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Big Idea God regards as enemies those who oppose his chosen servants.

The Text in Context

In this next episode the focus briefly shifts from David to Saul, and we see the tragic aftermath of David’s visit to Ahimelech
(21:1–9). Saul accuses the priests of being traitors and murders them and their families. Only one, Abiathar, escapes. He goes
to David, who welcomes him and promises him protection. The contrast between Saul and David cannot be sharper. While
Saul is murdering the Lord’s priests, David is seeking their protection. Saul’s hostility has reached new depths. This heightens
the tension of the story, for if Saul kills the Lord’s priests, then no one is safe, certainly not David. This paves the way for the
episodes to follow in which Saul relentlessly pursues David.

Interpretive Insights

22:6 spear in hand. This seemingly incidental detail is ominous, because on earlier occasions Saul has used his spear to try to
kill David (18:10–11; 19:9–10) and David’s loyal friend Jonathan (20:33).

22:7men of Benjamin! Saul appeals to his officials on the basis of tribal allegiance. By focusing on his tribal identity, Saul is
threatening Israel’s unity, as the Benjamites of Gibeah have done once before (see Judg. 19–21). This foreshadows tribal ten-
sions to come in the story (see 2 Sam. 2).

Fields and vineyards. Saul reminds them that they have an economic advantage with a fellow Benjamite on the throne. Saul’s
language shows that he is now viewing himself and operating as the typical oppressive king that Samuel warned about. Samuel
told them that such a king would appoint their sons as military officers (8:12), as well as take their “fields and vineyards” and
give them to his officials (8:14). It is obvious that Saul, though still officially the king of Israel, has departed from the kingship
ideal of the Deuteronomic law (cf. Deut. 17:20) and is no different from the kings of the nations.

22:9 The son of Jesse. Doeg mimics Saul’s derogatory description of David (see the comment on 20:27) and thus makes it clear
that he has allied himself with the king’s perspective and agenda.

22:14 Ahimelech answered the king. In contrast to Saul’s derogatory reference to David as the “son of Jesse” (v. 13), Ahimelech,
like Jonathan, calls David by name (cf. 20:27–28). The inclusion of Ahimelech’s defense is important to the narrator’s strategy,
for he, like Jonathan, testifies to David’s loyalty to Saul (cf. 19:4–5).

22:17Kill the priests of the LORD. Once again, the narrator depicts Saul as bent on murder. In addition to his attempts on David’s
life (see esp. 18:11; 19:1–2, 10–11, 15), twice Saul has tried to kill his own son (14:44; 20:33), the second time because of his
loyalty to David. As noted above, that attempt on Jonathan’s life foreshadows Saul’s slaughter of the priests of Nob, for in
both cases Saul directs his anger at one whom he perceives to be David’s ally. Saul’s own words condemn him, for he acknowl-



edges that these are “priests of the LOrD.” By commanding that they be executed, he takes an adversarial stance against the
Lord himself. Twice more in the following verses the narrator uses the phrase “priests of the LOrD” to emphasize the enormity
of Saul’s crime (vv. 17, 21). In both cases it reflects the perspective of the characters; we see this if we highlight the phrase: in
verse 17 Saul’s servants refuse to carry out the king’s orders, realizing it would be an atrocity to kill the Lord’s priests. In verse
21 Abiathar reports to David that Saul had the audacity to kill “the priests of the LOrD.”

We’re unwilling to raise a hand. The scene is reminiscent of an earlier incident when Saul’s men refused to allow Saul to kill
Jonathan (14:45). In both cases Saul’s servants risk the king’s anger because they know he is intending to kill the innocent. By
including their reactions in the story, the narrator enhances his portrait of Saul as one who is unfit to rule.

22:18 Doeg the Edomite turned and struck them down. The fact that Saul uses an Edomite to murder the priests should be ap-
palling to the exilic readers of the history, for by this time the Edomites are viewed as archenemies of Israel (see Isa. 34:5–17;
63:1–6; Obad. 1–21). The narrator presents Saul in a sinister light, as one allied with Edom in an effort to wipe out the Lord’s
priests. Surely such an individual is totally unfit to rule over God’s people.

22:19 He also put to the sword. Earlier this expression is used in war contexts. In most cases it describes Israel’s divinely au-
thorized killing of the Canaanite-Amorite nations at the time of the conquest (Num. 21:24; Josh. 8:24; 10:28, 30, 32, 35, 37, 39;
11:10–12, 14; Judg. 1:8, 25). It depicts Saul as one who launches a genocidal holy war against the Lord’s priests and conse-
quently as one who is an archenemy of God himself.

Men and women, its children and infants. The language eerily echoes the Lord’s earlier command to Saul to wipe out the
Amalekites (15:3). On that occasion Saul failed to completely carry out the Lord’s command to kill an archenemy of Israel,
prompting the Lord to reject Saul as king. But now, filled with hatred for the Lord’s chosen king, Saul slaughters the Lord’s
priests with an efficiency that should have been reserved for God’s enemies.

22:21 Saul had killed the priests of the LORD. Doeg has actually done the killing, but the priest rightly attributes the crime to
Saul, for he gave the order to commit the atrocity (vv. 18–19). The priest’s words undoubtedly reflect the Lord’s perspective.
Later the prophet Nathan will accuse David of murdering Uriah, even though it is technically the Ammonites who have killed
him (2 Sam. 12:9).

22:22 I am responsible for the death of your whole family. Was David’s self-incrimination really deserved? It depends on how
soon he knew Doeg was present, but the narrative is unclear in this regard (21:7–8). Nonetheless, his confession does suggest
the possibility that he anticipated Doeg’s actions and could have somehow shielded Ahimelech. If so, this suggests that David,
when under stress, is willing to forfeit the well-being and even the lives of others to save his own skin. Even if this is not the
case and Ahimelech is simply the victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, the incident has a foreshadowing func-
tion: an innocent man, loyal to David, dies as a result of a scheme designed to save David’s skin. In this case the story sets us
up for a startling contrast. If David’s self-incrimination is unjustified, false guilt, it nevertheless shows a sensitive spirit and
genuine concern for others, characteristics that will be sorely lacking in the account of his murder of Uriah.
22:23Don’t be afraid. David was afraid in the presence of Achish (21:12), but now that he is again relying on the Lord’s prophetic
guidance (22:3, 5), he can give reassurance to others.

You will be safe with me. David’s concern for the priest shows he is an ally of the Lord, while Saul has become the Lord’s enemy.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 22:6–23
▪ Saul’s obsession with retaining his kingship prompts him to murder those whom he perceives as traitors.
▪ By opposing God’s chosen servant, Saul ends up actively opposing God himself.



Theological Insights

This episode shows how Saul’s disobedience culminates in his actively opposing the will of God. Thus, the story is a vivid re-
minder to the exilic readers of what can happen to people who alienate themselves from God. Indeed, their ancestors have
traveled down this path, following in the footsteps of the northern kingdom (see 2 Kings 17:1–23; 21:1–15, 19–22; 24:3–4, 19–
20). Their rebellion prompted divine judgment, which culminated in the exile. Saul’s tragic descent and decline should motivate
the exiles, and all who read his story, to avoid the path in which he has chosen to walk. (See further under “Teaching the Text”
below.)

Most regard the slaughter of the priests, who are descendants of Eli through Ahimelech, Ahitub, and Phinehas (1 Sam. 14:3;
22:9–11), as a fulfillment of the judgment pronounced on the house of Eli in 1 Samuel 2:33. This is clearly the case if, following
the Qumran text and the Septuagint, one understands “a man” in 2:33 as referring to Abiathar and reads the last clause of the
verse, “will fall by the swords of men.” However, it is possible that these ancient witnesses have harmonized the text to 1
Samuel 22 and do not preserve the original reading.

If one retains the Hebrew text of 2:33, it is difficult to know exactly what the text is saying, but possibly it is speaking more gen-
erally of the premature death of each of Eli’s successors (cf. vv. 31–32) and predicting that they will experience hardship, even
though the Lord will not remove them from office immediately. In this case, it is not certain that 1 Samuel 22 is a fulfillment of
the prophecy against Eli. After all, the narrator does not specifically state that the slaughter at Nob fulfills the prophecy, as he
does regarding Abiathar’s demotion in 1 Kings 2:27. It is possible that the prophecy speaks in general terms initially (1 Sam.
2:31–33), before focusing specifically on the premature deaths of Hophni and Phinehas (v. 34) and the demotion of Abiathar
(v. 36). If so, then Saul’s murderous attempt to wipe out the priestly line of Eli should not be viewed as fulfilling the prophecy.
Though it does result in the premature death of several of Eli’s descendants, it runs counter to God’s stated intention to preserve
Eli’s line, albeit in a weakened condition.

Abiathar’s Role in the Story to Come

Abiathar is a faithful companion to David and subsequently serves along with Zadok (1 Sam. 23:6, 9; 30:7; 2 Sam. 8:17; 15:24,
27, 29, 35–36; 17:15; 19:11; 20:25). However, when it comes time for David’s successor to be crowned, Abiathar sides with Adoni-
jah (1 Kings 1:7, 19, 25, 42; 2:22) rather than Solomon. Solomon expels him from service, fulfilling the prophecy given to Eli,
but Solomon does not kill him, because he has been loyal to David (1 Kings 2:26–27).         If the slaughter at Nob does fulfill the
prophecy of 2:33 (though that seems unlikely), then we face a difficult theological dilemma, but not one that is insurmountable.
The narrator clearly presents Saul’s actions as criminal, yet ironically in this scenario he is also an instrument in bringing God’s
prophecy of judgment to pass. This does not mean that God endorses Saul’s actions. Eli’s sin has deprived his line of God’s
special favor and protection, and God in his providence is bringing about the fall of Eli’s house through wrongly motivated,
sinful human actions. There are possible analogies to this (Isa. 5:26–30; 10:5–34).

Teaching the Text

1. Obsession with power can skew reality and cause one to see enemies where they do not exist. Despite the Lord’s decrees
(13:13–14; 15:26–29), Saul has become obsessed with power and prestige. He is prepared to do whatever is necessary to retain
his position as Israel’s king, even if it means murdering those whom he perceives as his enemies. Time and again those around
Saul remind him of David’s innocence and loyalty to him, but he has decided that David is an enemy and misinterprets any
defense of David as proof that the one protesting is an ally of his perceived enemy and a traitor to the crown (see 20:32–33;
22:13–17). In his warped thinking, this justifies their execution. Ironically, David himself will eventually fall into the trap of pre-
serving one’s position and power at all costs, even the life of a loyal servant (2 Sam. 11).

2. Disobedient servants of God can end up actively opposing God’s purposes. It is difficult to believe that the Spirit-empowered,



magnanimous, victorious warrior king described in 1 Samuel 11 could become the irrational, paranoia-stricken mass murderer
of 1 Samuel 22. Yet one can easily trace the downward spiral: Saul’s disobedience to God’s clear commands led to his rejection
as king over Israel. But rather than resigning himself to God’s unalterable decision, Saul stubbornly refuses to accept it and in-
sists on preserving his rule and his dynasty. As his inflated view of himself grows (see 15:12), he tightly grasps his royal position,
with no intention of letting go (18:6–9). Tormented by an evil spirit sent from God and overcome by jealousy and fear, he
actively opposes and even tries to kill David, whom he views as the greatest threat to his throne and undoubtedly suspects is
the successor the Lord has characterized as “better” than he is (15:28). Saul’s hostility toward David reached a new low when
he tried to kill his own son Jonathan for defending David’s honor and loyalty (20:32–33). But it reaches an even deeper level
when he slaughters the Lord’s priests and an entire town, including women, children, and livestock. By opposing David, the
Lord’s chosen servant, Saul is opposing God and actively assuming the role of God’s enemy. This adversarial stance rises to
the surface in this episode, for Saul himself acknowledges they are “the priests of the LORD” (22:17) and uses an Edomite, of all
people, to carry out his murderous deed. Saul’s descent from God’s servant to God’s enemy is a sobering reminder of the self-
destructive consequences of blatant disobedience.

Illustrating the Text

Power corrupts, generates jealousy and fear, and produces a paranoia that casts allies in the role of enemies

Literature: Lord of the Flies, by William Golding. Few fictional works illustrate so vividly the terrible fate that befalls Saul in
this passage as this well-known work of fiction (1954) by this Nobel Prize—winning British author (1911–93), which was also
made into two films (1963, 1990). Lord of the Flies tells the story of a group of English schoolboys (showing the indiscriminate
power that sin can exercise by corrupting the youth) marooned on a tropical island after their plane is shot down during a war,
probably nuclear. Separated from civilization and its order and rules, the boys on the island gradually descend into violence
and chaos. As the boys break into cliques, some behave peacefully and work together to create the order needed for effective
survival, while others become greedy and power hungry, lawless and dangerous, eventually savage, engaging in the murder
of the gentlest among them. What becomes evident is the impulse to suspicion and brute power of some of the boys, the work-
ing out of which becomes so devastating, a power full of paranoia.

History: One could pick any of a number of world leaders who have decimated countries, committed genocide, or repressed
and silenced their people. Stalin, Mussolini, Franco, and Hitler are obvious choices; others have been Fidel Castro, Idi Amin,
and Saddam Hussein.

When those who once served God turn and rebel against him, they become his enemies

Philosophy: Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche. Nietzsche (1844–1900) was one of the most influential philosophers in modern
history and is often even referred to as the greatest German philosopher since Kant and Hegel. Born into a family of Lutheran
pastors, he was called “the little minister,” and people thought he would become a pastor himself. His faith was still strong at
nineteen, but then he abandoned that faith as a student at the University of Bonn. About the same time, he also contracted
syphilis, which would eventually lead to the dementia of which he died.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text
Commentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 146–151.




