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Big Idea When faith wavers, the Lord’s chosen servants sometimes compromise their identity
and resort to desperate measures that place them in a precarious position.

.
The Text in Context
Convinced that Saul will never really abandon his quest to kill him, David, for the second time in the story, seeks
asylum with Achish, the Philistine king of Gath (cf. 1 Sam. 21:9–15). On the first occasion David was alone, got cold
feet, and left in fear. But on this second occasion, he has his own private army with him. He offers his services to
Achish as a mercenary and border guard. Achish assigns him to Ziklag, located about twenty-five miles south-
southwest of Gath.

On his first visit to Gath, David deceived Achish into thinking he was insane. On this second occasion, David again
deceives Achish. After convincing Achish to assign him to a relatively distant outpost, where he can operate free of
the king’s scrutiny, David raids the nearby non-Israelite peoples to acquire food and provisions for his men and their
families. However, David reports to Achish that he is raiding Judah and its allies (the Kenites), so that the king will
think he has transferred his loyalties from his homeland to Achish. To ensure that Achish does not discover what he
is really up to, David leaves no survivors among his victims. This account supports the narrator’s defense of David by
showing that he does not really become a traitor to Israel. Though he moves to Philistine territory and even claims
to kill Judahites and Kenites, he is really killing the enemies of Israel.

However, the story does not end with this subterfuge. Unfortunately for David, his deceit threatens to backfire
against him. Convinced of David’s loyalty, Achish summons David and his men to join his forces for his upcoming
battle with Israel. David swears his allegiance, and Achish promotes him to bodyguard. But then the story is
suspended, and the focus returns to Saul. The reader must wait to find out what happens to David. Will he really
march out to do battle against his own countrymen?

David’s return to Gath brings the story of his exile full circle. Earlier, after Jonathan told him of Saul’s desire to kill
him, he fled in desperation to Nob and then to Gath (chap. 21). But then the Lord told him to return to Judah and
protected him from Saul’s repeated attempts to capture him. This culminated with Saul’s acknowledging David’s
innocence and even inviting him to return to the royal court. The Lord has protected and seemingly vindicated him,
but David decides to flee to Gath again.



A closer look at the parallelism within these chapters reveals a pattern, which may be outlined as follows:
A    David’s faith wavers; he runs away and lives in exile (21:1–22:5).
B    Saul rejects the Lord by killing his priests (22:6–23).
C    The Lord guides David and gives him victory over Israel’s enemy (23:1–5).
D    The Lord protects David and reminds him of his destiny (23:6–18).
E     The Ziphites report David’s whereabouts, and Saul seeks him (23:19–29).
F     David spares Saul, and Saul acknowledges David’s innocence (chap. 24).
Dʹ   The Lord protects David and reminds him of his destiny (chap. 25).
Eʹ    The Ziphites report David’s whereabouts, and Saul seeks him (26:1–3).
Fʹ    David spares Saul, and Saul acknowledges David’s innocence (26:4–25).
Aʹ   David’s faith wavers; he runs away and lives in exile (27:1–28:2; 29:1–11).

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 27:1–28:2
▪ When faith wavers in the face of persecution, the Lord’s chosen servants sometimes compromise their

identity.
▪ When faith wavers, the Lord’s chosen servants sometimes resort to desperate measures that place them in

a precarious position.

The corresponding Bʹ and Cʹ elements in the outline seem to be missing, but they actually appear in chapters 28 and
30 and complete the parallelism:

Bʹ   The Lord rejects Saul and announces his death (28:3–25).
Cʹ   The Lord guides David and gives him victory over Israel’s enemy (chap. 30).

The structure may be viewed as follows: A B C D E F // Dʹ Eʹ Fʹ Aʹ Bʹ Cʹ. The thematic cluster A B C / Aʹ Bʹ Cʹ forms
bookends for the section.

Interpretive Insights

27:1 I will be destroyed by the hand of Saul. Just before this, David has assured Abishai that the Lord will eliminate
Saul, whether by natural causes or in battle (26:10). In mentioning the second possibility, he speaks of Saul’s
perishing (sapah). But now, in an abrupt shift, he convinces himself that he will be “destroyed” (sapah) by the hand
of Saul. Despite assurances from Jonathan, Saul, and Abigail that he will indeed prosper (23:17; 24:20; 25:30–31;
26:25), David’s faith in God’s promise wavers.

The best thing I can do is to escape. Twice in this verse, David speaks of escaping (both “escape” and “slip” translate
malat). Five times before this, the narrator has reported that David “escaped” (malat; see 19:10, 12, 18; 22:1;
23:13). God’s providence protected David from Saul’s spear, Saul’s officers who came to arrest him in his own home,
the Philistine king Achish, and the fickle residents of Keilah. But now he decides to take matters into his own hands,
bring about his own escape, and again leave the land where his destiny is to be realized. The first time he did this he
encountered even greater danger and ended up being humiliated, before being told by the Lord to return home
(21:9–22:5). This second excursion to Gath will prove to be no different.

27:5 your servant. The irony continues. David has used this phrase when speaking to both the Lord (23:10–11; cf.
25:39) and his anointed king Saul (17:32, 34, 36; cf. 26:18–19), but now he refers to himself as the servant of Achish,
as if his allegiance has shifted (see also 28:2).

27:8 raided the Geshurites, the Girzites and the Amalekites. Three people groups are listed as David’s victims. The
Geshurites (not to be confused with a people by the same name who live east of the Jordan River; 2 Sam. 3:3;
13:37–38) are included in a list of peoples the Israelites were to conquer (Josh. 13:2), so they are legitimate
candidates for the genocidal policy described here. The Girzites are mentioned only here in the Old Testament; the
marginal reading in the Hebrew text emends the form to Gezerites, but Gezer is located too far north (north of



Gath) to be within the range of David’s military operations. The Amalekites are hated archenemies that God intends
to annihilate (cf. 1 Sam. 15:1–3). Ironically, David, out of expedience, is fulfilling the Lord’s wishes more efficiently
than Saul has done (cf. 15:7–9).

27:12 He has become so obnoxious to his people, the Israelites, that he will be my servant for life. Though David’s
loyalties remain with Israel and his ruse is successful, he has compromised his identity.

28:2 I will make you my bodyguard for life. Confident of David’s loyalty, Achish promises to appoint him as his
bodyguard (Hebrew, “a guard for my head”). At this point Achish’s words are dripping with irony. David, who once
cut off the head of the hero of Gath and hauled it away as a trophy of war (17:51, 54), will now be responsible for
guarding the head of the ruler of Gath! From one perspective, this highlights the naïveté of Achish and the
providential protection of David. When viewed from another angle, the situation is disturbing because of its
incongruity. The one who defeated Israel’s archenemy, the Philistine hero from Gath, is now protecting the ruler of
Gath. Such things can happen when an Israelite king pursues God’s chosen servant into exile, and when God’s
chosen servant loses focus on his destiny.

Theological Insights

How are we to assess David’s behavior in this chapter? Against the background of the story’s macroplot, David’s
actions are probably to be understood in a negative light. One could certainly blame Saul for what happens
(cf. 26:19), but the Lord has protected David and reminds him of his destiny time and time again (cf. 1 Sam. 23–26).
Yet his faith wavers, and he leaves the land he is destined to rule. He resorts to deceit, as he has done before
(cf. 1 Sam. 21–22), rather than seeking the Lord’s will (as he did in 1 Sam. 23). While he cleverly avoids needing to
attack his own people and (unwittingly?) fights the Lord’s battles against Israel’s ancient foes, his deceit eventually
puts him in a compromising and dangerous position, from which only God’s providence can rescue him
(cf. 1 Sam. 29).

A noteworthy literary feature of this account is the absence of God’s name (see 21:10–15 as well). David, at least
temporarily, has all but turned his back on his destiny and compromises his identity as the Lord’s servant. How
appropriate that the Lord seems to be absent from the scene! This chapter illustrates what can happen when God’s
people in desperation seek their own security at the expense of their identity and integrity. Certainly, this is an
important lesson for the exilic readers of the history, who are in a precarious position in a foreign land.

Yet in this story is a silver lining of sorts. Just as when the ark went to Philistine territory (1 Sam. 4–6), God will not
be thwarted by the failures of his people. In his providence he gives David the opportunity to kill the enemies of
Israel while stationed in a Philistine outpost and under the authority of a Philistine king. Furthermore, providence
even places David in the position of the king’s bodyguard, where the unsuspecting Philistine ruler is vulnerable.

Teaching the Text

1. When faith wavers in the face of persecution, the Lord’s chosen servants sometimes compromise their identity.
Saul has persisted in his attempts to kill David, even after the king has confessed his wrongdoing and pronounced a
blessing upon his eventual successor (cf. 24:16–20). Though Saul has again confessed his own guilt and David’s
innocence, promised to no longer harm David, and even invited David back to the royal court (26:21), the stress of
persecution has brought David to the edge of his emotional cliff. The Lord has consistently encouraged him by
reminding him of his destiny (23:17; 24:20; 25:30–31; 26:25), and in his stronger moments David himself speaks
with assurance of his vindication (26:10) and appeals to God’s justice (24:12; 26:23–24). But finally, David breaks
emotionally and decides to turn his back on his destiny, at least temporarily. Moving to Philistine territory does bring
relief from the immediate threat (Saul, 27:4), but it also forces David to compromise his identity. Though the
narrator makes it clear that David never really turns traitor and attacks his own people, David does claim and
pretend to be Israel’s enemy and Achish’s loyal servant. One wonders if he feels any pangs of conscience when the
words “your servant” come from his mouth as he stands before Achish (27:5; 28:2). Does he remember that this is



the phrase he used to describe his relationship both to the Lord and to Israel’s king?

2. When faith wavers, the Lord’s chosen servants sometimes resort to desperate measures that place them in a
precarious position. Not only does David compromise his identity; his exile to Philistine territory also forces him to
resort to desperate measures. While his slaughter of Israel’s enemies is probably to be understood in a positive light
from the narrator’s perspective, his deceit, while necessary for his survival, is disturbing at best. It foreshadows the
duplicity he displays in the attempted cover-up of his adulterous affair with Bathsheba and murder of Uriah. Indeed,
moral flaws sometimes develop from behavioral choices in seemingly gray areas. After all, in the end David’s self-
preservation scheme and deception of Achish work, and he escapes unscathed. Could this success, in a situation
where some might not fault him for using deceit, be convincing him that such schemes are necessary when one
faces a crisis, even of one’s own making?

David’s wavering faith, which prompts his seeking asylum with Achish, also puts him in a precarious position. His
deception, which works just fine for a time, actually works too well. Achish enlists him in his army, and in due time
David will be caught between a rock and a hard place, for Achish expects him to fight against Israel (see chap. 29).
Only the Lord’s providential intervention saves him from the desperate situation in which he finds himself
(cf. 29:4–11).

Illustrating the Text

Wavering faith can cause God’s servants to compromise their identity

Quote: All the Days, by Vance Havner. Havner (1901–86) was a preacher at twelve and ordained at sixteen; he
spent decades as a much-in-demand speaker. He wrote the following in this collection of daily devotionals:

But all who have companioned with trouble and walked the dark valley find a kinship not only with … David
and Jeremiah and Paul and many another who at times hung their harps on the willows. For the believing
soul, December should indeed be as pleasant as May, but there are times when even May can be dreary.
Faith goes ahead anyway, not doubting the sun because the clouds obscure it, believing God anyway, assured
… we shall yet praise Him who is the health of our countenance and our God.

Wavering faith can cause God’s servants to place themselves in precarious situations

Bible: Luke 22:51–62. Peter compromises his identity as a disciple of Christ temporarily because his faith has
wavered, and he is afraid.

A steadfast faith relies on the character of God and his historic provision for his children

History: In The Attentive Life (2008), Leighton Ford, head of Leighton Ford Ministries and former member of the Billy
Graham Evangelistic Association, tells the following story:

When the bombs were falling on Europe during World War II, thousands of orphaned children were placed in
refugee camps. There they were safe and fed. But since many of them had almost starved, they could not go
to sleep at night: they feared that when they woke up they would have nothing to eat. At last someone came
up with the idea of giving each child at bedtime a small portion of bread. They went to sleep holding it and
thinking, Tonight I had something to eat, and tomorrow I will eat again.

Faith is the bread in our hands, given by a trustworthy giver, the promise that His provision will be there in the
morning.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), 176–181.


