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1 Samuel 24:1–10 When Saul returned from following the Philistines, he was told, 

“Behold, David is in the wilderness of Engedi.” 2Then Saul took three thousand 

chosen men out of all Israel and went to seek David and his men in front of the 

Wildgoats’ Rocks. 3And he came to the sheepfolds by the way, where there was a 

cave, and Saul went in to relieve himself. Now David and his men were sitting in 

the innermost parts of the cave. 4And the men of David said to him, “Here is the 

day of which the LORD said to you, ‘Behold, I will give your enemy into your 

hand, and you shall do to him as it shall seem good to you.’ ” Then David arose 

and stealthily cut off a corner of Saul’s robe. 5And afterward David’s heart struck 

him, because he had cut off a corner of Saul’s robe. 6He said to his men, “The 

LORD forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the LORD’s anointed, to put out 

my hand against him, seeing he is the LORD’s anointed.” 7So David persuaded his 

men with these words and did not permit them to attack Saul. And Saul rose up and 

left the cave and went on his way. 8Afterward David also arose and went out of the 

cave, and called after Saul, “My lord the king!” And when Saul looked behind him, 

David bowed with his face to the earth and paid homage. 9And David said to Saul, 

“Why do you listen to the words of men who say, ‘Behold, David seeks your 

harm’? 10Behold, this day your eyes have seen how the LORD gave you today into 

my hand in the cave. And some told me to kill you, but I spared you. I said, ‘I will 

not put out my hand against my lord, for he is the LORD’s anointed.’ 
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The LORD’s Anointed 

1 Samuel 24, 26 
 

Imagine with me a scenario at work. Your job is in sales, and you’re doing great by 

keeping your customers happy. But your boss is jealous of your sales volume.  

One day, with restrained malice, he shows you the new corporate policy, 

which he apparently pushed for: no more discounts or special deals. Full price 

for all services. Months pass this way, and your sales volume drops so that in 

the next quarter your boss is the sales leader. Then one day waiting in his 

office your eye falls on a stack of his sales contracts he’s left out on his coffee 

table. You can’t resist the temptation to leaf through them, and every one of 

them has a discount or a refund or a freebie of some sort. You’ve got him dead 

to rights breaking the new corporate policy.  What do you do? 

Imagine a church scenario. A church family has been homeschooling their four 

children. Their modest home has a tiny back yard but a nice front yard where 

their children play. One neighbor, seeing this play as neglect, has called CPS. 

Now the pastor of the church, the parents of the children and one large angry 

female CPS agent are arguing in the kitchen of the little home. The agent is 

insisting on interviewing the children and examining them for abuse. The 

parents are refusing, knowing this would traumatize their innocent kids. While 

the argument has been going on several other church members have gathered 

in the front room, alternately praying and glaring through the doors. “Who are 

these people?” the agent snaps. “Friends,” the pastor says. At that point the 

agent pulls out her phone and says “I’m calling in the police. You people are 

all in deep trouble.” Reflexively the father snatches the phone from her hand. 

“You can’t do that,” he shouts. Now what do you do? 

Imagine a family scenario. Your family is deeply involved in a church. Your mom 

and dad present themselves as the perfect couple with perfect kids. But you’re 

one of the kids and you know that your father is a tyrant. He belittles your 

mom and rants at her. He beats you and your sibs for the smallest infraction 

of his endless list of rules. He shames you and tells you you’re a rebel and 

you’ll never be anything because God doesn’t bless sin. You never tell anyone 

these things, but when you’re a little older, you fall in love and despite your 

father’s objection you get engaged. You and your fiancé go to the pastor for 

pre-marital counseling. You’re pretty sure the pastor respects your dad, but he 

keeps asking you to describe what it’s been like to grow up in your family and 

what the dynamics are. What do you do? 
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These are hard scenarios. It’s often hard to know what to do when you’re trying to 

be Christlike in a broken and threatening world. This morning we want to look 

at two episodes in David’s life that are just as hard, just as full of tension and 

decision as the ones we’ve sketched. How do you serve the LORD when you 

find yourself with an opportunity to strike your enemy? Is it always right to 

take that chance? Is it always right to let it go? In 1st Samuel 24 and 26 David 

chooses to let his enemy go, while still pursuing the chance that God will 

change the heart and mind of his enemy. David shows that if we trust in God’s 

sovereign hand, we don’t need to completely take things into our own hands. 

Last week we looked at David’s time in the wilderness, at David as a type of Christ  

to whom we can run in distress or bitterness of soul, and David as a model of 

one who seeks God’s presence and God’s guidance. This week, in 1st Samuel 

24, we’re still in the wilderness. Verse 1 When Saul returned from following 

the Philistines, he was told, “Behold, David is in the wilderness of Engedi.” 
2Then Saul took three thousand chosen men out of all Israel and went to seek 

David and his men in front of the Wildgoats’ Rocks. 3And he came to the 

sheepfolds by the way, where there was a cave, and Saul went in to relieve 

himself. Saul continues to pursue David wherever he hears about him. 3000 

soldiers gives him good odds if a fight broke out, for David only had about 

600 men. David is now near Engedi, which means the spring of the goats or 

of the ibex. These animals still frequent the area. which is one of only two 

freshwater springs on the shore of the Dead Sea. In one of the many caves in 

this area, Saul, presuming it was empty, went in to relieve himself. 

It wasn’t empty. Middle of verse 3 Now David and his men were sitting in the 

innermost parts of the cave. 4And the men of David said to him, “Here is the 

day of which the LORD said to you, ‘Behold, I will give your enemy into your 

hand, and you shall do to him as it shall seem good to you.’ ” Then David 

arose and stealthily cut off a corner of Saul’s robe. 5And afterward David’s 

heart struck him, because he had cut off a corner of Saul’s robe. 6He said to 

his men, “The LORD forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the LORD’s 

anointed, to put out my hand against him, seeing he is the LORD’s anointed.” 
7So David persuaded his men with these words and did not permit them to 

attack Saul. And Saul rose up and left the cave and went on his way.  

Probably not all David’s six hundred were in this cave. Even Qumran on the north 

end of the Dead Sea had dozens of smaller caves, not one big one. So maybe 

it was David and his personal bodyguards in the cave. But Saul was alone. 

This is where the tension begins to build. Verse 4 The men of David said to 

him, “Here is the day of which the LORD said to you, ‘Behold, I will give your 

enemy into your hand, and you shall do to him as it shall seem good to you.’”  
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We have no record of God ever saying this to David. The NIV footnote has “Today 

the Lord is saying to you.” They men are interpreting the circumstances as the 

Lord’s permission. From this it is clear that these men were aware of David’s 

anointing and expected him to become king. Even Jonathan back in chapter 

23 said to David “you shall be king and my father knows this.” In seeking to 

kill David Saul was once again going against what Samuel the prophet had 

said was to be. By killing Saul David might be seen as doing the LORD’s will. 

But David is not willing to take that into his own hands. Instead he sneaks up behind 

Saul and cuts a corner off his robe. This may have been purely tactical, a way 

of showing Saul how vulnerable he had been, or it may have been symbolic, 

David taking the mantle of kingship. Either way David is conscience stricken, 

probably more about the temptation to murder than the robe. Verse 6 is our 

key verse: “He said to his men, “The LORD forbid that I should do this thing 

to my lord, the LORD’s anointed, to put out my hand against him, seeing he is 

the LORD’s anointed.” David had tremendous respect for Saul and his position, 

not because of Saul’s character but because God had anointed him to that 

place as Israel’s king. Now it is true that God had since that time also had 

Samuel anoint David as the next king, but David does not see this as 

permission to himself harm the one God had previously chosen.  

Saul finishes what he was doing and goes out of the cave. David waits a bit and 

follows, calling out to Saul as “My lord the king!” Saul turns and David bows 

in homage. Verse 9 And David said to Saul, “Why do you listen to the words 

of men who say, ‘Behold, David seeks your harm’? 10Behold, this day your 

eyes have seen how the Lord gave you today into my hand in the cave. And 

some told me to kill you, but I spared you. I said, ‘I will not put out my hand 

against my lord, for he is the Lord’s anointed.’ David again uses this phrase 

“the LORD’s anointed.” Saul is king because God made him so, and David will 

not raise his hand directly to undo that. He offers the corner of Saul’s robe as  

proof. “I could have killed you but I didn’t.” This is true. Nowhere in 1st 

Samuel do we seen David plotting against. Saul. He says “by this you may 

know and see that there is no wrong or treason in my hands. I have not sinned 

against you, though you hunt my life to take it.”  

Verse 12: May the Lord judge between me and you, may the Lord avenge me against 

you, but my hand shall not be against you. 13As the proverb of the ancients 

says, ‘Out of the wicked comes wickedness.’ But my hand shall not be against 

you. This proverb, which is not found in Proverbs but is patently true, means 

“from evildoers come evil deeds.” David has not done the evil deed and 

therefore cannot be accused of being evil. But Saul has done evil, especially 

in the destruction of the priests and the town of Nob.  
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Saul, therefore, is more guilty than David at this moment. And Saul apparently has 

all the power. He’s gathered his whole army to chase after a flea or a dead 

dog. God will therefore be judge and give sentence between me and you, and 

see to it and plead my cause and deliver me from your hand. This is a key 

distinction. David will not lift his hand against Saul, but God will be the 

righteous judge between them and David will trust God to rescue and save. 

To our amazement, both in this chapter and the one to come, Saul is convicted by 

these words. Verse 16 As soon as David had finished speaking these words to 

Saul, Saul said, “Is this your voice, my son David?” And Saul lifted up his 

voice and wept. 17He said to David, “You are more righteous than I, for you 

have repaid me good, whereas I have repaid you evil. Saul says “Yeah, you 

could have killed me, but you didn’t.” Then Saul admits what he has known 

but tried to derail. Verse 20: Now, behold, I know that you shall surely be king, 

and that the kingdom of Israel shall be established in your hand. 21Swear to 

me therefore by the LORD that you will not cut off my offspring after me, and 

that you will not destroy my name out of my father’s house.”  

That’s the first episode. Let’s look at the tension. David has been told he’s going to 

be king. He has been anointed to be king. He has been deeply wronged by 

Saul who has compulsively sought to kill him. Furthermore, Saul has proven 

the depths of his evil by destroying a whole town. It feels like David would 

be doing God’s justice by lifting his hand against this mad monster. Instead 

David shows mercy. He honors Saul. He honors Saul’s position as king and 

his appointment by God. And he trusts God to fulfill his purposes without 

David taking justice into his own hands. What I want you to recognize is that 

by the standards of our culture, David is crazy. It’s not just that he’s not 

looking out for number one, it’s that he’s not defending justice, defending the 

oppressed, defending righteousness. His reasoning, by our standards, is 

skewed. Respect for the office? Respect for God’s anointing and ordering of 

events? We might give lip service to these, but in reality we are far more likely 

to take situations into our own hands and try to force God’s will to be done. 

These three chapters, 24, 25, and 26 fit together perfectly. In chapter 25, which we’ll 

study next week, David is about to destroy Nabal, the foolish rich man who 

has defied him. But Abigail intervenes and at the end of that intervention 

David thanks her for keeping him from “bloodguilt and from working 

salvation with my own hand!” That’s what’s going on here. David is refusing 

to take matters into his own hands. But is that always right? Does Scripture 

support the idea of leaving things in God’s hands even when you have the 

opportunity to do what seems right or what would seem to bring justice?  
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Let me ask the question again. I believe it’s the key question as we apply this text. 

Does Scripture support the idea of leaving things in God’s hands when you 

have the opportunity to do what seems right or would seem to bring justice?  

Let’s think about some Scriptures. The most foundational is Jesus’ teaching in the 

Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth.’ 39But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. 

But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. . . . 
43“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate 

your enemy.’ 44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you.” Love your enemies. Don’t take revenge against them. As I’ve 

said before, no matter what nuances we may want to put on the Sermon on the 

Mount, the one thing we can be sure of is that “love your enemies” doesn’t 

mean “kill your enemies.” David had the opportunity to kill, but he didn’t 

Paul gives us even more useful insight into this in Romans 12. He says “Repay no 

one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 
18If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, 

never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 

“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20To the contrary, “if your 

enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for 

by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21Do not be overcome 

by evil, but overcome evil with good.” David had never read Romans, yet all 

he does in this episode fits with what Paul commanded us. He’s not repaying 

evil for evil. He’s doing what’s truly honorable in the sight of others. He’s 

been trying to live at peace. He refuses to take revenge. Yet even in his words 

to Saul he is trusting that God will repay, that God will do what’s right and 

plead David’s case.  It is possible, by the way, that David had read or heard 

the first verse that Paul quotes “vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 

LORD,” because it’s from Deuteronomy, which was written at the end of 

Moses’ life. That’s what David is doing. He’s leaving justice to God.  

These Scriptures do support the idea of leaving things in God’s hands even when 

you have the opportunity to do what seems right or what would seem to bring 

justice. There are other Scriptures that might be read to support actively doing 

justice, even to the point of administering the death sentence to lawbreakers.  

The men who are with David seem to us to make perfect sense when they say 

“this is God giving your enemy into your hand.” But David believes that 

despite his anointing, he is not in a position to execute judgment. “I’m not 

going to have the blood of Saul on my hands. I’m not going to work salvation 

for myself. I’m going to ask the LORD to be the judge between me and Saul.” 
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In chapter 26 David makes the same decision in different circumstances. David is 

now in the wilderness of Ziph. This is near Adullam and Keilah, some of the 

places we saw last week. The Ziphites are among those who betray David by 

telling Saul where he’s currently hiding. Saul responds with his usual 3000 

chosen men. He sets up camp on a hill called Hachilah, but David’s spies find 

him. David himself comes by stealth and sees where Saul and his commander 

Abner have their headquarters. That night David takes one volunteer, Abishai 

and they sneak into the camp, to where the army is deeply sleeping. They walk 

right up to Saul who is sleeping with his spear stuck in the ground by his head. 

There follows a familiar dialogue which nonetheless adds a bit to our understanding. 

1 Samuel 26:8–11 Then Abishai said to David, “God has given your enemy 

into your hand this day. Now please let me pin him to the earth with one stroke 

of the spear, and I will not strike him twice.” 9But David said to Abishai, “Do 

not destroy him, for who can put out his hand against the LORD’s anointed 

and be guiltless?” 10And David said, “As the LORD lives, the LORD will strike 

him, or his day will come to die, or he will go down into battle and perish. 
11The LORD forbid that I should put out my hand against the LORD’s anointed. 

But take now the spear that is at his head and the jar of water, and let us go.”  

Abishai voices the “God has given your enemy into your hand” side of the argument. 

“Let me kill him. I won’t need to strike twice.” But David again emphasizes 

that he will not put out his hand against the Lord’s anointed, the one God 

chose to be Israel’s first king. To do so would bring guilt on himself. Instead, 

David will trust the LORD’s justice. “The LORD will strike him, or his day will 

come to die, or he will go down into battle and perish.” God can do this. I 

don’t need to. Justice will be served. But David does take Saul’s spear and his 

water jug when they leave. He crosses back over to the other hill and taunts 

Abner, the commander of Saul’s army. “Abner, you’re such a great man. None 

like you in Israel. You should be ashamed of yourself for not keeping watch 

over your king. This is not good. You deserve death because you didn’t keep 

watch over the LORD’s anointed.” David is serious. If you are responsible for 

the LORD’s anointed, he deserves your best. We don’t know what Abner thinks 

because Saul recognizes David’s voice. Again David defends himself “Why 

does my lord pursue after his servant? For what have I done? What evil is on 

my hands?” “I could have killed you but I didn’t. He even gives the spear 

back. Then he tells Saul that if Saul’s pursuit of him is from God, that’s fine. 

But if it’s just your idea, or someone’s idea, don’t do this injustice. Don’t let 

me be driven out and have no share in the heritage of the LORD. Don’t let my 

blood be shed far from the LORD. Once again Saul repents. “I have sinned. I 

will no more do you harm, because my life was precious in your eyes this day. 

Behold I have acted foolishly and have made a great mistake.”  
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David says “I believe I’ve acted with righteousness and faithfulness.” Verse 24 

“Behold, as your life was precious this day in my sight, so may my life be 

precious in the sight of the LORD.” David is trusting the LORD and expecting 

him to do what is right. If I, a mere man, can see the preciousness of the life 

of one the Lord has anointed, then surely God will see the value of my life 

and deliver me from tribulation.” One of the things that this episode adds is to 

value the preciousness of life. We want to be pro-life toward all: unborn 

people, elderly people, disabled people, people of every race and ethnicity. 

Devaluing or dehumanizing anybody comes around to our harm. If your life 

is precious to me I have hope that my life and that of my loved ones will be 

precious to you. But if your life or the life of a certain political party or ethnic 

group or race or age or class of people is not precious to me, how can I expect 

my life to be respected and honored and kept from harm? Almost all the great 

human tragedies in our world can be traced back to dehumanizing people and 

making them the enemy. David refused to do it. 

Which leads to one more episode in David’s life where this phrase “the LORD’s 

anointed” plays a prominent part. It’s quite a long time later, months or years. 

Saul has again had to go to war, but this time the Philistines are winning. 

Jonathan and Saul’s other sons have been killed, and Saul himself has been 

struck down. He takes his own life rather than let the Philistines have him. 

We’ll look more closely at this in a couple of weeks. But in 2nd Samuel 1 an 

Amalekite who apparently saw this final drama went to David and thinking 

he would gain approval, took credit for the final demise of Saul. What he 

didn’t expect was that David would mourn the death of his enemy. David says 

“How is it you were not afraid to put out your hand to destroy the LORD’s 

anointed?” Then David had the Amalekite put to death. David raised a great 

lament for Saul and Jonathan. Once again, it is respect for the work of the 

LORD, the anointing of Saul that David thinks should have restrained the 

Amalekite’s hand. David could not rejoice even in the death of his enemy. 

He’s teaching us that we should not rejoice over someone’s downfall, even if 

they’ve been our enemy. Proverbs 24:17 says “Do not rejoice when your 

enemy falls, and let not your heart be glad when he stumbles.” Proverbs 17:5 

says “Whoever mocks the poor insults his Maker; he who is glad at calamity 

will not go unpunished.” To rejoice over the death of Saul would have been 

to stop thinking his life precious, and David wouldn’t go there. 

If we think the lives of even our enemies precious, if we concede that Jesus can save 

even the worst of sinners, then we cannot rejoice at their misfortune except to 

hope it might draw them to the LORD.  We can’t allow the enmity of any group 

or belief system or political philosophy to dehumanize those who adhere to it. 
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So, we’ve seen that David’s respect for God and trust in his purposes caused him to 

show mercy and restraint beyond what might have seemed right or just. How 

does this impact the three scenarios we started with? Does Scripture support 

the idea of leaving things in God’s hands even when you have the opportunity 

to do what seems right or what would seem to bring justice? 

The first scenario has your boss violating the company’s rules to your harm and to 

his benefit.  To expose him would be just, and would almost certainly lead to 

him getting fired. But David’s approach can give us a better idea. He refused 

to kill Saul, but he did, in both cases, confront Saul and point out the injustice 

of what Saul was doing. In both cases Saul, at least temporarily, saw his sin 

and turned from it. Maybe you could confront your boss privately, assuring 

him you were not going to take this to any higher level but pleading with him 

to honor the company policy in the future. Who knows, he might be ashamed 

of being caught and just morally sensitive enough to change his practice? 

The second scenario is harder. You know that you’ve been deeply impacted by the 

abuse you’ve received at your father’s hands, and that it will impact your 

future marriage, but you don’t want to dishonor your father or ruin his 

reputation. You fear what your pastor might do with this information, and 

honestly you fear what your father might do to you if he found out. There is 

no easy answer to this, but one of the things we see David doing in these 

chapters is trusting God’s purposes, that God will work good even out of the 

evil, and that he doesn’t need to fear the overwhelming odds against him. So 

maybe, again, the wise course of action might be to confess the situation to 

the pastor, get his counsel for your own upcoming marriage, and then to 

consider setting up a safe circumstance to confront your father, crying out to 

God to give him true humility and repentance, while taking responsibility for 

those times when you were rebellious. 

The third scenario resolves the same way. CPS doesn’t have any reason to take your 

kids, or search your kids just because a neighbor is judgmental. But the police 

and even CPS itself is an expression of the government we’re supposed to be 

in submission to. So, like David, we may need to trust God to work out his 

purposes without our having to rebel against his instituted authorities. Maybe 

we let the investigation go forward, but with the counsel of an experienced 

lawyer who can keep CPS acting within its constitutional boundaries. It’s time 

to give the spear – I mean the phone – back and trust God for the outcome, 

while still doing everything legally within your power to protect your kids. 

If we trust in God’s sovereign hand, we don’t need to completely take things into 

our own hands. 


