yet it is with difficulty that modern westerners, especially Americans, can distinguish this from the indiscriminate massive bombing campaigns of World War II, which marked the latter stages of that conflagration. Nonetheless, and returning to Israel, Saul heard and heeded Samuel’s instructions – selectively. The people were all slain, but Saul, now a king but previously a farmer and shepherd could not bring himself to destroy all the prime livestock owned by the Amalekites. The tone and tint of Saul’s kingship and life now changes as the scripture records:

			“But Saul and the people spared… the best of the sheep, and of the oxen, and of the fatlings, and the lambs, and all that was good, and would not utterly destroy them: but everything that was vile and refuse that they destroyed utterly.”

			King Saul thus displayed a very human attribute that at times plagues all, including some of His most faithful, and that is wholehearted obedience as long as the disciple agrees with God. Saul was happy to obey when God’s will coincided with his own kingly intentions, but if not, Saul would rationalize or perhaps even hide the disobedience from God. The believing disciple knows that nothing is hidden from the Divine Eyes in Heaven, and soon Samuel would know as well, for God spoke to him the judgment that Saul had failed and failed miserably and irrevocably.

			But for now, that old legendary prophet and judge Samuel traveled to meet Saul but found that he had gone to Carmel before departing for Gilgal. Finally, he arrived and with kingly self-assurance and pride of performance Saul exclaimed to Samuel:

			“Behold be thou of the Lord: I have performed the commandment of the Lord.”

			Just then with timing that would have been the envy of any dramatist, screenwriter or actor certain other performers in this drama make an appearance and comment:

			“And Samuel said, What meaneth then this bleating of the sheep in mine ears, and the lowing of the oxen which I hear?”

			For certain, King Saul was not a stupid man, and he likely knew that Samuel and the Lord would discover that the prime livestock had been commandeered by the King, now hurriedly offered by Saul in the guise of a “sacrifice unto the Lord they God.”

			What a strange picture of confrontation and disproportionality was now presented. On one side was King Saul, strong, handsome, rugged, brave, and backed by generals and an army which had delivered to their King and their God their greatest victory, for they had slain the Amalekites. Saul was more than the conquering general, he was the noble triumphant king, the very embodiment of righteous, virile Israelite manhood. The Amalekites, a poisonous viper of a nation for generations, was no more poised to strike at the bosom of Israel. Masses of prime animals, not just meat but “wealth on the hoof” spoke of the thoroughness of his victory. For years a popular monarch, Saul must have attained almost semi-deification for presenting yet another, and this time the greatest victory, over an enemy of Israel and Israel’s God. At such a juncture in the lives and careers of numerous heathen Gentile generals and monarchs they assumed the formal glory of divine recognition of their people. 

			The other party to this meeting and dialogue was a stark, and to the spiritually degenerate, an almost comical foil to Saul. It was Samuel, now a very old man, the last of the judges of Israel and a man who had experienced more than most in life but who likely had never physically intimidated any living being. An old man, whose own sons were a disgrace to his name, he at God’s behest years earlier had sought out his own replacement and found him in Saul. As a judge, the final and likely the greatest of all Israel’s judges Samuel lived with the pain of rejection by his own people and the ignominious burden of finding his own successor. Still, Samuel and Saul through the years had developed something akin to a father and son relationship, but here they stood, sadly, on opposite sides of the divide. It is safe to aver, though, that if self-confidence was in short supply, it was in the camp of Saul, not Samuel. Saul as a man and a king was many things, both good and bad, but he was not stupid. Quickly in response to Samuel’s indictment of the sparring of the Amalekite sheep and oxen he pivots and attempts to place his own disobedience in the guise of service to God. With a shaky quasi-enthusiasm Saul attempts to at least salvage the situation:

			“They have brought (the oxen and sheep) to me from the Amalekites; for the people spared the best of the sheep and of the oxen, to sacrifice unto the Lord they God, and the rest we have utterly destroyed.”

			A man standing on firmer ground would not have shifted responsibility for this act of disobedience to the “people” but have fully taken to himself full credit for it. Further Saul knows, as does Samuel and as does God that if he as king had given the order for destruction of all livestock such would have occurred. Obviously, however, he had not. Saul has done wrong and stands in direct disobedience to a clear dictate from God, yet he succumbs to the natural human tendency to adorn even our worst acts in the decorum and ornamentation of good intentions. Samuel is not fooled, and in response to Saul’s claims of virtue in intended sacrifice Samuel offers a statement whose ring of spiritual clarity has never been eradicated or even diminished:

			“Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? 

			Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams.”

			The God of the Old Testament, the New Testament, and the God of here, now and beyond is a God of almost endless, inexhaustible patience with His people. Saul, though, merits no singularity in condemnation, for the King merely expressed a feeling that remains prevalent today, the desire of many people to serve God but on their own terms. God always showed literally a Divine patience with His disciples and their follies, foolishness, laziness, lethargy, and unending return to the same sins. The one thing, old and new, that He has never accepted or even tolerated is outright rebellion, and this is the sin of Saul. All persons, male and female, then and now, have it within their power to disobey God, but the disobedience of a king, especially a king anointed by God Himself is not only a great sin but a sin of great consequences for many.

			Further, God’s commands and laws, are so often derided and scoffed at by the vast world of disbelief. A remnant of Amalekites had escaped and would continue to make war upon Israel for generations to come. Saul had not just substituted his will for God’s but also his judgment. Yet cattle and sheep were not the only symbols of Saul’s willful disobedience. Saul had expressed regret, remorse, confession of sin to Samuel, and begged forgiveness:

			“I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord, and thy words: because I feared the people and obeyed their voice.

			Now therefore, I pray thee, pardon my sin, and turn again with me, that I may worship the Lord.”

			The sincerity of Saul’s confession is a matter for individual consideration, but the substance of his confession is not. A king who “feared the people and obeyed their voice” in the full light of a direction otherwise from God is not a man who has the Spirit of God and His interests truly at heart.

			Saul, a man reluctant to be king, now heard the words he must have dreaded with all his soul:

			“Samuel said unto Saul, I will not return with thee: for thou hast rejected the word of the Lord, and the Lord hath rejected thee from being King over Israel.”

			With that ominous phrase of doom Samuel turned to walk away from Saul he tore the skirt of his robe and pronounced that:

			“The Lord hath rent the kingdom of Israel from
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