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1 Samuel 22:1–2 David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam. 

And when his brothers and all his father’s house heard it, they went down there to 

him. 2And everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and 

everyone who was bitter in soul, gathered to him. And he became commander over 

them. And there were with him about four hundred men. 

 

1 Samuel 23:1–5 Now they told David, “Behold, the Philistines are fighting 

against Keilah and are robbing the threshing floors.” 2Therefore David inquired of 

the LORD, “Shall I go and attack these Philistines?” And the LORD said to David, 

“Go and attack the Philistines and save Keilah.” 3But David’s men said to him, 

“Behold, we are afraid here in Judah; how much more then if we go to Keilah 

against the armies of the Philistines?” 4Then David inquired of the LORD again. 

And the LORD answered him, “Arise, go down to Keilah, for I will give the 

Philistines into your hand.” 5And David and his men went to Keilah and fought 

with the Philistines and brought away their livestock and struck them with a great 

blow. So David saved the inhabitants of Keilah. 
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In the Wilderness 

1 Samuel 21-23 
 

What do Abraham, Hagar, Moses, the people of Israel, David, Elijah, John the 

Baptist, Jesus, and Paul the Apostle all have in common.  The same God, of 

course, but what I’m thinking of is that they all had a wilderness experience. 

Abraham was sent into the wilderness to offer Isaac his son on the altar, but 

God met him there and provided for the sacrifice. Hagar was sent away by 

Sarah and Abraham and wandered in the wilderness of Beersheba until she 

and her child were near death. But God saw her and met her there and provided 

for them. Moses, after murdering an Egyptian, fled to the wilderness and was 

there forty years before God met him at the burning bush. The people of Israel 

refused to enter the promised land and wandered in the wilderness of Sinai for 

forty years, until God opened the way across the Jordan river. Elijah, after his 

epic encounter with Baal, fled to the wilderness for forty days before God met 

him at Horeb. John the Baptist lived in the wilderness with God. Jesus was 

led into the wilderness by the Spirit after his baptism, and at the end of forty 

days was tempted by Satan and passed the test. Even Paul after his encounter 

with God on the road to Damascus went away into Arabia, and communed 

with God in the wilderness for at least some of the next three years. 

Ok, who am I forgetting? Oh, David. Before he became king David spent as many 

as ten years literally in the wilderness on the run. This part of his life is 

recorded in 1st Samuel chapters 19 to 31, though we’ll only focus on chapters 

21 to 23 today. And what we’ll see is that the distress of the wilderness is the 

place to find God. It’s the place to flee to God and the place to seek God. 

When we last left our story we were amazed by Jonathan’s friendship for David and 

by Saul’s hatred for David. In the middle of chapter 19 David became, for the 

first time, a man on the run. David first ran from Saul to Samuel the prophet 

at Naioth in Ramah. We don’t know how long David was with the elderly 

prophet, but I imagine that as a great time of learning and growth for the future 

king. Saul tried to find David. He sent three groups of soldiers, and finally 

came himself. But each time, in a grand irony, the Holy Spirit intervened and 

those who came for David, including Saul himself began to prophecy, filled 

with the Spirit. I can easily imagine that the ones sent to seize David instead 

reassured David with the Spirit’s words. Finally, David slipped away from 

Naioth and sought out Jonathon to ask “What have I done? Why is your father 

trying to kill me?” We looked at that in chapter 20. In the end, faced with 

Saul’s erratic spears and implacable hatred, David fled to the wilderness.  
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He goes to a town called Nob, apparently one of the Levitical towns in the territory 

of Benjamin. Nob may have been the location of the tabernacle, though not 

the Ark of the Covenant. The Ark had ended up in Kiriath-jearim after it’s 

return from Philistine captivity. Here in Nob the priest Ahimelech is offering 

consecrated bread before the Lord, and David begs bread for himself and the 

small band of loyal men he has already gathered. Ahimelech is reluctant. Only 

priests are supposed to eat the consecrated bread. But David prevails. This 

incident is mentioned by Jesus in his defense of his disciples “threshing grain” 

on the Sabbath. In addition to bread David also asks for and receives a sword, 

the sword of Goliath. We have no idea how it got there. Finally, we’re told 

that one of Saul’s men, Doeg the Edomite, is there and sees this whole thing.  

David’s next move is perhaps his worst. He leaves the people of Judah and Israel 

and flees to Achish the Philistine, king of Gath. The trouble is the household 

of Achish knows the famous David song “Saul has slain his thousands and 

David his tens of thousands.” David, terrified to learn that they’d recognized 

him, “pretended to be insane in their hands and made marks on the doors of 

the gate and let his spittle run down his beard.” This was not the high point of 

David’s exile. But I love the king’s response “Behold, you see the man is mad. 

Why then have you brought him to me? 15Do I lack madmen, that you have 

brought this fellow? Shall this fellow come into my house?”  

David moves on. His next and better stop is the cave at Adullam. David spends much 

of his time in the wilderness living in caves. At Adullam he begins to gather 

a larger following. He also sends his mother and father to live with the king 

of Moab. You’ll recall that David’s great-grandmother Ruth was from Moab. 

He had a family connection. We’ll come back to these verses in a moment, 

because it’s here I see one of the key characteristics the wilderness. 

When a prophet named Gad warns David not to stay at Adullam, he moves on to 

“the forest of Hereth.” There is still a forest on the mountain called Heret, near 

Jerusalem. While he is there Saul takes awful revenge on the town of Nob. 

Doeg the Edomite, who’d seen David with Ahimelech in Nob, tells King Saul.  

Saul sends for Ahimelech and the priests. Ahimelech defends David, but Saul 

sees only betrayal and conspiracy. He has Doeg the Edomite viciously slay 

Ahimelech and the priests, then sends him to burn the town and kill its people. 

Only one priest, Abiathar escapes, and reports to David. Can you imagine how 

devastating this news is to David? Not only does it confirm the evil of Saul, 

but it burdens David with guilt. He says “I knew on that day, when Doeg the 

Edomite was there, that he would surely tell Saul. I have occasioned the death 

of all the persons of your father’s house. 23 Stay with me; do not be afraid, for 

he who seeks my life seeks your life. With me you shall be in safekeeping.” 
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Now we’re up to Chapter 23. David hears that the Philistines are attacking the nearby 

town of Keilah, and for the first time he gathers the soldiers among his 

growing group of followers and goes on the offensive. He frees the village 

from the Philistines and settles there for a while. But, as happens over and 

over in these chapters, Saul learns he’s there comes against him, and David 

has to flee. He went to various strongholds in the wilderness of Ziph, “and 

Saul sought him every day, but God did not give him into his hand.” It's at 

this point, perhaps the low point of David’s exile, that Jonathan comes to him 

and strengthens his hand in God. He says “Do not fear, for the hand of Saul 

my father shall not find you. You shall be king over Israel, and I am second.” 

If you weren’t here for last weeks sermon, that was one of the key things we 

learned about friendship: the willingness to say “I Am Second.”  

Jonathan’s loyalty is contrasted to the betrayal of the people of Ziph, who told Saul 

exactly where David was hiding. David had to flee again, to the wilderness of 

Maon. Saul’s forces were closing in when Saul received word of a raid, and 

he had to go back to pursue the Philistines. So God allowed David to escape 

again. He went next to the wilderness of Engedi, a man on the run. 

In the rest of 1st Samuel, Saul continues to pursue David, and David continues to be 

in exile. But there are other areas to focus on in those chapters in the weeks to 

come weeks. The chapters I’ve outlined give a sense of David’s wilderness 

experience. He’s joined by a few but opposed by many. He makes good 

decisions but some questionable ones. His enemy is implacable. Saul wipes 

out a whole town because they didn’t tell him David was there. At least five 

times Saul hears that David is in such-and-such a place and pursues, usually 

with about 3000 picked men. That gets old fast. Yet some of David’s greatest 

Psalms were written in this exile. We heard Psalm 142 just before the sermon. 

“In the path where I walk they have hidden a trap for me. 4Look to the right 

and see: there is none who takes notice of me; no refuge remains to me; no 

one cares for my soul. 5I cry to you, O LORD; I say, “You are my refuge, my 

portion in the land of the living.” 6Attend to my cry, for I am brought very 

low! Deliver me from my persecutors, for they are too strong for me!”  

Have you had wilderness years? Are you in the wilderness now? It doesn’t have to 

be physical. You could be in a relational wilderness, where one close to you 

seems to be against you, never speaks well of you, gives no support, belittles 

you, mocks you and emotionally or even physically abuses you. This kind of 

wilderness is all too common. You could be in a financial wilderness. Either 

you’ve lost a job or you’re working less, or, as is likely, your expenses have 

inflated, but not your income. Or you’ve had unexpected expenses and as you 

look forward the odds of actually paying for all this stuff seem hopeless.  
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Maybe you’re in a medical wilderness. You’ve got part of a diagnosis or had part of 

a treatment and you’re just hanging on, waiting to see what the future brings. 

Or you’re stuck with chronic or maybe worsening conditions that isolate you, 

debilitate you, simply frustrate you. Or maybe it’s a wilderness of waiting. 

Waiting for a spouse or a child to come into your life and nothing seems to be 

happening. Or waiting for a child or a loved one to turn around, to turn toward 

the Lord and it feels like time is running out. Maybe you’re in a wilderness of 

temptation. You know your sin, but it seems like no matter what you do, what 

you try, what you change, you always give in: “Who will save me from this 

body of death?” There are many kinds of wilderness and I’d be shocked if you 

haven’t experienced at least one, shocked if many aren’t in one right now. 

I want to make a few observations about the wilderness experience from this text. 

First, the wilderness is the place for the distressed and the discontent. If you’re 

in the wilderness because of distress and discontent with your circumstances, 

with others, or even with yourself, you’re in the right place. Look at 1 Samuel 

22:1–2 David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam. And 

when his brothers and all his father’s house heard it, they went down there to 

him. 2And everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and 

everyone who was bitter in soul, gathered to him. And he became commander 

over them. And there were with him about four hundred men. 

David left Gath of the Philistines where he had hidden behind the behavior of a 

madman and went to the cave of Adullam. At the time this was contested 

territory between the Philistines and Judah. Today, Adulam Caves is a 10,000-

acre national park, although no particular cave is identified as the Cave of 

Adullam. This was where David first began to gather a band of followers. Saul 

would have called them outlaws, but they were loyal to David and became the 

core of his devoted servants and soldiers. The first to arrive were his family, 

his brothers and all his father’s house. This may have only partially been out 

of loyalty to David. It could also have been out of fear of Saul, who might be 

expected to harm the family or use them as hostages. In any event we do not 

hear much from David’s brothers in the chapters to come. We are told that 

David left the stronghold, left the cave, and made a journey to take his mother 

and father across to Moab, to put them in the care of the king of Moab. 

But it’s verse 2 that gets me: “Everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was 

in debt, and everyone who was bitter in soul, gathered to him.” Everyone who 

was in their own personal wilderness gathered to David in his wilderness. The 

first word, distress comes from the Hebrew root for a narrow place. We would 

say “between a rock and a hard place.” For these people the circumstances of 

life had driven them to this distress or almost despair.  
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It’s really a strong word. In Zephaniah we’re told that the Day of the Lord is going 

to be a day of distress. Many of these people might have been displaced, their 

homes destroyed or their occupations ruined by the recent wars with the 

Philistines. In other words they were what we now call refugees, which is one 

of the hardest places to be. On the other hand, some might have been common 

criminals. David probably didn’t ask too many questions of those who came. 

Later chapters will show that some of the most prominent were really 

unpleasant and ruthless people.  But the key application here is that when we 

are in the wilderness because of distress we can be sure there will be someone 

there to accept us, someone to rally around. I can’t help but think of the words 

of Jesus “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you 

rest.” David is in many ways a type of Jesus, so when we see these distressed 

people going to David it’s almost a picture already of us going to Jesus. 

The next group is those in debt. This means just that: debt. There was no bankruptcy 

option in ancient Israel. If you got in debt you were put in prison, often in 

slavery until you could work it off. Some of those who got in that situation 

would flee rather than be enslaved. Where did they go? To the wilderness, the 

wild lawless places where they would not be found. And some of them 

attached themselves to David.  Again, there is both a direct and a spiritual way 

of looking at this. When we have financial burdens we are in a wilderness. 

We may not be faced with prison, but bankruptcy and need are burden enough. 

In fact for many of us the stress of just keeping up with the bills can be enough 

to create anxiety or depression, its own kind of wilderness. But we need not 

be alone. We can run to Jesus.  We can seek Jesus. We can trust Jesus.   

On the spiritual level this is also true. Everyone is spiritually in debt. Our sin puts us 

under a debt of punishment. Because sin is rebellion against God, the penalty 

is death. We owe God a life. But Jesus came to be a ransom, a price paid to 

buy us out of the debt of sin. The price he paid was his life, life for life, that 

we might receive forgiveness and new life. So all who are in spiritual debt 

have no place to go in our wilderness but to Jesus. 

The third group who came to David were those in bitterness of soul. This is a literal 

translation. Other versions say something like “discontented,” which is OK, 

but the literal translation turns out to be better. The Hebrew word is ‘mar’ and 

the most well-known use is in the book of Ruth. When Ruth’s mother-in-law 

Naomi returns to Bethlehem she says “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, 

for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly [very mara] with me.” Those who 

were weighed down by bitterness came to David. Maybe they were, like 

Noami, those who had lost loved ones. Maybe they were, like Naomi, those 

who had expected rescue or provision from the Lord and had not seen it.  



1 Samuel 22:1-5, Page 6 of 8 
 

Maybe they were those who had been ill used by others. For example, if David hadn’t 

been called by the LORD you could imagine him as a youngest brother 

shepherd boy who was despised by his brothers and considered a person of no 

value. Embittered with his family life, would he have fled to the wilderness? 

Could this be you or me? I’m convinced it could. I think bitterness is an unspoken 

plague of our time. I’ve known and talked to many people who are bitter 

toward their families, bitter toward the government, bitter toward the church, 

bitter toward Christianity and toward God. It’s easy to feel that your desires 

have been thwarted, your opportunities crushed, your value devalued. The sad 

thing is sometimes this is true. People do horrible things, often proclaiming 

that they have the other person’s good in mind. I read a book recently where 

a dad grew deeply estranged from his daughter simply because he loved soccer 

and thought she did too. She was talented and sought after. In high school she 

began to receive serious interest from several colleges. But what her father 

hadn’t figured out is that she hated soccer. What she loved was nerdy geeky 

stuff like reading and game programming. It wasn’t until tragic events made 

it almost too late that he figured out that his love was fueling bitterness in his 

daughter. And then, because it's fiction, he was able to correct it. So bitterness 

can be the result of others’ actions, but it can also be a poison in our soul that 

magnifies unintended hurts into a cauldron of blame and rejection. 

How do you cure the bitterness that drives you out into the wilderness? If David is a 

model of Jesus, then perhaps a big part of the answer is to seek Jesus, just as 

the embittered in David’s day sought David, sought the community of the 

outcasts. Ultimately they joined together to seek the kingdom God promised. 

They put their lives on the line to make it happen. The wilderness, and the 

community around David in the wilderness transformed their lives.  

The embittered and indebted and anyone in distress can find help in the wilderness 

by seeking God. David is the model for this. As these people gather to him he 

is seeking God’s will. 1st Samuel 23:1-5 Now they told David, “Behold, the 

Philistines are fighting against Keilah and are robbing the threshing floors.” 
2Therefore David inquired of the LORD, “Shall I go and attack these 

Philistines?” And the LORD said to David, “Go and attack the Philistines and 

save Keilah.” 3But David’s men said to him, “Behold, we are afraid here in 

Judah; how much more then if we go to Keilah against the armies of the 

Philistines?” 4Then David inquired of the LORD again. And the LORD 

answered him, “Arise, go down to Keilah, for I will give the Philistines into 

your hand.” 5And David and his men went to Keilah and fought with the 

Philistines and brought away their livestock and struck them with a great 

blow. So David saved the inhabitants of Keilah.  
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This is one of numerous times when David sought God. There were also a few times 

when he didn’t and those tended not to turn out well. Here David learns that 

the Philstines are attacking Keilah, another town near Gath and Adullam. Up 

to this point there is no indication that David plans to use those gathered 

around him as a fighting force. But hearing this news, he wonders if he should 

go up against the Philistines. Rather than acting rashly or taking a vote among 

his men, David inquired of the LORD. The word inquired is common: asking 

for something, or asking someone for something. It is often used of asking 

God for something or for guidance. Back in Joshua, when the men of Gibeon 

deceived the Israelites into a peace treaty, it was partially because they “did 

not ask counsel from the LORD.”  In Isaiah God says “Ah, stubborn children 

who carry out a plan, but not mine, and who make an alliance, but not of my 

Spirit, that they may add sin to sin; 2who set out to go down to Egypt, without 

asking for my direction.” Clearly seeking God’s guidance is expected, just as 

seeking God himself is expected. David says in Psalm 63:1 “O God, you are 

my God; earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, 

as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.” That is, in the wilderness. 

This is David’s characteristic behavior. When the men with him object to adding the 

Philistines to their list of enemies David goes back and seeks the LORD again: 

“And the LORD answered him, “Arise, go down to Keilah, for I will give the 

Philistines into your hand.” Which he did. In the following verses David takes 

up residence in Keilah but learns that Saul is coming after him. “Then David 

said, “O Lord, the God of Israel, your servant has surely heard that Saul seeks 

to come to Keilah, to destroy the city on my account. 11Will the men of Keilah 

surrender me into his hand? Will Saul come down, as your servant has heard? 

O Lord, the God of Israel, please tell your servant.” And the Lord said, “He 

will come down.” 12Then David said, “Will the men of Keilah surrender me 

and my men into the hand of Saul?” And the Lord said, “They will surrender 

you.” David relies on the LORD in prayer for very specific help and guidance.  

How does this apply to us? We’ve talked about the many ways we can find ourselves 

in the wilderness. Well, when there, we should seek God, seeking both his 

presence and his guidance. But you’ll say to me “David just seemed to be 

having a conversation with God. He spoke and the LORD answered.” True. 

But I think we can have such conversations with God now. I think God 

answers and I don’t think this is mysterious. How does God answer? How 

does God guide? First, God answers as we seek him in prayer, in conversation. 

If you’re not praying God will not answer. But second, he answers by 

Scripture. Nothing God asks you to do will ever contradict Scripture. 

Therefore, you need to know Scripture on a deep level to get the kind of 

answers God gave David.  
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The most common way this works is that God brings Scripture you already know to 

mind for the specific situation you’re praying about. Personally, this is how I 

tend to hear the voice of God. I ask him a question. I wait silently for his 

answer. And a Scripture that applies to the question comes to mind. For 

example, while we were on our vacation in July I spent time asking God “what 

do you want me to do with the rest of my life.” The answer I seemed to hear 

was “ministry.” Well, that was kind of vague and general so I threw out a 

couple of possible areas of ministry focus. Not surprisingly I felt affirmed in 

having Crisis Response as one area of focus. “What else?” I asked, and the 

Scripture that came to mind was “preach the Word. Be ready in season and 

out of season.” As I’ve processed that over the last several weeks it seemed to 

be pointing to a ministry of bringing God’s Word into the ministry of Crisis 

Response, but also doing as much pulpit supply preaching as I can.  

Now these aren’t the only ways we discern God’s guidance. We also pay attention 

to wise and godly counsel, and appropriate attention to circumstances. You 

can see David doing that when the people hesitate. But God’s word confirmed 

in our hearts through prayer and study and meditation is crucial. 

The wilderness is the place to seek God. When you are struggling with distress, or 

debt, or bitterness, you can seek God. When you need guidance, you can seek 

God. He gives guidance, he gives grace, he meets us in the wilderness, as he 

did David. There are several Psalm which mention that David wrote them in 

the wilderness and two which were written “in the cave.” Psalm 142 and 

Psalm 57. We’re going to read that in a minute. What struck me is that in the 

wilderness, in the midst of persecution and pursuit, David keeps seeking God 

and looking to God and affirming who God is. Twice in Psalm 57 he says “Be 

exalted, O God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over all the earth!” 

Imagine David, sitting on a rock in the mouth of a cave in the middle of a 

sleepless night looking up at the glory of the dark night sky, a glory we never 

see here in the humid, humanly lighted Gulf Coast. He sees those stars and 

the galaxy wheeling overhead and he embraces the wilderness trial because 

God’s steadfast love is great to the heavens, and his faithfulness to the clouds. 

The distress of the wilderness is the place to find God. 


