
Sermon 24: 1 Samuel 23: The Poor Man’s Provisions
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INTRODUCTION

James gives the following advice to the people of God when they are undergoing trials, ‘Let 
the lowly brother boast in his exaltation.’  James is trying to help the man who has nothing 
or has had everything taken from him realise the riches that he does in fact have.  We know
that David has lost much; he has even described himself as the poor man, Ps. 34:6.  David 
is still in dire straits, experiencing harassments and losses.  This chapter notes for us 
however, the many blessings that David receives despite his poverty and trials.  We want to 
note what God provides for the poor man David that we might better remember the riches 
we have when we go through similar ‘lean’ times ourselves.

Prayer

David a fugitive and running for his life is given his first blessing in an opportunity to serve.  
Although in need he sees others in need and seeks to help.  V1, ‘Now they told David, 
"Behold, the Philistines are fighting against Keilah and are robbing the threshing floors."’  
Robbing threshing floors means that all the work of planting, harvesting and threshing has 
been done, and then the Philistines rush in to steal a practically packaged product.  This 
would have been the provisions for the coming year and would result in severe shortages 
and starvation for Keilah.  David is in need but the need of these others is great too.  David 
puts aside his own fear and need and seeks God’s will to help, v2, ‘Therefore 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."’  David’s men are more cautious and more worried 
about how this would expose them to added dangers so David seeks God’s will again, v3-4.  
Please note that these riches of receiving the greater blessing of giving than receiving is 
available to all in difficulty.  V5 points out that David was successful.  V6 gives us insight into
how this all happened, ‘When Abiathar the son of Ahimelech had fled to David to Keilah, he 
had come down with an ephod in his hand.’  

There are two distinct blessings of God here that David has, firstly, he has the ear of God in 
prayer and receives and answer.  And secondly, he has guidance from God.  Let us dwell on 
these for a moment.  David may be a poor man who has nothing, but he has access into the
presence of the one who has everything.  He is poor but he is friend of God.  God has 
promised to be his protector and provider.  God has pledged to be his God in an eternal 
covenant.  No matter how much he loses he can always come into the presence of the one 
who owns the cattle on a thousand hills.  Saul does not and cannot do this, he is afflicted 
with a demon and God does not hear him.  Think of it, we have access into the presence of 
the most powerful one, the most loving one, the most wise one, the most generous one.  
This right has been won for us at the price of His Son’s life.  God will not close a door that 
has been opened so dearly.  Christ has given us His righteousness that we might approach 
that throne and be accepted.  He has given us His name that we might petition and be 
heard.  He even fills us with His Spirit to help us intercede when we can’t, and Himself 
intercedes on our behalf.  We can come any time and as many times as we please.  We can 
abide there as long as we like.  We never have to share His attention with others, and we 



can know that this perfect God who is not capricious or arbitrary, who seeks to glorify His 
name, establish His kingdom and see our good in His will.  He will hear and answer prayer 
just as He did with David.  A poor man has riches when he has the ear of God.

But this is not a one way relationship, it is not only that David prays, but God also answers 
and gives him the guidance that he needs.  We see the gift of Abiathar and the Ephod with 
the Urim and Thummim.  These were two stones with yes and no on either side.  Two yes 
sides was yes, two no sides was no, and one of each was a no answer response.  Twice 
David had prayed and asked for guidance and twice the Lord has spoken and led him.  This 
guidance from God is a tremendous blessing.  So should we make our own ephods and 
stones and make all of our decisions in this way expecting God to speak to us directly as He 
did with David?  No!  David writes, ‘A contemporary believer may say, ‘I see that and it’s all 
very nice, but I don’t receive the kind of precise, direct guidance that David did.’  Neither do 
I.  Because I don’t need it.  I’m not the chosen king.  It does my ego no damage to concede
that David’s function in salvation history is far more crucial than mine.’1  However, God has 
given each of us His word, and His Spirit that we can study it and know His will that we can 
be sufficiently equipped for every good work.  The poor man is rich if he has God’s word to 
guide him.  

Not so for Saul, when Saul heard that David had come to Keilah, Saul thought he was being 
led by God, v7, ‘Now it was told Saul that David had come to Keilah. And Saul said, "God has
given him into my hand, for he has shut himself in by entering a town that has gates and 
bars."’  The irony is that David is led by God not Saul.  The trouble is that circumstances can
be interpreted any way you like, this is why we rest on the certainty of the revealed word 
not on the tea leaf interpreting approach of our situations.  

People

Saul decides to pursue David thinking he can trap him in a city.  David seeks the face of God
to see if Saul will come and if the people of Keilah will hand him over, the answer is yes, v9-
12.  So David got up and hid somewhere else, v13-14.  Let us just feel this moment with 
David and his men.  You risk your life to save someone else’s.  You attack the Philistines 
because they are plundering the food stores of a while town.  You suffer casualties and 
injuries, you suffer expenses and give up your hiding place from Saul and expose yourself, 
just to save this town.  And then you learn that this town will hand you over to Saul as soon 
as he asks for you.  How do you feel?  Discouragement and betrayal on the back of already 
losing everything is not an easy burden to bear, and we should try and appreciate the real 
time pain that David would have been feeling at a time like this.  

This is what makes verses 15-18 so astounding.  God provides Jonathan at a critical time to 
encourage David, ‘David saw that Saul had come out to seek his life. David was in the 
wilderness of Ziph at Horesh. 16 And Jonathan, Saul's son, rose and went to David at 
Horesh, and strengthened his hand in God. 17 And he said to him, "Do not fear, for the hand
of Saul my father shall not find you. You shall be king over Israel, and I shall be next to you.
Saul my father also knows this." 18 And the two of them made a covenant before the LORD.
David remained at Horesh, and Jonathan went home.’  God has not kept David from 
affliction but provides a means of strengthening him in the middle of it in the form of 
people, a friend.  God provides a flesh and blood helper to encourage David.  

1 Davis, p192.



Jonathan risks his own life, gets out of his comfort zone, risks the retaliation of his father, 
and travels with the possibility that he might not find David.  These tokens of sacrificial 
friendship resonate with the actions of Christ who left heaven to become a man and who did
in fact suffer His Father’s wrath for our sin.
  
But Jonathan then also strengthened David’s hand in God.  Think of it this way.  David is 
holding onto a rope, but because of discouragement and ingratitude David’s grip is 
loosening.  He is angry, he has doubts, the fierce unquestioning determined faith is 
vacillating.  But Jonathan comes and strengthens his grip on God.  How?  Jonathan reminds 
David of the certainty of God’s promises.  ‘"Do not fear, for the hand of Saul my father shall 
not find you. You shall be king over Israel, and I shall be next to you. Saul my father also 
knows this."’  You will be king!  If God is for you Saul cannot kill you.  Jonathan does not 
come with generalities about everything will be ok.  But repeats God’s promises.  This is how
we can encourage each other.  There are times when we need others to remind us of God’s 
promises.  It reminds me of a story about Spurgeon.  Spurgeon was often sick and prone to 
depression.  One day he visited a little church where a man was preaching one of 
Spurgeon’s own sermons.  After the sermon the man was mortified to see Spurgeon there, 
but Spurgeon thanked him in tears.  Although Spurgeon had said and preached these words
to others, sometimes we need to hear them from someone else. 

Jonathan continues to act out his own beliefs in renewing the covenant that he had made 
with David before.  Once again asking for David to remember his family and pledging his 
allegiance to the future king.  This acting out of faith when David may be discouraged was a
concrete encouragement to David.  This would be the last meeting that Jonathan and David 
ever have.  A poor man when he is betrayed is rich when he has godly friends who 
strengthen his hand in God.  

Providence

The chapter moves forward into another episode of betrayal and a close escape.  David is 
hiding in the wilderness of Ziph but enemies from among his own tribe rise up against David
and betray David to Saul, v19-20, ‘Then the Ziphites went up to Saul at Gibeah, saying, "Is 
not David hiding among us in the strongholds at Horesh, on the hill of Hachilah, which is 
south of Jeshimon? 20 Now come down, O king, according to all your heart's desire to come
down, and our part shall be to surrender him into the king's hand."’  Saul calls down the 
blessings of God upon them and urges them to get better info so that David will not get 
away this time, 21-24.

This led to David and Saul playing a game of cat and mouse as David fled in the wilderness, 
v25-29.  We are given two keys, one is a near miss where Saul and David go around 
opposite sides of a mountain, and the other is the fact that the Philistines just happened to 
choose that time to attack and Saul calls off the chase just when he was about to catch his 
prey.  This escape was so close and so definite a rescue from certain defeat that David 
names the place ‘Rock of escape.’  This is a monument to God’s providential deliverance.  A 
poor man is richly provided for if a sovereign God is working all things together for good in 
his life.  

Here is David as a poor man betrayed a second time and very close to capture.  Psalm 54 is 
a record of David’s prayer at this time.

You will notice in the heading that this psalm relates to this particular time in David’s life.  
You can think of this as the psalm of the abandoned and betrayed.  It turns the heart of the 



one who is hurting due to betrayal to God for help.  It is a short psalm that journeys in a 
straight line from plea, to meditation to praise.  Verses 1-2 begin with David’s desperate cry 
teaching us all to take it to the Lord in prayer.  Verse 3 reflects the situation where men who
have not set God before themselves have risen against David.  Verse 4 is a meditation on 
who God is to David, He is a helper, the upholder of  his life who is covenantally faithful to 
curse those who curse David and who is just and acts against the wicked.  David moves 
from this focus on God and meditation on His goodness to David to praise and faith, v6-7.  
He offers unsolicited offerings, he gives thanks for its own sake, recognising God’s goodness
despite his circumstances, and reflects on past deliverances.  David does not judge God by 
the present problems but past faithfulness, something we can always do in looking back to 
the cross. 

David though in difficulty, in having God recognises he is rich.                     

      


