1 Samuel Part four

(David, the refugee)

1 Samuel 21-31

Key verse: 22:2

“All those who were in distress or in debt or discontented gathered around him,

and he became their leader. About four hundred men were with him.”


David was anointed to be king. It seems according to the words of the servants of Achish in 21:11 he had been recognized as the king of the land. The Spirit came upon him in power and strength. So much so that he could fight and overcome even the impossible enemies such as Goliath with the fear of YHWH alone. God was with David that “whatever Saul sent him to do, David did it so successfully that Saul gave him a high rank in the army” (18:5). So famous he became for his bravery and strength that people made a song for him, “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens of thousands” (18:7).


The song indicates that obviously there could have been lots of war stories which are not recorded in our Bible. Those stories would decorate David’s courage and bravery as a general and a fighter. But after the brief mention of David’s success and promotion in the army in 18:7 the author focuses on his life under Saul in the rest of the first book of Samuel. As we examine his life under Saul which we studied last week and his life as a refugee in our passage today we cannot keep from wondering about God’s grace on David. He barely survived. At times he wasn’t even sure if he could survive another day. In the last study we could not find any advantage of having God’s grace in David’s life. In a sense all the troubles broke out because David was anointed by God and was showered by the Spirit. He could have been a successful man under Saul receiving much favor from the king. The question about the usefulness of God’s grace goes further. David’s life story, his struggle to survive through the storms of Saul’s jealousy, is not much different from the many legends of the heroes in other cultures. It seems the romantic and thrilling and adventurous elements could have been there even if we omit the God element from his story. But we know David couldn’t have been what he became unless God was with him. If so, what was God’s grace on David? God challenges our hearts and asks if we have learned to appreciate God’s grace on us. For many God’s grace means having a sort of immune system against what we consider bad things if not a warranty for unlimited success and happiness. Though we know God is not a “sugar-daddy” or a “Santa Claus” we come to a church with that kind of fancy and illusion. God appears to be holy and it appears that David learned to appreciate the Holy. I hope we learn from his story to appreciate God’s grace rightly. That seems to be what God speaks to us today by giving us the story of King David, by giving us the rest of the Old Testament and the New Testament. He seems to be continuing the stories of his work of the Covenant to this day. It will go on until the knowledge of God will cover the earth “as the waters cover the sea” prophesies Isaiah (11:9). May we be invited into the amazing grace of knowing and appreciating the grace of the Holy One of Israel.

1.  David ran for his life (21:1-15)


David fled from Saul north to Naioth at Ramah where Samuel had opened a kind of a school of prophets (19:20). When Saul sent an army to capture him there David now went to Nob which was located southwest of Samuel’s school and where Ahimelech the priest lived. The area where David fled and Saul pursued was within a few hundred miles. David was easily spotted and Saul could quickly move to get him because of the relatively small size of the land. In addition to the difficulty of playing hide and seek in a small area David did not have supplies or support to help him. He did not even have a sword to protect him. 21:1-9 tells us how David provided food and a sword for himself and his men at Nob. He visited Ahimelech the priest and got the consecrated bread for food and the sword of Goliath which was kept in the place. 


What puzzles us is that David lied to Ahimelech pretending that he was assigned a special mission from king Saul. As we know it became an issue for an argument in later times that he ate the consecrated bread which was allowed only for priests. It seems David had a flaw in his act. We learn how David’s act in this incident was interpreted by Christ Jesus in the New Testament. Our Lord quoted this incident to declare that the bottom line of all the law has to do with God’s compassion on man in Luke 6:1-5. In Mark 2:25-28 he encouraged people to pay attention to God who made the law. God accepted David’s conduct. God was not under the law, though it shouldn’t be misunderstood to mean that God is above his own law. In Matthew 12:3-4 Jesus says that the glory of the Son of Man who desires mercy, not sacrifice, is revealed in David. In all three interpretations Jesus our Lord tells us the revelation of the coming kingdom of him where the hungry will be fed, where the needy are provided, where the refugee is protected, where the compassion of God will be the rule.


We shouldn’t, however, get carried away with the insight as if David’s life would be something like a Christmas card. 21:10 says David fled to Achish king of Gath that day. He was on the run constantly. We do not know why David chose Gath for we know Goliath was from the city. Not surprisingly he was recognized by the servants of Achish as soon as he arrived there. They said, “Isn’t this David, the king of the land? Isn’t he the one they sing about in their dances, ‘Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens of thousands’?” 21:12 says, “David took these words to heart and was very much afraid of Achish king of Gath.” So he pretended to be insane in their presence; and while he was in their hands he acted like a madman, making marks on the doors of the gate and letting saliva run down his beard. Achish dismissed him as insane and David survived. In light of Jesus’ interpretation on David’s act in Nob we recognize that David’s desperate maneuver at Gath was performed in the glory of YHWH who has come to us and involves himself by his Spirit. At least we can recognize that this period of David’s life was a part of the Biblical record. It was never out of the context of God’s work. We should pray that God may open our eyes to see the invisible reality of his presence. Then we will know the seeming mystery of our Lord Jesus. What did he say when he saw a man born blind? What did he say when he heard the news that Lazarus died? May God raise up Christians.

2.  David at Adullam and Mizpah (22:1-23)


David couldn’t stay in Gath too long pretending to be insane. He left Gath and escaped to the cave of Adullam which was farther southwest in the mountain region of Judah. Then something strange happened. 22:1b-2 say, “When his brothers and his father’s household heard about it, they went down to him there. All those who were in distress or in debt or discontented gathered around him, and he became their leader. About four hundred men were with him.” It was a strange development because in this world people go to the one who has power and wealth. As we saw in the last chapter David had none except a sword he borrowed. He himself was on the run being pursued by King Saul. We may concede to recognize the sentiment of his relatives or the coming of those who were discontented. But what made those who were in debt or in distress come to David who himself was under enough stress just to make it another day? We have no idea how four hundred people could be sustained when the leader had nothing in his hand. In 22:3-4 we read that David couldn’t afford to take care of his parents. He had to ask for help from the king of Moab to take care of his parents. The parents stayed at Moab “as long as David was in the stronghold.”


Yet the picture of David at Adullam is often overlapped in our minds with Jesus who was followed by numerous disciples. We often use the expression that a person has a magnet or is like a magnet to attract people around him. That implies popularity. But if anyone thinks it was David’s personal charm which attracted the four hundred, or Jesus’ personality or kindness which attracted so many, something is wrong with that understanding. In fact, it is simply a naïve and childish understanding. The world doesn’t move that way. We support Israel and do not give up on Palestine because the American Jews have money and power and the Arabs have oil. What was there in the gathering at Adullam? The answer is as simple as this: God called them to be there. What we see is that there is such a thing as a fellowship in God, which is supposed to be the true picture of a church. In that fellowship you can give when you do not have, you can love and take care of others when you are lonely and stressed out. You can help when you are in need of help. That is what David’s fellowship in Adullam shows, and what Jesus our Lord revealed in his life on earth, namely, the Kingdom of God which has come to earth.


Look at the beautiful record in 22:5. “But the prophet Gad said to David, ‘Do not stay in the stronghold. Go into the land of Judah.’ So David left and went to the forest of Hereth.” Why did David leave the stronghold in the mountain region, probably, Adullam, and move to a more vulnerable place? The Bible doesn’t explain to us. What we gather is, however, that God did not want David and his people to warm themselves up by flocking together in the cave of Adullam like people in the war refugee camp. Adullam was not the kingdom of God. YHWH wanted his people to rest in him, the true stronghold. YHWH told David not to stay in the stronghold but to go to the land of Judah. So David left and went to the land of Judah. The words of David’s people in 23:3 tell us that they were scared to be stationed in the forest.


While David was moving around as YHWH guided him to reveal the greatness of his glory, Saul was busy to capture David. He was informed by Doeg the Edomite that Ahimelech helped David. “The king’s officials were not willing to raise a hand to strike the priests of the LORD” (22:17). So Saul had Doeg the opportunist kill the priest and his family including the eighty-five men who were priests of the LORD. Doeg also killed all people in Nob, the town of the priests, with its men and women, its children and infants, and its cattle, donkey and sheep. 


But there was a survivor. Abiathar, a son of Ahimelech, escaped and fled to join David. He told David that Saul had killed the priests of the LORD. Then David said to Abiathar: “That day, when Doeg the Edomite was there, I knew he would be sure to tell Saul. I am responsible for the death of your father’s whole family. Stay with me; don’t be afraid; the man who is seeking your life is seeking mine also. You will be safe with me” (22:22,23). It was a very difficult situation, for David was the cause of the massacre. But David did not defend himself. He didn’t resign himself to feeling sorry for what had happened to them because of him. He did not blame Saul or Doeg. He did not act like the big guys today who often brush off unfortunate happenings as if nothing happened. He said, “I am responsible…” How could he take responsibility when he couldn’t take responsibility of his survival? He said, “You will be safe with me.” He means he committed his and their lives in YHWH. We learn leadership in God from David. We learn in David’s words that abiding in the kingdom of God has been allowed to those who trust in YHWH.

3.  David spares Saul’s life (23:1-26:25)


In 23:1-6 is the story of how David saved Keilah when the city was attacked by the Philistines. Because Abiathar with with him David inquired of YHWH if he should go and attack the Philistines. YHWH answered him, “Go, attack the Philistines and save Keilah.” However the fight against the Philistines was not considered wise by his staff. They said, “Here in Judah we are afraid. How much more, then, if we go to Keilah against the Philistine forces?” They meant they were vulnerable to both Saul’s army and to the Philistine army. Once again David inquired of the LORD, and with the assurance of YHWH he fought the Philistines and saved the people of Keilah, that is a part of Judah. When he was in danger, and when YHWH put him in a position which was vulnerable to the enemies, David saved Keilah. David’s attitude of inquiring of YHWH twice tells us the level of danger he was in. It also tells us that David went through the time of uncertainty by listening to YHWH carefully and following it over his men’s wisdom. Perhaps David’s life was anything but being sure of anything including the prospect of war. The only thing he could do was pray and go to sleep and wake up and go to war and find that God delivered him that day as we read in Psalm 3. He thus learned that YHWH himself is the assurance and deliverance. Costly lesson? Yes. Difficult class? For sure. But he could never learn YHWH better for he was stripped of any illusion.


The effect of the quality education is well illustrated in the following stories of how David spared Saul’s life twice, and how David dealt with Nabal an ignorant, abusive local.


David learned that Saul was coming down to Keilah to capture him. Now the people in Keilah owed their lives to David. The common tactic could have been, then, making a deal with them against Saul. But David asked YHWH, “Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me and my men to Saul?” A beautiful servant of YHWH and the wonderful Master. YHWH said, “They will.” “So David and his men, about six hundred in number, left Keilah and kept moving from place to place. When Saul was told that David had escaped from Keilah, he did not go there. David stayed in the desert strongholds and in the hills of the Desert of Ziph. Day after day Saul searched for him, but God did not give David into his hands.” The safety was not in the alliance with those who owed their lives. David learned that the safety was in God.


One day Jonathan visited him in secret and said, “Don’t be afraid, my father Saul will not lay a hand on you. You will be king over Israel, and I will be second to you. Even my father Saul knows this” (23:17). Encouraging words, indeed. But the reality was too pressing. David, however, did not give in to his frustration. What was his secret that he could persevere so well? He learned to fear YHWH who judges men. 


That is shown very well in the story of David sparing Saul’s life. Once in the Desert of En Gedi David had a chance to creep up to where Saul was taking a nap in a cave. He could have killed Saul. But he just cut off a corner of Saul’s robe. Afterward, 24:5-7 says, “David was conscience stricken for having cut off a corner of his robe. He said to his men, ‘The LORD forbid that I should do such a thing to my master, the LORD’s anointed, or lift my hand against him; for he is the anointed of the LORD.’ With these words David rebuked his men and did not allow them to attack Saul. And Saul left the cave and went his way.” Saul had no idea of what had happened. Then David appealed to Saul for his conscience and Saul left him. Then came a second chance for David to spare Saul’s life. Why did he do that twice? We learn that David feared YHWH who judges men when we read David’s words in 26:18-20. “Why is my lord pursuing his servant? What have I done, and what wrong am I guilty of? Now let my lord the king listen to his servant’s words. If the LORD has incited you against me, then may he accept an offering. If, however, men have done it, may they be cursed before the LORD! They have now driven me from my share in the LORD’s inheritance and have said, ‘Go, serve other gods.’ Now do not let my blood fall to the ground far from the presence of the LORD. The king of Israel has come out to look for a flea—as one hunts a partridge in the mountains.” When Saul persuaded David to come back, he did not get the offer of the deal. He sent Saul’s spear back to the king and answered, “The LORD rewards every man for his righteousness and faithfulness. The LORD delivered you into my hands today, but I would not lay a hand on the LORD’s anointed. As surely as I valued your life today, so may the LORD value my life and deliver me from all trouble” (26:23-24).


The attitude of David waiting for YHWH, the Judge, is well illustrated in chapter 25, which is a story of how David married Abigail. She used to be a wife of a man named Nabal, a wealthy local man. David was ready to attack Nabal when he heard the man despised him. He had an army with him to take care of the local. But David listened to Abigail’s advice to leave it in God’s hand. When Nabal died of heart attack, David said, “Praise be to the LORD, who has upheld my cause against Nabal for treating me with contempt. He has kept his servant from doing wrong and has brought Nabal’s wrongdoing down on his own head.” The world in which David lived was made of people like Saul and Nabal. But David abode in God’s presence. 

4.  How David lived among Philistines and how Saul ended his life (27:1-31:13)


In chapters 27-31 we read that the story reaches the climax. David defects to the Philistines and Saul ends his life. 


27:1-7 is the record that David defected to the Phililistines, to Achish king of Gath. He did because he couldn’t endure Saul’s pressure anymore. But it was a dramatic development. David was an anointed king of Israel. Even if someday he could return, he couldn’t be accepted by his people to be their king. How could a defector to the enemy be a king of his own? Of course, David did his best while he lived in Philistia for a year and four months. He deceived Achish by brining the spoils of war against the Geshurites, the Girzites and the Amalekites, the enemies of God’s people. But there came a day when his wits met the end. There broke out a war between the Philistines and Israel and David was asked to join the army of the Philistines. David had to join. But he was sent back because the Philistine generals were suspicious of David. By God’s help David was spared from becoming an enemy against his own people. We can be sure that it was by God’s help because of the story of Saul in chapter 28 seeking Samuel’s help and how David saved his own people in Ziklag who were attacked by the Amalekites during his absence. 


25:1a tells us that Samuel died about this time. So when the war broke out Saul became fearful, perhaps, because Samuel wasn’t there to help him. When he called up Samuel’s spirit by the help of a witch of Endor he heard YHWH’s judgment on him. Samuel said to him in 28:18-19, “Because you did not obey the LORD or carry out his fierce wrath against the Amalekites, the LORD has done this to you today. The LORD will hand over both Israel and you to the Philistines, and tomorrow you and your sons will be with me. The LORD will also hand over the army of Israel to the Philistines.” So Saul perished at Mount Gilboa.


In 30:1-31 is the story of how David dealt with the crisis which came up on his family. While David went away to join the king of the Philistines the Amalekites attacked his people in Ziklag and took them all captive. It was a crisis because his own people were going to stone David for what happened. 30:6 says, “David was greatly distressed because the men were talking about stoning him; each one was bitter in spirit because of his sons and daughters. But David found strength in the LORD his God.” Then David inquired of YHWH and attacked the Amalekites and recovered all. But then came to him a second crisis on his way back from the war against the Amalekites. He had left two hundred men who were too exhausted to follow him and were left behind at the Besor Ravine. The soldiers who went to the battle did not want to share the spoils with those who were left. But David replied in 30:23-24, “No, my brothers, you must not do that with what the LORD has given us. He has protected us and handed over to us the forces that came against us. Who will listen to what you say? The share of the man who stayed with the supplies is to be the same as that of him who went down to the battle. All will share alike.” When he arrived in Ziklag he sent some of the plunder to the elders of Judah.


In 31:1-12 we read the sad story of the end of Saul’s life and the courage of the people of Jabesh Gilead who buried Saul and Jonathan. 


What should we learn in the closing of 1 Samuel? We should learn that God’s Covenant is moving. Steven Spielberg would make a movie out of chapter 31 something like the movie, “Saving Private Ryan”. Karl Marx would see the story as a mechanism of how history moves. But we should learn the prophetic insight to recognize the Holy who was there and who is here today, the Spirit who “intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express” (Ro 8:26), and “the glory that will be revealed in us” (Ro 8:18). In other words, we should learn to mourn for Saul and Jonathan’s death as King David did in the next book. We should learn from David who by the help of God united the kingdom of Israel for the hope of the coming kingdom of God.

