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Chapter 5 

David – The good, the bad and the ugly 
 
 

For reading: 1 Samuel chapters 26 through 31. 

This may look like a lot of reading, but we will focus mainly on chapters 26, 27, 29 and 30, as those deal 

with David and his actions during this period.  Chapters 28 and 31 focus on Saul – and may be the 

subject of a future study series.  In this series we’ll just touch on these chapters insofar as they impact 

David’s story. 

The title of this chapter is, of course, given tongue in cheek – I am just kidding about the “ugly”.  In 

chapters 26 and 27 we encounter two sides of David’s character that are difficult to reconcile at first – 

the good and the bad – as viewed from a 21st century perspective. 

Chapter 26: 

This chapter describes a second close encounter between Saul and David.  For the second time the 

people of the Ziph desert betrayed David’s whereabouts to Saul (verse 1 – compare also 1 Sam 23:19).  

Saul mobilised an army (3,000 men, according to verse 2) to track and apprehend or kill David and his 

band of 600 men. 

Side note: Refer to the side note on page 1 of chapter 2 of this study series.  We should treat all the 

numbers with some caution as explained there.    

Military discipline in Saul’s army appears to have been lax, as evidenced by the way the overnight camp 

is described.  No guards or perimeter security appear to have been in place, as David and Abishai were 

able to sneak into the camp unnoticed and approach Saul as he lay sleeping. 

Abishai volunteered to kill Saul in his sleep, thus solving David’s problem while absolving David of the 

crime.  David’s response to this idea, as seen inverses 9 to 11, displays a total trust in God’s timing and 

plan.  David is prepared to wait for his turn as king by letting Saul either die a natural death or fall in 

battle.  His address to Abner and Saul (verses 15 to 24) is further evidence of David’s trust in God at this 

point in his life. 

Firstly, he scolded Abner, who was Saul’s main military leader (“general”) as well as the leader of the 

king’s guard, for not doing his job properly.  Abner was loyal to Saul, but seemingly not a very 

competent warrior.  Years later, Abner would be instrumental in ensuring that David becomes king over 

both Israel and Judah. 

Next, David addressed Saul.  Questioning his motives – whether it was a justified vendetta or one 

inspired by Saul’s advisors (verse 19), David compared Saul’s quest to that of “hunting for a flea” and 

“hunting a partridge” (verse 20b).  He was, in a sense, telling Saul that he, David, was not worth the 

king’s preoccupation and wrath. 

Saul, just as during the first encounter in the cave, repented and invited David back into the royal 

household.  He further promised not to continue with his vendetta against David (verse 21). 
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David, after returning the spear and water jug, made another eloquent confession of trust in the Lord 

(verse 22), but did not take up Saul’s offer of redemption.  The encounter ended with Saul blessing 

David (verse 25) and the two forces parting ways. 

For pause and reflection: There are two aspects to this encounter that bear some deeper thought – 

and possibly can hold up a mirror for ourselves, especially in the present pandemic situation we find 

ourselves. 

Firstly, David appears to bear no grudge against Saul.  He does not blame Saul for his own 

circumstances as refugee and nomad.  He does question Saul’s motivation – in effect appealing to 

Saul’s conscience.  David accepts the situation without apportioning blame.  Saul, in David’s eyes, is 

still the Lord’s anointed – even if he is a flawed king. 

Secondly, David is content to leave the resolution of the matter in God’s hands, in God’s timing.  

Abishai thought he could accelerate David’s rise to kingship by killing Saul – David refused to follow 

that route.  His trust in God in this episode is comparable to what he expressed years earlier when 

facing Goliath. (1 Samuel 17;34-37; 45-47). 

Compare this to the popular “it’s not my fault, someone else is to blame” reaction in present-day 

society (and maybe in your own reactions). 

Chapter 27: 

It would seem that David and his men were by now tired of the cat-and-mouse game with Saul.  They 

appear to have realised that Saul would not keep his word and would be back on their trail in short 

order. 

David, his men and their families went to Gath, the same Philistine city where David had escaped to at 

the start of the fugitive period (see chapter 3 of the series).  In modern language one would say they 

applied for asylum as refugees and were assigned a settlement far to the south of Gath – in the 

borderlands between the Philistine territory and that of the Geshurites, Girzites and Amalekites.  These 

tribes occupied the area towards the southwest, towards Egypt.  The land east and south-east of Ziklag 

was settled by Judeans. 

David and his men had their families with them – David’s two wives Ahinoam and Abigail are specifically 

named.  In Ziklag they settled into a more-or-less pastoral/agricultural lifestyle for a year and four 

months (verse 7).  But it was not a peaceful time. 

This period of David’s narrative is difficult to come to grips with when viewed from our modern moral 

and ethical standards.   That is why, in the title, I refer to this period and the “bad” in the description of 

the “good, the bad and the ugly”. 

From Ziklag, David led raids on the neighbouring settlements – specifically to the west and south west.  

He studiously avoided raiding towards the Judean settlements.  The raids of settlements of the 

Heshurites, Girzites and Amalekites brought wealth in terms of livestock, and it would seem that a 

portion of these spoils of war was given to Achish of Gath in exchange for the asylum granted him and 

his men.  In verses 9 and 10 we read of a typical report David might have given to Achish. 
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David pretended that he had raided the Judean settlements, which would have impressed Achish (see 

verse 12).  In the meantime, in order to keep the real victims of his raids secret, David and his men 

annihilated the populations of settlements they raided (verse 11).  It was, in short, a terror and 

genocidal campaign.   

This practice of genocide was not uncommon during the period David lived in. It was practiced not just 

by David but appear to have been widespread.  When attacking and raiding an enemy, the objective was 

to gain spoils of war – enriching the victors.  The victims were either abducted as slaves or killed – they 

were not allowed to survive.  Extra-Biblical records found in archeological excavations point to this 

practice. 

This is the “bad” side of David’s character at this time. 

For pause and reflection:  David appears to practice a cruel and self-serving policy at this time.  If, 

however, we take a step back, we find that the Amalekites in particular had been condemned for their 

vile practices of infanticide and evil worship – and Saul had been instructed to eliminate them.  He 

failed to do so. (refer to 1 Samuel 15:3 and 28:18).  David’s raids against them, and the final 

confrontation with them (chapter 30) appear in line with God’s instruction to Saul – except that it is 

David who finally follows through. 

God’s plans remain – even if humans fail to obey. 

Chapter 28:  

In chapter 28 the narrative switches from David’s story to Saul’s.   

It starts off with David being placed in a difficult position – Achish of Gath embarked on a campaign 

against Israel, and David was instructed to form a part of his army.  He even appointed David the head of 

his personal guard (verse 2).  

This chapter records the final major error on Saul’s part – when he consulted the witch of Endor.  Saul 

was terrified at the thought of the upcoming battle with the Philistines.  He may even have heard a 

rumour that David was now part of the army facing him (my speculation).  Saul could not find any 

comfort in his efforts to “enquire of the Lord”.  Earlier in his kingship, Saul had expunged all occultic 

practices and practitioners from the kingdom (verse 9).  Now he desperately searched for a medium to 

find some guidance. 

Which he found in the witch of Endor. Disguised as he was, she did not recognise him as the king at first.  

However, when he insisted that she should call up Samuel for him to consult, and Samuel appeared, she 

knew she was dealing with the king. 

Samuel did not comfort Saul at all - in fact he predicted Saul’s death, and that of his sons who were with 

him on the campaign (verses 17, 19). 

Chapter 29:  

David, in the meantime, was the center of a dispute in the Philistine army.  Achish the king wanted him 

to fight against his own people (and it seemed that David was quite willing to do so, see verse 8).  The 
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other Philistine commanders were not so sure – and insisted that David and his men were sent back to 

Ziklag (verse 4).  They were concerned that David and his men would switch sides during the fighting and 

thus not only destroy the Philistine army but gain favour with Saul again. 

Achish gave David a very good reference (verses 6 and 7) and sent him back to Ziklag.  

Chapter 30: 

While David and his men were away with the Philistine army, the Amalekites had taken advantage of the 

fact that Ziklag was undefended.  They raided and captured the families and all the livestock.  They 

might have reasoned that the women and children were worth more as slaves than as corpses.  It was 

quite likely a revenge attack in response to the raids David had carried out against their settlements 

earlier. 

When they discovered the destruction of the settlement and abduction of their families, some of the 

men wanted to stone David (verse 6).  David, however, took control of the situation (with the help of 

Abiathar the priest) and motivated the men to pursue the raiders.   

The tracks would probably not have been that difficult to follow at first – large numbers of livestock and 

people would have left a clear trail to follow south into the desert.  The band had just been on the road 

for three days from the northern part of the country – where the Philistines and Israel were squaring up 

for a major battle – and were physically and emotionally exhausted.  The 600 made it to the Besor 

Ravine1 where 200 of them were too exhausted to continue. 

Again – be cautious regarding the numbers. 

Shortly after, David and his men came across an abandoned slave – he had fallen ill and had been 

abandoned by his Amalekite master.  With the slave as guide, David and his men could approach the 

Amalekite camp unseen.  The Amalekites were feasting – they had had a very successful aid, gaining 

livestock and slaves – they were celebrating.  The camp was not well organized (“scattered across the 

countryside” – verse 16). 

David and his men attacked and after a long (and one can assume vicious) battle.  It lasted some 36 

hours, and the enemy was scattered – one could imagine David’s men hunting down smaller groups of 

Amalekites throughout the night and the day.  Only about 400 young men escaped on camels. 

The end of the battle saw David and his men rescuing their families and recovering all of their own 

livestock (verses 18, 19 and 20).  David also captured the rest of the livestock the Amalekites had raided 

from other settlements (verse 14) in the area. 

In the aftermath of the battle, David showed astute leadership:  he not only insisted that all the men, 

including those who had stayed behind, being too exhausted to complete the pursuit of the Amalekites, 

share equally in the spoils.  He also shared some of the captured livestock with the clans of Judah in the 

areas where he and his men had traveled and hidden in the years prior to this incident (verses 26 to 30).   

 
1 Today it is known as HaBesor Stream, flowing through southern Israel and part of the Gaza strip, emptying into 
the Mediterranean Ocean to the south of Gaza City. 
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In our modern world we would probably call this bribery.... 

For pause and reflection: David shows signs of a true leader and astute politician in this episode.  Not 

only does he introduce a strict fairness (equal treatment for all) in his warrior band, he provides gifts 

to the key elements of the Judean population, paving the way for his selection and confirmation as 

king over Judah. 

Coming from a blood-soaked battlefield, David switched gears to be the compassionate and wise 

leader. 

The character traits standing out are:  generosity (sharing the spoils), compassion (allowing the stay-

behind to share equally). 

Chapter 31 records the defeat of the Israelite army by the Philistines, and the death of Saul and 

Jonathan and two of Saul’s other sons.  This sets the scene for the next chapters of David’s life – first as 

king over Judah and later as king over the combined kingdom of Israel and Judah. 

We’ll cover that in chapter 6 of this series. 

End of this set of notes. 

 

 


