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Big Idea The Lord guides, encourages and protects his chosen servants in their darkest hours.

The Text in Context

Saul’s intention to destroy David was never clearer than in chapter 22, which tells how Saul murdered the priests of Nob
simply because he believed they had conspired with David against him. As the story continues, the tension is high because
God told David to return to Judah (22:5), placing him in harm’s way. But chapter 23 shows that the God who places his servant
in harm’s way also guides and protects; this theme of divine guidance and protection dominates the story in the coming
chapters. It contributes to the author’s agenda of contrasting David with Saul. As we see in chapter 23, Saul claims divine
assistance (see v. 7), but it is clear that God is really helping David. The Lord gives the Philistines into David’s hand, but he also
uses the Philistines to divert Saul and to protect David.

First Samuel 22:20–23 describes Abiathar’s arrival at David’s camp, while 23:6 informs us that David is at Keilah when Abiathar
arrives. Since 23:5 states that David and his men go to Keilah (from the forest of Hereth? [22:5]), Abiathar’s arrival takes place
after or during the deliverance of Keilah. This means that the events of 1 Samuel 22:6–23:6 are not in strict chronological
order. Saul’s slaughter of the priests at Nob is roughly contemporaneous with David’s victory over the Philistines at Keilah,
while Abiathar’s two arrival scenes correspond (1 Sam. 22:20–23; 2 Sam. 23:6). One may think of a chronological flashback
occurring at 23:1:

Saul’s slaughter of priests (22:6–19) / Abiathar’s arrival (22:20–23)
FLASHBACK: David’s victory at Keilah (23:1–5) / Abiathar’s arrival (23:6)

The contrast between David and Saul is sharp. While Saul is murdering the Lord’s priests, David is accomplishing what Saul
should be doing: delivering people from the Philistines (see 9:16). David then protects the one remaining priest from the
murderous Saul.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 23

▪   Though the Lord places his chosen servant in harm’s way, he guides, encourages, and protects him amid grave danger.

▪   Though Saul has become God’s enemy, he still views himself as being in a proper relationship with God.

Interpretive Insights

23:2 He inquired of the LORD. David’s action marks a significant turning point. Earlier he was wavering in his faith, but now he
actively seeks the Lord’s will as he sees a need in Israel.

Go, attack. These words echo the Lord’s earlier commission to Saul (15:3, concerning the Amalekites), suggesting that David
now occupies the role once assigned to Saul.



And save Keilah. The Lord (v. 3) and the narrator (v. 5) cast David in the role of savior. This places David in a long line of saviors,
including Othniel (Judg. 3:9), Ehud (Judg. 3:15), Shamgar (Judg. 3:31), Gideon (Judg. 6:14), Tola (Judg. 10:1), Samson (Judg.
13:5), and yes, even Saul (1 Sam. 9:16). Ironically, David is now carrying out God’s original wishes for Saul, demonstrating that
David has supplanted Saul as the Lord’s chosen leader.

23:3 Here in Judah we are afraid. The inclusion of “in Judah” reminds us that the Lord, speaking through his prophet, told
David to “go into the land of Judah” (22:5). Demanding that David confront his destiny, the Lord has placed him in harm’s way.
But this reference to the fear of David’s men also reminds us of the situation before David’s victory over the Philistine
champion. The men of Israel were paralyzed with fear (17:11, 24), but David courageously stepped forward in faith and
defeated the Philistines through God’s enablement (17:46–47). History is about to repeat itself (23:4–5).

23:4 And the LORD answered him. On an earlier occasion Saul asked the Lord if he should attack the Philistines (14:37), but the
Lord did not respond. Here David asks twice if he should attack the Philistines, and both times the Lord responds to him with a
clear, affirmative answer (cf. vv. 11–12).

I am going to give the Philistines into your hand. The language echoes David’s confident statement to the Philistine champion
(17:47) and contrasts with the silence Saul received when he asked if the Lord would give the Philistines into his hand (14:37).

23:5 He inflicted heavy losses. Once again, the narrator emphasizes that David’s panic and fear have ended; now he is acting
like the David who has defeated the Philistines in the past.

23:6 Brought the ephod down with him. This parenthetical note explains how David inquires of the Lord while in Keilah (see vv.
9–12). In Exodus 28:4–6 and several other texts, an ephod appears to be a priestly or cultic garment, which in some cases is
used to obtain a divine oracle (1 Sam. 23:9–10; 30:7–8).

23:7 God has delivered him into my hands. Saul believes that divine providence is working to his advantage, rather than to help
David. He bases this on the wrong assumption that David has acted unwisely in taking refuge in a walled town.

23:8 Saul called up all his forces. This form of the verb “called up” (Piel of shama‘+) is used only here and in 15:4, where it
describes how Saul, in response to the Lord’s command (v. 3), “summoned” his army to attack the Amalekites (v. 2). Now,
ironically, Saul is again summoning an army, but for the purpose of besieging Keilah and capturing David. (For a similar ironic
echo of the account in chap. 15, see 22:19 and the comment there.)

23:12 They will. David should be learning an important lesson here. Earlier he sought refuge with human beings (Achish of
Philistia and the king of Moab), but humans are unreliable and will do what is expedient even when they should be grateful for
past favors. The Lord alone is a dependable refuge.

23:13 David had escaped. This is the fifth time the narrator has reported that David “escaped” (malat; see 19:10, 12, 18; 22:1).
The repetition highlights a theme: even though he faces almost constant danger, David always escapes. Here the verb counters
Saul’s statement in verse 7. Divine providence is clearly on David’s side, not Saul’s. Whether he is the target of a spear,
seemingly trapped in his own house, at the mercy of Achish in Gath, or hemmed in within the walls of Keilah, divine
providence opens a door of escape.

23:14 God did not give David into his hands. There is irony here that contributes to the contrast between David and Saul: The
Lord has given the Philistines into David’s hand (23:4), and later he will give Saul into David’s hand (24:10; 26:23). But God will
not give David into Saul’s hand.

23:16 Helped him find strength in God. Once more, using the witness of Saul’s own son and heir apparent, the narrator
emphasizes the Lord’s choice of David and his rejection of Saul.

23:18 The two of them made a covenant. This is the third covenantal transaction involving David and Jonathan. On the first
occasion, Jonathan took the initiative to make the agreement (20:8). He pledged his loyalty to David and promised to protect
him (18:3; 20:8–9). On the second occasion, Jonathan affirmed his loyalty to David’s “house,” and David pledged his loyalty to
both Jonathan and his descendants (20:16–17, 42). The terms of this third covenant (23:18) are not given, but we can safely
assume that it reaffirms earlier commitments. Perhaps it pertains to Jonathan’s declaration that he will be David’s second-in-
command (v. 17). This would entail David’s assuring Jonathan that he will indeed be given this position in the royal court, as
well as Jonathan’s reaffirming his loyalty to David.



23:21 The LORD bless you. Saul has deluded himself into thinking that the Lord is on his side (v. 7), so he thinks nothing of
pronouncing a blessing on the Ziphites, who have conspired with him to kill David. This is only the third time in the Former
Prophets that an individual has called upon the Lord to bless someone else. On both of the prior occasions the blessing was
tainted (Judg. 17:2; 1 Sam. 15:13). Pious-sounding blessings do not necessarily mean that the heart where they originate is
morally pure.

For your concern for me. This account illustrates the point that “concern” (or compassion), in and of itself, is not necessarily a
proper emotional response. In fact, on an earlier occasion the Lord told Saul not to spare the Amalekites (15:3), yet he and his
army did so (15:9, 15), prompting divine judgment. (The Hebrew word translated “spare/spared” in the NIV has the primary
meaning “show compassion.”) Here Saul attributes “concern,” or “compassion” (KJV), to the Ziphites, but their compassion, if it
even exists, is misguided.

Theological Insights

In the midst of grave danger, David experiences God’s guidance, encouragement and protection. While God grants David direct
revelation, he also intervenes providentially, using Jonathan to encourage David and the Philistine raiding parties to divert
Saul’s attention away from David so that he might escape. Indeed, God’s use of the Philistines illustrates his sovereign
providence at work. At the beginning of the chapter the Lord gives the Philistines into David’s hand; David defeats the
Philistines and saves the city of Keilah (vv. 4–5). At the end of the chapter the Philistines invade the land, forcing Saul to return
from his pursuit of David just when it appears that he has trapped him (vv. 26–28). This account should encourage the exilic
readers of the history. They too are in a precarious position, but David’s story is a reminder that God does not abandon his
chosen servants even when he places them in harm’s way.

Teaching the Text

1. The Lord may place his chosen servants in harm’s way, but he guides, encourages and protects amid danger. David is
seemingly safe in Moab, but the Lord tells him to return to Judah and face up to his destiny (22:5). In giving David this
command, the Lord is placing him in harm’s way. Saul apparently has an effective intelligence network that is able to track
David’s movements (23:7, 13, 19, 25). From the human perspective, David’s situation appears dire, so much so that Saul
becomes convinced divine providence is on his side, not David’s (v. 7), and the Ziphites assume that Saul will prevail and agree
to give him aid in his relentless quest to capture David (vv. 21–23).

But the Lord takes care of David amid danger, proving that when he leads his people into harm’s way, he does not abandon
them. The Lord warns David that Keilah is not a safe place to stay; ironically through the ephod brought by Abiathar. When Saul
killed the priests of Nob, he effectively cut off communication with God. Abiathar escaped, bringing with him the ephod that
David uses to gain vital information that allows him to escape (vv. 9–12). By the Lord’s providence, right after David hears that
Saul has indeed come out to take his life (v. 15), Saul’s son and heir apparent Jonathan, shows up and encourages David by
reminding him of his destiny (vv. 16–18). David surely is tempted to walk by sight, not faith, but Jonathan helps David to see
beyond circumstances. Finally, the Lord even uses the Philistines to divert Saul so that David can escape (vv. 26–28). Believers
today cannot expect direct revelation from God, but they can find assurance in the realization that God providentially guides
his people (Ps. 23:3–4).

2. Sin has such a blinding effect that God’s enemies can delude themselves into thinking that God is actually on their side. In
chapter 22 we see Saul’s obsession with power as skewing his perception of reality to the point that he begins to see enemies
where none exist. As one comes to chapter 23, it is somewhat shocking to find that Saul, despite his attack on the Lord’s
priests, believes God is actually on his side (v. 7a) and even asks the Lord to bless the Ziphites for collaborating with him in his
efforts to kill David (v. 21). But when one looks at Saul’s reasoning, his misguided assumption makes more sense. In typical
fashion, Saul bases his beliefs and actions on sight. Because David has put himself in a precarious position (v. 7b), Saul assumes
that God has engineered the circumstances in his favor. His limited focus, based strictly on what his eyes see at a specific time,
stands in sharp contrast to his son Jonathan’s perspective, which is based on the prophetic word of God (cf. 15:28–29), as well
as the obvious fact that the Lord is with David (18:12, 14, 28). Saul’s actions remind us that people, even when they oppose
God’s purposes and violate his moral and ethical standards, can delude themselves into thinking that God is on their side.
When this happens, they can easily misinterpret circumstances in such a way as to validate their delusions. At the foundation
of Saul’s delusion is a fundamental character flaw: he consistently walks by sight, not by faith.



Illustrating the Text

God guides, encourages and protects his chosen servants amid danger

Bible: Daniel 6:1–18. The story of Daniel in the lions’ den.

Film: Soul Surfer. This film (2011) is based on Bethany Hamilton’s book, Soul Surfer: A True Story of Faith, Family and Fighting
to Get Back on the Board (2004). The film recounts the dramatic story of Bethany, who was born and raised on the island of
Kauai, Hawaii. Naturally gifted, she was a talented surfer, winning competitions and obtaining endorsements even when she
was a preteen. At the age of thirteen, in 2003, her promising future seemed over when a fifteen-foot tiger shark bit off her left
arm below the shoulder in an attack soon picked up by the press nationwide. Amazingly, Bethany survived even though she
lost 60 percent of her blood, her life saved only by an act of God. More startling, less than one month later she returned to her
board to surf again. Her testimony to the grace of God in performing this miracle, and the way she has thrived since the tragic
accident, forms a remarkable story—a good illustration of God’s protection and encouragement in the life of his children.

Sin blinds the enemies of God into thinking they are objects of his favor

Literature: The Deputy, by Rolf Hochhuth. Just fourteen when Hitler died, Hochhuth (b. 1931), a German author and
playwright, wrote this play as a statement of moral outrage against what he considered Pope Pius XII’s sympathies for Hitler’s
atrocities against the Jews. Much revered, this pope was/is considered a great pope, but Hochhuth savaged him for what he
perceived to be his indifference toward, even abetting of, the genocide of the Jews for the sake of the political power of the
church. The truth of Hochhuth’s virulent criticism has been brought into question by many, and very articulately by Trappist
monk and literary critic Thomas Merton. However, Hochhuth’s central question remains—“When the Church is faced with a
critical choice between the most basic of all its moral laws, the law of love for God and for man, and the practical, immediate
options of power politics, is she now so accustomed to choosing the latter that she is no longer able to see the former?”
History: In the name of religion, even the name of God, many abuses have been perpetrated. Members and leaders of Catholic
and Protestant churches, as well as the Mormon Church, have molested young women and men, often using religious
language and, in some cases, their belief system, to abet their crime. Court cases have been fought and are pending in many
denominations and faith persuasions in which the perpetrator appears unrepentant and even defends his or her own behavior.
Stories abound on the web. There are local fundamentalist groups and individuals who believe God has spoken to them and
who abuse power in their families, their churches, or the institutions they lead in the name of what they perceive to be those
divine communications. Much like Saul, they become obsessed with power, and the power distorts their thinking.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), 152–157.


