
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         164           59           884 
 
 

Five tests of love, 1952. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• . 

FIVE TESTS OF LOVE 

November JO, 1952 

My dear friends, last week, you will recall, I spoke to you on "Five Tests of Char

acter" as revealed in the life of Abraham, the founder of our faith, the ancestor of our 

people. This morning I should like to speak to you on "Five Tests of L:,ve", as revealed 

in another of the brilliant and unforgettable personalities of the Bible - David, King 

of Israel. There are some 41 chapters in the Bible in the Books of Samuel, I Kings, 

which are devoted to the story of David, and where the Bible records leave off, Je gend 

which is mankind•s tribute to greatness carried on and embellished still further the 

life and ]a bors of this fascinating man, who began his life humbly as a shepherd boy, 

fought his way to a throne, and e cst.ablished a dynasty which lasted for 500 years. 

Through the many centuries this vibrant and heroic personality of na.vid has ap

pealed tremendously to men of religion, to historians, poets, sculptors, painters, play

wrights and composers. David himself, you will recall, as an artist., a musician, a 

sweet-singer in Israel who played his harp• to heal K ng saul of his melancholy, and to 

whom tradition ascribes the sons of the Book of Psalms, the psalme of David. Michael 

Angelo, Donatello, Verrochio sculptured David in glorious marble and bronze. Rembrandt., 

Rubens painted him on resplendent canvases. And great symphones and oratorios voiced t~ 

glorious life of David in Music. The very name, David, means •the beloved" and avid 

has been a beloved hero not orly of the Jewish ople, but of mankind. According to 

Jewish tradition the !essiah would be a descendant of King David., and the Chri tian 

tradition traces the ancest~y of Jesus to David and to Abraham. 

One may approach the life of David from maf\Y directions. He is a significant pol

itical figure in world history. He wrote a deathless chapter in Jewish history. In a 

sense he completed the work hich Moses had begun. David united the Jewish people -

the tribes of the North and the tribes of the South - and welded them into one nation. 

He conquered and tk!stroyed the might of the Philistines who were forever thlteatening 

the very exisMnce of Israel, and in a reign whicn lasted for 40 years., he built up a 
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powerful nation. He established Jerusalem as the capitol of the country. He helpe to 

strengthen also and to organize the religious lif'e of the people, and he prepared the 

way for the building of the great Temple in Jerusalem, the central sanctuary, although 

he himself was not privileged or pennitted to build the Temple because, as the Bible has 

it, he had spilled too much blood dur:iJmg the many wars. navid was a great king, a great 

warrior, a great statesman. The Biblical narrators, however, were not content to tell 

merely of King navid•s great achievements. They were also interested, and greatly in

terested, in the human side of the man, in the man himself', in David. 

The genius of the Bible, my friends,ia revealed in the fact that all of its heroes 

are protrayed full-length, as complete human beings, not as perfect men, not as saints, 

nor as men whose only significance lies in their historic achievements. A man is more 

than what he achieves. The Bible wants us to know the great men in their true humanity, 

with all their strength and all their wealmess, their human frailties, their ambitions, 

where the) failed and how they struggled to surmount their failures, andhow they rose 

on the rungs of spiritual suffering and humiliation to higher levels and loftier con

ceptions of life, because the sternest battles which a man moot wage in life are not 

the battles which he wages with nature or even the battles which he wages w:i. th other men; 

they are the battles which he has to wage with himself'. The moral lapses of the Bibli

cal heroes are never suppressed inthe Bible, never excused. Their sins are never pal

liated. The heroes are held to strict accountability. Human beings in the Bible are 

portrayed realistically, with profound psychological insight frequently - human beings, 

men and women, as the)I are caught in the toils of the times and the circumstances, 

whipped and torn by passions and tonnented by desires and ambitions, hurting and being 

hurt, some better than others, none above censure, and none beyond redemption, and all 

challenged to rise God-ward. 
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Accordingly, much attention is given in the Biblical narrative to David's private 

life, to navid the .friend, navid the husband, .David the father, 1)3.vid the man of great 

love and the mcll of great lust, the man of sin, and the man of broken-hearted repentance 

through whose regal years sorrow and tragedy and death stalked darkly, but whose hmn

ili ty was so great and whose generosity of spirit was so great and who served his 

people with such devotion and selfiessness that they hoped and prayed through many 

generations that his dynasty would last forever. 

Now, many types of love, dear friends, sacred as we 11 as profane are found in the 
pathetically 

stoI7 of David - some noble, s:,me ignoble, some love which is pxwrwttcal)J: blind, some 

exalting, and others shatt-ering in their frightening intensity. 

There is, for exanple, the immortal love of David and Jonathan, the imperishable 

story of a .friendship between a prince and a humble shepherd lad, a story which has 

come down undimmed through the B ges and has warmed the hearts of countless generations 

of men. "The soul of Jonathan," says the Bible, "was knit with the soul of David, and 

Jonathan loved him as his own sou1.n It was a love which was sealed in a covenant of 

eternal friendshio which was to outlive them and embrace also their descendant9. And .. 

in defense of his friend, out of his boundless love for his .friend was as dear to him 

as his own soul, Jonathan, pleading for him with his father to save David from banish

ment, to save David from death - Jonathan brought down upon himself the wrath and the 

condemnation of his own father whom he loved dearly} King saul - a father who charged 

him with making an alliance with David against the King hiTTtself, his own father, a father 

who taunted him, Jonathan, his beloved son - taunted him. "Why, you are more devoted 

to your f'riend David than to your own interests, than to assure the succession of the 

throne for yourself and your descendants." Jonathan•s love was greater than his Rn 

interests. He was prepared to take second place to his friend, David, whose extra

ordinary talents he und~rstood and he felt that the future of the nation would be more 

secure in David's hands than in his own. And so, he says to navid 1 "Fear notJ for the 

hand ot Saul my .father shall not find you. You shall be King over Israel, and I shall 
be content to be next to you.• 
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And when Jonathan died, slain on the field of battle fighting the Philistines, 

slain at the side of his father Saul, and when the news was brought to David of the 

death of his friend, David broke down arrl uttered that poignant lament over his fallen 

friend, a lament which has moved the hearts of men athward the countless centuries. 

"I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan. Very pleasant have you beento me. Your 

love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women. How are the mighty fallen." 

David and Jonathan had a capacity for great and noble friendship, for an unself

ish love which asked for nothing and which gave everything, a love which was eternal 

comrni tment and perfect compensation. "A true :friend loves at all times." 

And so this is the first type of love which we find in the story of David in a 

superb test of real love• And woven into that large and colorful tapestry of David I s 

life story is the account of two other loves to different kinds, types of love - loves 

which were selfish and brutally sensual., terribly destructive. One was his own love 

for Bath-Sheba, the wife of Uriah, the Hittite., and the other was the love of hit! son, 

Amnon., for his half-sister Tamar. Amnon became so infatuated w:ffll beautiful Tamar 

that he fell sick with longing for her, and a friend proposed a subterfuge to Amnon 

whereby Tamar would come to him to tend and to nurse him on the plea that he was ill, 

and so Tamar, at the request of King David., goes to Amnon, who makes shameful advances 

to her and she pleads with him to speak to the King. She was sure that the King would 

not withhold her from him in marriage. In those days seemingly the prohibition against 

marriage of half-brothers and sisters was still not in force, but Amnon llOuld have none 

of it and, as we read in the Bible, "and being stronger than she., he forced her, and 

then Amnon hated her with very great hatred, so that the hatred with which he hated 

her was greater than the love with which he hadloved her. And Amnon said to her, Arise., 

be gone. But she said to hims No, my brother, tor the1rong in sending me away is 

greater than the other which you have done to me. But he would not listen to her. He 

called the young man who served him and saids put this woman out ot my presence., and 

bolt the door atter her.11 
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This sudden revulsion of feeling on the part of Amnon is not incomprehensible. 

He had suddenly ashamed and disgusted w i th himself for the contemptible thing which 

he had done and he had not the courage to face up to what he had done, to try to make 

amends. He wanted as quickly as possible to disassociate himself' from the whole in

decent incident, to erase it .from his memory, to run away from its consequence, to get 

Tamar out of his sight, out of his presence, out of his life. But Tamar had a brother, 

Absolom who, when he heard what had happened to his beloved and beautiful sister, re

solved to avenge himself on ADl!lon. He bided his time, he waited for two full years, 

and when Amnon•s suspicions were allayed, he invited him one day to a sheep-shearing 

festival in the country and there had been murdered. 

Absolom then fled to another country where he remained for three years in exile. 

And it was in all probability during these years of exile, brooking over his wrongs 

which had been done to him and to his sister, that Absolom conceived the idea of rais

ing a revolt against his father navid and seizing the throne, a resolve which finally 

led to his own death. Here was an illicltlt love which was not love at all, but un

bridled passio1 which led to disaster. He was a love as strong and as destructive as 

death. 

And that other love of King David himself was to bring sorrow and tragecy into his 

own life and into the life of his family - his love for Bath-Sheba. The story is all 

too well known to need retelling. King David had sinned with Bath-Sheba, the wife ot 

Uriah, the Hittite, and when he could not cover up the crime which he had canmitted by 

strategem, he had Uriah slain in battle, and then he married Bath-Sheba. It was a cruel 

and unspeakable deed, and the prophet Nathan, who represented the moral sense of the 

people, was quikc to denounce the King for this shamelf's deed. •And the U>rd aent 

Nathan to navid and Ke came to him and said to him" There were two men in a certain city, 

one rich and other poor. The rich man had very many noclm and herds, but the poor man 

had nothing but one little yew-lamb which he had bought and he brought it up andit grew 
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up with him and his children. It used to eat of his morself and drink from his cup and 

lie at his bosom and was like a daughter to him. Now there came a traveler to the rich 

man and the rich man was unwilling to take one of his flock in order to prepare for the 

wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man's lamb and prepared it for the man 

who had come to him. Then David• s anger was greatly kindled against the man, and he 

said to Nathan I As the IP rd lives, the man who bas done this deserves to die. Then 

Nathan said to Davids You are the man. Thus saith the LOrd, the God of Israels I 

anointed you King over Israel and delivered you out of the hand of Saul and gave you 

your master•s house and gave you the House of Israel and of Judah, and 1JI this were too 

little, I will add to you as much more. Why have you despised the word of the IPrd to 

do what is evil in his sight? You have smitten Uriah the Hittite with a sword and have 

taken his wife to be your wife and have slain with the sword of the Amoni tes. Now, 

therefore, the sword shall never depart from your aouse. Thus sailh the IPrds Beoold, 

I will raise up Evil against you out of your own house, for you did it secre~, but I 

do this thing before all Israel and before the sun. And David said to Nathan t I have 

sinned against the Lord. n 

David acknowledged his guilt. He did not exculpate himself. He did not run away 

from his sin and his responsibility. Tragedy came into the li~e of David. The child 

that Uriah's wife, Bath-Sheba, bore him soon died and great sorrow came and darkness and 

spiritual confusion. There followed days and years of humble penitence and contrition 

before David f'ound his way back to reconciliation with his God and with himself and 

peace of heart. 

Here again was a love, which was not a love at all at first, but an uncontrolled 

imperious pas~ion which blinded the judgment and dulled the moral sensibility even of a 

man as gentle and pious and generous in spirit as was David. And David failed also in 

his love for his childt'en. He loved them dearly, especially Absolom and Adonijah, and 

he loved them so much that he indulged them in a 11 things. Of his love for Adonijah it 

is saids His .father had never at any time displeased him by asking, 1fh;y have you done 

thus and so.• He was a very handsome man, as was Absolom. 
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David never rebuked his handsome children. He doted on them. He allowed them to 

do as they pleased. And so , of course, they were terribly spoiled. They developed on 

sense of responsibility, of respect, of restraint or of loyalty. An indulged child is 

never loyal, he is an exploiter who has been trained into expldting and into sel.fishness. 

And so, both sons came to a tragic end, Adonijah attempting to usurp the succession of 

the throne for himself while his father was still alive, was killed even as he clung for 

sanctuary to the horns of the altar. And Absolam, you recall - Absolom raised a revolt 

against his old aging father, forcedhim to flee from his palace and his capital, forced 

him to1Bnder weeping and barefoot with his head covered in shame and in mourning, com

pelled David to send his soldiers against his own son while begging all the time of his 

generals, even as he sent them out, tp wage war against Absalom1 "Deal gently, for my 

sake, with the lad Absalom." And it was Absalom who finally broke the heart of the fa

ther, who loved him so much. When news of Absalom•s death, slain in battle at the hands 

of David's trusted· general Joab, reached David, who was pacing impatient4', apprehen-

sively, waiting for a word from the battlefield: "And behold the came and the 

t r ... , t. ,; I declared, Good tidings for rrr:, lord, the King. For the It>rd has delivered you 

this day from the p01Jer of all who reee up against you." DaVid' s forces had been tz-i-

umphant. 11The King said to the , Is it well with the young man Absalom? 

answered: lll(p, the enemies of my lord, the King,and allwho rise up against you for evil, 

be like that young man. And the King was deeply moved. He went up to the chamber over 

the gate and wept. And as he went he saids O my- son, Absalom, my son, my s,n Absalom. 

ould I had diedinstead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son.w 

There was yet one another love in the story of K1ng D vid, a tragic deathless love, 

a mother's love, which sweeps like a revealing lightning flash in a single brief epi ode. 

In fact, one verse is devoted to that epsiode in the sage of David, 
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K1ng ])avid was compelled, because of the relentless code of his day, to i3erform 

a terribly duty. There had been a long fami ne in the land of Israel and many were dy

ing. And the fanine was ascribed to a blood guilt wlu.ch rested upon the household of 

the dead King saul., a blood guilt which had not been a toned for. Saul had broken a 

covenant, a covenane which had been made with the Israelites in the days of Joshua, a 

covenant between the Gibeonites and the people of Israel, that they were not to l9e at

tacked or any of their numbers killed by the Israelite•• saul did attack them and he 

slew many of them., and thus, a sacred covenant had been violated and the violation had 

to be avenged or to be a toned for. That was the cod of the day. David asked the 

Gibeonites what he should do as a means of expiation. Would silver and gold be suf

ficient? He would give them anything they wanted. No, they wanted no gold or silver. 

They demanded seven of King Saul's descendants to be turned over to them, to be hung 

in Gibeon. David felt constrained to yield. He spc•cK spared, the Bible says, the 

son of Jonathan because of their eternal covenant of .friendship, but he had to turn 

over to the Gibeond.tes two of the sons of Rizpah which Rizpah bore to Saul, and five 

grandchildren of K ng Saul. 

The Gibeonites took them. We read in the Bible 1 "They were put to death on the first 

date of harvest., at the beginning of the barley harvest. Then Rizpah, the daughter ot 

Ariah., took sackcloth and spread it for hel!self on the rock from the beginning of har

vest until rain fell upon them from th heavens and she did not allow the birds of t~ 

air to come upon them by dq or the beasts of the field by night." 

And so, for six long month the mother Rizpah kept her solitary vigil there on 

the rock, by night and by day, to keep the foul of the air and beast of the field from 

attacking the bodies ot her dead sons. And when word finally reached King David., he 

was so moved that he provided for an honorable burial of their bodies in the family 

sepulchre along with the remains of Sa.ul and Jonathan. 
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