1 Samuel Part 3

(David under Saul)

1 Samuel 16-20

Key verse:16:13a

“So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him

in the presence of his brothers, and from that day

on the Spirit of the LORD came upon David in power.”


What we have been studying so far is the introductory part of the books of Samuel. From chapter 16 of 1 Samuel to the end of 2 Samuel is the story of David, the main figure of the books. We will learn in the study of David the beauty of the glory of YHWH, our God through the grace of Christ Jesus, as is reflected in the man. For our convenience we will study David’s story according to the stage presented in the Samuels, David under Saul (1 Sam 16-20), David the refugee (1 Sam 21-31), David the king (2 Sam 1-10), and David in the time of the Absalom crisis (2 Sam 11-24). 


Today’s passage contains the beautiful stories of David and Jonathan and how David grew to be king under Saul.

1.  Samuel anoints David (16:1-23)


Samuel mourned for Saul: YHWH said to Samuel in 16:1, “How long will you mourn for Saul, since I have rejected him as king over Israel? Fill your horn with oil and be on your way; I am sending you to Jesse of Bethlehem. I have chosen one of his sons to be king.” We ask why Samuel was mourning for Saul. Was he emotionally attached to Saul? He was not. Rather he was turned off if there was any emotional attachment to Saul. Then why was he still mourning for Saul? Wasn’t he against YHWH? He said in 12:23. “As for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the LORD by failing to pray for you. And I will teach you the way that is good and right.” As we will learn in the friendship of Jonathan with David YHWH was at the core of Samuel’s devoted love and prayer for Saul. We will think about the difference of fondness and the love toward each other in YHWH in the story of Jonathan and David a little bit more. At this point we just take note that Samuel’s mourning for Saul has to do with YHWH. It is important to take note of the difference for otherwise we do not understand why Samuel who had been mourning for Saul went to David to anoint him. We do not understand why YHWH chose Saul and dismissed him. Only when we remove the emotional basis—our favoritism-based understanding of human relationships—from ourselves, will we enter the secret of how YHWH moves today, as he has been. Only when we learn the secret of how Samuel lived before YHWH, as is stated in 12:23, will we enter the realm of the Spirit moving. There is such a reality, as we learn about it from the Lord Jesus in John 7:6 or in 3:8. May we enter there by his grace. Then will we be his servants.


Samuel went to Bethlehem to sacrifice to YHWH: Now Samuel was ready to go to anoint God’s chosen one. But he was concerned about the sensitivity of Saul the king. YHWH instructed Samuel to make the occasion to anoint a new king as a time to sacrifice to YHWH. Jesse’s family was naturally invited to the occasion. Some may think YHWH gave Samuel wisdom to do a covert operation. We may, however, see the change of Samuel’s understanding of the issue to anoint a king. To anoint a new king was the issue of the worship of YHWH by the dedication of God’s chosen one in the place of a failed one. It was not a political issue as Samuel at first understood it, or as the elders of the town of Bethlehem understood it. 


YHWH looks at the heart: How did Samuel find David and anoint him? At first Samuel made a misjudgment. When he saw Eliab, the oldest son of Jesse, he thought, “Surely the LORD’s anointed stands here before the LORD.” But YHWH said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him. The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (16:7). Since he had heard the message Samuel could see that none of the seven out of eight sons of Jesse were God’s chosen ones. Now only the youngest, who in the eyes of Jesse was not qualified even to be a candidate, was left. But Samuel was not discouraged by Jesse’s comment on the youngest that the boy was good just for tending sheep. Jesse the father said, “There is still the youngest, but he is tending the sheep.” Samuel said, “Send for him; we will not sit down until he arrives.” Samuel did not yield to the appearance of the seven. He did not yield to the situation when he couldn’t see YHWH’s chosen one until the last minute. He waited on YHWH. He waited for YHWH since he heard YHWH’s words in 16:7. When the boy was brought up Samuel saw that the boy was “ruddy, with a fine appearance and handsome features.” Samuel was not moved with the boy’s handsome appearance until he heard YHWH telling him, “Rise and anoint him; he is the one.” Only then Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the presence of his brothers.  


Now what was David’s qualification? What do we learn from YHWH’s words in 16:7? YHWH was in first place in David’s heart. David feared YHWH (cf. 12:24). We often misuse the term “man of heart” to mean loyal people. We know Christ’s teaching that out of man’s heart comes only evil things. But we conveniently modified the idea, perhaps because we like loyal people. From that aspect Saul was a man of heart. He loved his people. He loved YHWH, though he loved himself, too. In other words, the words of YHWH in 16:7 means his initiative more than David’s qualification. YHWH had moved David with his grace and truth. As we know, a long time later YHWH found wicked things in the heart of David. Then David confessed that he had nothing good in his heart. He offered his contrite heart, and YHWH was pleased with him.


16:13 further confirms our view of David’s qualification. “So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the presence of his brothers, and from that day on the Spirit of the LORD came upon David in power. Samuel then went to Ramah.” As we saw in the story of Saul when a person is moved with the Spirit of God he is qualified and useful for YHWH (10:6,10; 11:6). No one is more or less qualified. No heart is better or worse. What matters is the grace of YHWH. What matters is the Spirit who has been working in this world ever since the creation of this world (Ge 1:2). In fact, the brief description of Samuel’s move reminds us of Jesus’ teaching about a man who is swept by the Spirit (John 3:8). We see in David as well as in Samuel the active work of YHWH who came into this world and worked in men as the Spirit. We only praise him who has brought his good things into this corrupted world. We hear the good news of great joy for all the people in the story of Samuel anointing David. 


An evil spirit from YHWH tormented Saul: 16:14-23 tells us how David had come to be Saul’s service. 16:14 says, “Now the Spirit of the LORD had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD tormented him.” Saul’s attendants recommended getting a harpist for help, and David was called to serve the king as a musical therapist. “Whenever the spirit from God came upon Saul, David would take his harp and play. Then relief would come to Saul; he would feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him.”


Because of its strangeness, a meditation on 16:14 is necessary. Some may fear God’s vengeance as they read the description. Some may theorize that evil comes from God. We should admit that there is no perfect response to answer the suspicion. But we may remember Jesus’ teaching in John’s gospel that those who left the presence of God are already condemned from the fact that Saul’s condition had to do with the departure of the Spirit. We may also understand that Saul was not a demoniac as the person in Mark’s gospel chapter 5. Perhaps Saul suffered from a mild form of manic-depression. He could be relieved from it with musical therapy. Most of all, nowhere in the books of 1 and 2 Samuel is there the statement that Saul was eternally damned by YHWH for his sin. He was honored by the author in 1 Samuel (14:48), and by King David as the glory of Israel (2 Sam 1:19). We should rather see the groaning of the Spirit over Saul in the symptoms of the king. We should rather see that YHWH took the burden of his chosen people of whom Saul was a leader by involving himself as the Spirit. He would wipe away the sin of the world by his zeal as we now know.

2.  David and Goliath (17:1-51a)


Israel was at war: While YHWH was working so hard being involved so deeply Israel his chosen people were engaged in a long and bitter war against the Philistines. 17:1 says, “Now the Philistines gathered their forces for war and assembled at Socoh in Judah. They pitched camp at Ephes Dammin, between Socoh and Azekah.” War against the Philistines was nothing new. So Saul and the Israelites assembled and camped in the Valley of Elah and drew up their battle line to meet the Philistines. The Philistines occupied one hill and the Israelites another, with the valley between them. Referring to the map of the times we can find that the battlefield was located at the border between the two countries on the western territory of Judah. When we are engaged in a long struggle seeing no light of the end of the tunnel we may fall into a deep fatalism and that is not uncommon in the experience of God’s people as we see here. We may take comfort from the observation that Israel was not left to struggle by themselves. Though we may never fully understand how God works we can say their struggle had to do with YHWH for his covenant work from the fact that Saul was God’s chosen instrument to this time, and they were God’s chosen people for sure. As we will soon learn from David, then, the answer is YHWH himself. We must seek him today, then. May God shine his face upon you who are struggling.


YHWH who delivered me…: Though the struggle against the Philistines was almost a routine experience this time Saul’s army met a very difficult situation because of a Philistine champion named Goliath. He was over nine feet tall. He had a bronze helmet on his head and wore a coat of scale armor of bronze weighing five thousand shekels; on his legs he wore bronze greaves, which were something like shin-protectors. He had a bronze javelin slinging on his back. His spear shaft was like a weaver’s rod, and its iron point weighed six hundred shekels. He also had an assistant. His shield bearer went ahead of him. I was reminded of a famous wrestling champion from Russia. But he was later defeated. The only equivalent picture to Goliath I could think of was a children’s comic book character, a scary looking mighty robot. 


At any rate, because of the monstrous Philistine fighter Israel couldn’t even imagine fighting. 16:11 says, “Saul and all the Israelites were dismayed and terrified.” 17:12-24 tell us how David was involved in the battle and how he won against Goliath. 


David was exempt from army service because he was still a young boy (17:42) who could be interested in watching a battle (17:28) or a war movie. His three older brothers were serving as soldiers in Saul’s army. But he was assigned to tend his father’s sheep at Bethlehem. David was sent to the battle field at the time when Goliath was humiliating Israel with his words for forty days. His father Jesse sent David to the battlefield with some food for his three sons. When David was greeting his brothers he heard Goliath shouting his usual defiance. David couldn’t understand why Goliath had to be left to insult God and his people. He said in 17:26, “What will be done for the man who kills this Philistine and removes this disgrace from Israel? Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies of the living God?”


It is no surprise that Eliab the oldest brother discouraged David. But the young man did not succumb to the rebuke of his big brother. As he kept expressing his anger against Goliath what he said was overheard and reported to Saul, and the king sent for David. David said to Saul in 17:32, “Let no one lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him.” Saul replied, “You are not able to go out against this Philistine and fight him; you are only a boy, and he has been a fighting man from his youth.” But David said to Saul, let’s read 17:34-37a. “Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from it mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.”


What do you learn from David’s words in 17:34-37a and 17:26? We see that David was no ordinary boy, not even an ordinary fighter. He was a well disciplined fighter with strength and experience. But we should take note that his confidence is not based on his experience. Actually that was what Saul said when he discouraged David and that was what Eliab had in his mind to despise the youngest. If David was insisting on his experience of killing the lion and bear with his bare hands and that was the basis of his confidence, we have nothing to learn from him. If his confidence was on the basis of despising Goliath’s strength as an animal strength that was even foolish. Obviously David remembered and relied on YHWH in every encounter against the fierce animals. He had no confidence in himself or against the animals. His confidence was on and in YHWH. He, therefore, grew in the faith in YHWH in every deliverance from the attack of the animals. He grew humbler toward YHWH as his experience mounted and that was the basis of his confidence: Look at his summary, “The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” In a strict sense, his confidence was not in the safety. His confidence was more like thrusting himself into YHWH’s hand.


Such observation is supported in the following description of how David prepared himself to fight Goliath. Finally Saul allowed David to fight against Goliath. But there was one problem. David felt uncomfortable with Saul’s tunic, or the coat of armor and the bronze helmet. He couldn’t even walk around “because he was not used to them,” says 17:39. So David took off all the armor. “Then he took his staff in his hand, chose five smooth stones from the stream, put them in the pouch of his shepherd’s bag and with his sling in his hand, approached the Philistine.” He looked like he was going out to deal with a dog as Goliath said. But David knew what he was doing. He trusted YHWH. He was well equipped with the full trust in YHWH “who delivered him.”


In the name of the LORD Almighty: When Goliath ridiculed him, David said to the Philistine, let’s read 17:45-47, “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the LORD will hand you over to me, and I’ll strike you down and cut off your head. Today I will give the carcasses of the Philistine army to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth, and the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel. All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for the battle is the LORD’s and he will give all of you into our hands.”


Goliath despised David because the young man was only a boy and because David was not equipped well. But David brought up a different issue from others, of Goliath and of Saul’s army, here. He brought up the issue of the honor of YHWH’s name. Now the honor of YHWH’s name was at stake, not the strength or the size of the army or of the generals. YHWH would fight for David. David struck Goliath on the forehead with a sling and a stone. “Without a sword in his hand he struck down the Philistine and killed him. When Goliath fell David ran and stood over him. He took hold of the Philistine’s sword and drew it from the scabbard. After he killed him, he cut off his head with the sword” (17:50-51a). 


We shouldn’t misunderstand David’s courage as if he were a kind of prototype suicidal bomber. They are crazy. We should not, therefore, promote that kind of courage. His goal was not in martyrdom. We should learn David’s courage to seek YHWH. 

3.  Saul’s jealousy of David (17:51b-19:17)

The issue of the jealousy of Saul:  David’s victory over Goliath was a mixed blessing. Israel’s army overcame the Philistines (17:51b-54) and David was drafted by Saul to be his general (17:55-18:5). Perhaps the story of David in Saul’s service described in 16:14-23 could have happened at this time as well. But then Saul became jealous of David because David’s popularity grew in Israel (18:6-9). Saul then attempted to kill David four times in 18:10-19:17. 


Partly because of his jealousy and partly because of his emotional imbalance, Saul took desperate measures to eliminate David. Saul tried twice to kill David with a spear while the young man played harp for him (18:10-11). Saul tried to have David killed in other ways as well. He offered David his daughter in marriage, but required that David kill a hundred Philistines as a wedding present, hoping the Philistines would destroy the young man (18:17-27).  Finally, Saul again attempted to kill David while he slept. (19:11-17) David escaped with his wife’s help.


How could Saul be so jealous of David? The Bible says he was afraid. How could he be so fearful of David? We may never have a full explanation of his fear. But here we should remember the long suffering of the Spirit (ref. Ge 1:2). We can be sure of the suffering of the Spirit because of the record of how YHWH protected David (18:28-30; 19:5; 19:18-24). Instead of striking down Saul YHWH inspired him to prophesy.

4. David and Jonathan (20:1-42)


The friendship of Jonathan: Perhaps the most beautiful part of this story is Jonathan’s friendship with David. Jonathan helped David ever since they met (18:1-4; 19:1-7). He knew that David’s survival meant that he would not become a king. Why, then, did he help David against his own interest? In his words in 20:14-17; 20:34; and 20:42 we find that Jonathan sought YHWH.. We learn from Jonathan that he sought YHWH. David said Jonathan’s love for him was more than that of a woman. He was not a homosexual. He loved YHWH. That was the secret of his friendship. Rare indeed. The only description of friendship which surpasses that of Jonathan is Jesus’ description of it. But the comparison is foolish. We are seeing the prefigure of the kingdom of God as is described by Isaiah chapter 11:6-9, which is the object the Covenant was looking forward.
