
Sermon 28: 1 Samuel 27:1-28:2: Pragmatism

OUTLINE

David deceives himself
David deceives Achish

INTRODUCTION

There are various types of disobedience to God.  There is the outright disobedience that is 
unmistakable and any neighbour watching our lives will pick up on it immediately.  But most
of us are not so brave nor so brazen.  Most of us are prone to the compromise, the 
negotiated sin, a little obedience and religion thrown in and a little sin.  This is where David 
is at in the chapter before us.  David has just had another brush with death and another 
Divine deliverance as he has had opportunity to kill Saul again but has spared him.  The 
feeling I get from this scene is of a tired man, and man who has been under pressure for a 
long time and now he is looking for some respite.  Imagine it, David is fearing for his life, he
does not trust Saul will not come back again; he does not feel that he can trust his own 
countrymen who have betrayed him more than once; he has the burden of having to 
provide for the 600 men and their families that are with him, and no doubt there would be 
those who would be blaming David for not immediately making their lives easier by killing 
Saul.  So David gives in.  We are observing a feinting fit, a moment of weakness, and it 
does not come out as blatant sin but something more mixed.  David flees again from the 
promised land to Philistia, to serve a Philistine king.  But while having a lack of faith in God 
he does try and make up for things by fighting against those people that God had originally 
commanded Israel to eradicate.  Pragmatism, this is the shape of a lot of our sin.  So as we 
look at David we are not going to be those who sitting high and mighty gaze down on this 
inferior man and scold him for his compromise.  No, his humanity under pressure is a 
picture of our own sins.  We are watching ourselves when we observe David.  Today as we 
look at David I want us to focus on the lies that arose as a result of his pragmatism.  Firstly,
there are the lies that David told himself which led to his actions, and then there were the 
lies he had to tell to keep up the façade.  

David deceives himself

Deception preceding disobedience is the pattern of sin in the Garden of Eden and the 
pattern of sin in all of our lives.  There are lies we believe either willingly or ignorantly which
lead us into our sins.  We will tell ourselves that our actions are not that bad, or not as bad 
so-and-so; we will tell ourselves we will only do it once; or that God will simply forgive us 
after; or that we need that sin; or that we will eventually give in so give in now; or that we 
deserve a little spoiling after suffering or working so hard; or God has abandoned us; or I 
will not be happy without it, you know the many ways in which we lie to ourselves.  The 
human heart is deceitful above all things.  27:1 gives us the lies that David was telling 
himself, ‘Then David said in his heart, "Now I shall perish one day by the hand of Saul. 
There is nothing better for me than that I should escape to the land of the Philistines. Then 
Saul will despair of seeking me any longer within the borders of Israel, and I shall escape 
out of his hand."’  

Lets look at the first lie, ‘Now I shall perish one day by the hand of Saul.’  15 times David 
has been saved from Saul killing him in one way or another.  Some time by dodging a spear,
sometimes through a friend like Jonathan, sometimes by warning through the Urim and 
Thummim, sometimes by God’s providential interventions and miraculous slumber.  Statistics



we know are always open to interpretation, here David is probably weighing the odds and 
feels that his luck is running out and it is only a matter of time before he puts a foot wrong 
and Saul kills him.  Think with me how David has done an about face here.  The calamity of 
his situation has driven away the clarity of the promises.  Think about God’s promise to 
David through Samuel’s anointing that he would be king.  Think about all the providential 
interventions from Goliath to this time where God has opened doors for David and preserved
his life.  Think of the fact that the promise that he would one day be king has been repeated
to him by Jonathan; Abigail, and even Saul himself has admitted to David the first time he 
spared his life that he would be king.  Everyone believes it is true except David himself.  Our
troubles can be so thick before us that we don’t see clearly.  Notice how David is able to be 
so clearheaded when correcting the thinking of others like Abishai but can’t see clearly for 
himself.  Abishai sought to drive a spear through the sleeping Saul but David said, ‘the 
LORD will strike him, or his day will come to die, or he will go down into battle and perish,’ 
26:10.  But now that it comes for a time of analysing his own situation, he can’t see clearly. 
He could remember that Saul’s life was in God’s hand but forgot that his own life was in 
God’s hand not Saul’s.  

Conspicuous by its absence is the name of God, and we see that David does not seek the 
Lord’s will through a prophet, the Urim and the Thummim or through prayer.  David’s self-
deception reminds us that sometimes, and perhaps often we need others to speak the truth 
into our lives.  We are commanded in Col. 3:16 to let the word of Christ dwell in us richly 
and that we are to teach and admonish each other.  This is what David needed, he needed 
a counsellor, he needed the wisdom that comes through the body of Christ, he needed the 
support that God intends we get from others.  God gives us leaders, teachers, and friends 
for just such a time as this, to remind us of the promises when we are fixating on the 
problems.  A man’s ways seem right in his own eyes.

Living in light of God’s promises is the necessary survival tool for every believer.  If we 
believe that God will give where He has promised this enables us to wait.  When we are 
confronted with a desire to find fulfilment in illegitimate sexual practices, to remember that 
heaven will be full of the pleasures that union is marriage is merely a shadow of, a 
willingness to wait for delayed gratification is possible.  For the young person who is 
obsessed with their appearance and stake of the value on their lives on their thinness, 
fatness, attractiveness or their sex appeal, to remember that our true beauty in glorification 
is coming can help us stop fixating on ourselves and remember what our true identity and 
beauty is.  For the person whose body is failing due to sickness or age, we can know that it 
is not the end of the world, we will be made new with perfect bodies freed from the ravages
of sin.  For the person who finds themselves in the cold grip of loneliness, recognising the 
eternal bonds we have with God and His church put the desire for a spouse in perspective.  

There is a second lie in David’s thinking, ‘There is nothing better for me than that I should 
escape to the land of the Philistines.’  Once again there is a 180 in David’s thinking.  In the 
last chapter David laments the fact that he is driven out of his heritage from the Lord.  In 
various psalms he talks about his desire to be in the temple, with the throng who worship, 
and to be with those who love God.  He hates idolaters and despises idolatry, yet here he is 
conceding that there is nothing better than this.  

There is a particular verse which comes to the foreground when we observe this decision 
that David is making and the thinking that is going into it, Prov. 3:5-7, ‘Trust in the LORD 
with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.  In all your ways 
acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.  Be not wise in your own eyes; fear 
the LORD, and turn away from evil.’  Proverbs as you know is written to teach young people



the importance of the fear of the LORD as the definition of wisdom.  Chapter 3 plays a very 
important part in this lesson.  Verses 1-4 impress upon us the necessity for wisdom in order 
to have favour with God and man.  The verses we have quoted define what trusting in God 
looks like.  These verses have often been abused by those who follow an inner voice.  They 
think that once they have an impression that this is God’s voice, and now no matter how 
irrational it looks they must just stick with their impression.  This is in fact the exact 
opposite of what the text teaches us.  What does it mean to trust in the Lord and lean not 
on your own understanding, v7 is the answer, ‘Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the 
LORD, and turn away from evil.’  To put away all our cleverness and pragmatism that gets 
us the sins we want and follow God through the painful, lonely and difficult paths of 
holiness, this is what it looks like.  It is not about finding some secret path but committing 
to the well-known but unpopular paths of holiness.  David does not do this.  Instead he 
connives to be his own deliverer and compromises.  He forgets God’s promises and justifies 
his behaviour in the name of self-preservation.  He goes over to serve a Philistine king 
taking the sword arm God has given him and putting it in the employ of a Philistine king.  
For a bit of peace and quiet, for a bit of security for his wife and family, for a permanent 
place to live without having to feel like a wanderer and fugitive, he leans on his own 
understanding. 

Now to call someone to merely and blindly trust could be a new form of legalism.  What 
makes it reasonable that David should have trusted, why should we trust when we are in 
the same situation.  The answer is in Prov. 3:11-12, ‘My son, do not despise the LORD's 
discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the LORD reproves him whom he loves, as a father 
the son in whom he delights.’  David had grown weary and forgotten that God is our Father 
who delights in us and seeks our good and not to destroy us.  You see, because we have 
trusted in Christ, we can know that the unchanging Holy God is not seeking to destroy us or 
wear us out because He has paid for all our sins in Christ.  Jesus has taken all the 
punishment due our sins, all the condemnation that when we experience difficulty we can 
know it is not judgement but Fatherly chastening, it is not from wrath but from delight.  
 
When faced with a difficult choice, these verses give us the clear path to walk in.  We 
always choose obedience to God no matter how painful.  We must resist our own cleverness
and excuses and fear God.  This means see Him as God, as powerful, good, merciful and the
one who hears prayer, as the Father who delights in us.  Treat Him as the King He is who is 
worthy of all our obedience and even our lives in His service if necessary.

We must also appreciate the timing here.  David has just had a great victory, and now that 
the adrenaline has worn off, he falls apart. This is often the case.  The devil does not tempt 
you on the mountain top, he is waiting for you at the bottom.  Elijah and the prophets of 
Baal is a perfect example, he has a great victory, but collapses when threatened by Delilah. 
The lesson for us in this is that we cannot let our guard down, let those who stand take 
heed, lest they fall.  David trusted God to be daring leading up to the event, but he relaxed 
his faith after the deed was done.  Good times and victory can give us a false sense of 
security.  Sin and the devil are with us until we are in glory, so put on the whole armour of 
God, stand against the enemy, be vigilant, both before and after a battle.      

David deceives Achish

So David goes over to Philistia, v2-3, ‘So David arose and went over, he and the six hundred
men who were with him, to Achish the son of Maoch, king of Gath. 3 And David lived with 
Achish at Gath, he and his men, every man with his household, and David with his two 
wives, Ahinoam of Jezreel, and Abigail of Carmel, Nabal's widow.’  This is the second time 



that David flees to Achish of Gath.  Remember the first time David fled to Philistia, he was in
a similar frame of mind.  He was enchanted with Goliath’s sword, left Israel for Philistia, and
in his stupidity thought that the hometown of Goliath would be glad to see him.  He had to 
act insane to save his skin.  Well, he hasn’t learnt, and he returns, perhaps he is thinking to 
himself that he is more ‘attractive’ to Achish since he brings 600 fighting men with him.  
Achish must have thought so, and David is received.  

V4, ‘And when it was told Saul that David had fled to Gath, he no longer sought him.’  
David’s plan works.  He gets accepted by Achish and his plan to get Saul off his scent 
succeeds.  Many would point to this and say, ‘You see, he made the right choice.’  But David
was not trusting in God but leaning on his own understanding, we do not evaluate a 
decision by whether it works or not but by whether it is biblical or not.  Many people have 
thought that if I marry that unsaved person I will convert them.  And lets say they do marry 
and the person does convert, so what, the end does not justify the means, we are principle 
driven not result driven.  

David contrives for a little more room away from prying eyes and asks to be allowed to live 
in a country town, v5-7.

So he lies to get out of sight, he lies about who he is pillaging, and he also has to kill every 
person in sight so that there are no witnesses to tell of what he is doing.  V8-11.  David’s 
lies work too well, and he paints himself into a corner.  The king of Gath is convinced that 
David has made himself a stench to his own people and will be his vassal for life, v12.  And 
as a result David is offered a job as the kings personal bodyguard 28:1-2, ‘In those days the
Philistines gathered their forces for war, to fight against Israel. And Achish said to David, 
"Understand that you and your men are to go out with me in the army." 2 David said to 
Achish, "Very well, you shall know what your servant can do." And Achish said to David, 
"Very well, I will make you my bodyguard for life."’  David is put into a tricky situation, will 
he fight against his own people.  ‘What a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to 
deceive.’  One lie leads to another.  And some have suggested that because we see no order
from God to fight Israel’s enemies in this way that this is part of David bloodguilt which led 
him not being able to build the temple.  

The lesson comes back to us, that if we trust in the Lord we will walk on straight paths, but 
if we lean on our own conniving, we will tangle ourselves up in our own webs.  Lies are like 
rats, they breed and before long you are overrun.

So what do we take away from a chapter like this?  We watch in fear because the 
pragmatism and self-deception that David practices are native to us all.  We remind 
ourselves that we are not to forget the promises and the One who made them.  We are flee 
our own devising and trust in God by choosing the path of obedience and put away all our 
clever arguments which justify what we want.  We remember that we cannot let down our 
guard because the devil is prowling around to have us at the foot of the mountain of our 
successes.  We remember that one lie leads to another and our sins find us out and puts us 
in difficult circumstances that demand more compromise.             
        


