
Sermon 22: 1 Samuel 21: Backsliding

OUTLINE

The paths of backsliding
The lessons of faith

INTRODUCTION

The Christian faces two dangers, one of ease and one of difficulty.  We face both trials and 
temptations.  This being the case we face two different kinds of backsliding.  We can 
backslide in the face of temptation or we can backslide in the face of trials.  There is the 
backsliding when faced with a tempting situation we act sinfully and follow our tempted 
sinful desires.  But then there is the backslide not in pursuing temptation but in responding 
to trial, it is not so much a case of pursuing sinful desires but a lack of faith in the heart 
which causes us to lose our confidence in God.  When we are fixed on pleasure, God can be 
blocked out by pleasure and we can forget the lies of fleeting pleasure and believe that they
can satisfy, but when the fog clears we remember that God is good and sin is bad.  Trials 
can have a very different effect; they more commonly affect your faith and leave your view 
of God’s goodness in tatters.  When pursuing pleasure we crash with a mouth full of 
bitterness and ash as the sin that promised satisfaction leaves its mark, but it can often 
confirm to us God is good and sin is bad.  But trial, it can abuse us in such a way that we 
are left with only question and doubts.  As Ecc. 7:7 puts it, ‘Surely oppression drives the 
wise into madness.’  This might be why we need difficulties more, so that we can learn the 
harder lessons of faith.  

It is this sort of backsliding that David indulges in this chapter, faced with trial he loses sight 
of God, is dominated by fear and it escalates into madness.  A backslide in faith in the face 
of trial goes from bad to worse.  But God rescues David and so we will look firstly at the 
path of backsliding and we will be looking at the psalms David wrote at the end of chapter 
21 to see what he learnt from this chapter in his life.

The paths of backsliding

Proverbs 14:14 says, ‘The backslider in heart will be filled with the fruit of his ways, and a 
good man will be filled with the fruit of his ways.’  The fruit of backsliding is evident in 
David’s life, there are four fruits presented to us.  This verse points out that backsliding 
begins in the heart, with a lack of faith, with a fixation on sin, essentially the heart drifts 
from God and this soon manifests in our actions.  Firstly, David becomes a liar who deceives 
the priests of God.  Arriving in Nob, the priest Ahimelech comes to David trembling knowing 
the animosity between David and Saul, v1, ‘Then David came to Nob to Ahimelech the 
priest. And Ahimelech came to meet David trembling and said to him, "Why are you alone, 
and no one with you?"’  Ahimelech notices that David is alone, this does not bode well, for 
he was a leader of Saul’s men.  He asks the question because he suspects things are not 
well.  David lies to Ahimelech.  We could put a good face on it and say that perhaps David 
was trying to keep Ahimelech innocent.  But we will see that this is the beginning of a string
of bad decisions and will lead to the death of the priests.  David, instead of insisting on 
holiness gets practical, uses common sense, negotiates holiness for practicality.  The horror 
of sin is not upon his backslidden mind, sin can even appear ‘necessary.’      

David asks for food, v3, but there is only the holy bread which was exchanged every day in 
the tabernacle from the holy place.  The priest allows David to take the bread for his so 



called men as long as they are ceremoniously clean.  It is worth making a comment here 
that this was not a case of preserving David’s life taking over ceremonial concerns.  It is 
often a wrong way of thinking that makes God’s laws enemies that are to be overcome and 
broken by prioritizing people.  Situational ethics often attempts to pit God’s laws against 
each other as if they are enemies as a way of opening up activity that violates God’s law.  
Instead we should think of the priest recognizing the gracious provision of the law and 
acting in the Spirit of what the bread symbolised.  The bread which spoke of God’s provision
in the wilderness and constant testimony to His keeping their bread basket full; it is in 
keeping with the gracious intent of the law to see a hungry person fed, even by holy bread. 
Jesus applied this same point to the Sabbath using this very example as proof that the 
Sabbath was made for man and that a legalistic observance was a violation of its intent.  

But this action was observed and v7 is put in as an ominous seed that will bear fruit soon, 
‘Now a certain man of the servants of Saul was there that day, detained before the LORD. 
His name was Doeg the Edomite, the chief of Saul's herdsmen.’  

Next David asks for a weapon, this is a reasonable request given the fact that he fled 
without his and he may have to defend himself.  But notice where his priorities are and how 
he is think in v8-9, ‘Then David said to Ahimelech, "Then have you not here a spear or a 
sword at hand? For I have brought neither my sword nor my weapons with me, because the
king's business required haste." 9 And the priest said, "The sword of Goliath the Philistine, 
whom you struck down in the Valley of Elah, behold, it is here wrapped in a cloth behind the
ephod. If you will take that, take it, for there is none but that here." And David said, "There 
is none like that; give it to me."’  Compare this to David’s former opinion of Goliath’s sword. 
1 Sam. 17:44-47, ‘The Philistine said to David, "Come to me, and I will give your flesh to the
birds of the air and to the beasts of the field." 45 Then David said to the Philistine, "You 
come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin, but I come to you in the 
name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. 46 This 
day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your 
head. And I will give the dead bodies of the host of the Philistines this day to the birds of 
the air and to the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know that there is a God in
Israel, 47 and that all this assembly may know that the LORD saves not with sword and 
spear. For the battle is the LORD's, and he will give you into our hand."’  In David’s 
backslidden state he was no longer thinking straight.  Those things he once viewed as weak 
he now sees as strong and those things that He saw, He now does not see.  He has stopped
walking by faith and is walking by sight.  

Ever done this before?  Ever looked at a sin one day and knew that it was nothing, that it 
could not satisfy, that it was lie and you could hate repulsed by it; but then another day the 
same sin is attractive, you need it, and it will satisfy you?  One day David looks at the 
Philistines sword and sees it as weak, impotent, a nothing next to God’s power.  He was 
willing to go with a stick and some stones and a leather sling, no metal at all; but now he is 
impressed by Goliath’s sword.  What about your trials?  One day you see them as from a 
Father’s hand, that they are good and you can rejoice at them for the eternal weight of glory
they accrue; but then another day they are signs of judgement not love, they are destroyers
of faith not refiners, and God seems far away not near.  

It goes from bad to worse for David, v10, ‘And David rose and fled that day from Saul and 
went to Achish the king of Gath.’  Let’s think about how stupid is for a moment.  He thinks 
that Goliath’s home town is safer than anywhere in Israel.  He thinks that the land of the 
Philistines, not the land where God has manifested His presence to dwell with His people will
be safer.  He thinks strutting into Gath with Goliath’s sword on his back is a good idea and 



will somehow prolong his life.  Have you ever been this stupid?  We all have!  Every time we
sin we choose the path of folly not wisdom.  Every time we give into temptation we listen to 
lies and deceive ourselves.  Every time we doubt we take our eyes off of the God who has 
pledged His eternal love to us in an unbreakable covenant.  

V11-15 shows that things does not quite go as David imagined but how we could have 
guessed.  We see Achish’s servants seeking revenge and remembering the same song that 
provoked Saul.  V12 is quite clear how this affected him, ‘And David took these words to 
heart and was much afraid of Achish the king of Gath.’  He took extreme measures and 
began acting like a crazy person drooling on himself and making marks on the walls and 
doors.  This gave David an opportunity to escape.  This episode is not the clever trick of 
bravery but the desperate actions of a backslider.  God was merciful and he escaped but we 
must see the decline.  His trials pressed in on him, he cracked and began to react in fear.  
This path of fear not faith is a path of backsliding which saw him engaging in sinful 
behaviour, valuing what the world values, became yolked with unbelievers, irrational and 
desperate; from self-deception to public disgrace.  We learn here the danger of backsliding 
as a result of trial not just temptation, and our deep need to keep our eyes on our faithful 
sovereign God.  Every mention of a God who is sovereign and in control is an antidote to 
this backsliding.  Every time you hear of a God who will never leave or forsake you, it is an 
immunity booster for this very condition.  

The lessons of faith

The narrative of 1 Samuel does not give us a very happy ending, however, after David 
escaped he wrote some psalms about this chapter in his life and two of them are particularly
important.  They are psalms 34 and 56.  Both have historical inscriptions that  indicate they 
are about events from this time in his life.  Let us have a quick look to see what David learnt
from this backslide.  You will notice that he comes out with his faith stronger.

Psalm 34 is an acrostic psalm, in other words most of the verses start with the next letter of 
the alphabet.  We can call this the poor man’s psalm.  This is because David was poor, he 
had lost everything, was down and out and in a fix.  Yet God heard his prayer and delivered 
him.  The inscription indicates that this psalm was written about God helping him when he 
had to act crazy.
The psalm begins with a declaration of constant praise, v1-3.  This is the attitude David has 
come to have after God has rescued him.
V4-6 gives us a little historical info.  Notice that David was in fear and prayed v4.  God hears
him and rescues him from shame v5.  And how God heard and saved this poor man out of 
all his troubles, v6.  
V7-10 is a series of statements of fact.  V7, God’s protecting angel is around His people.  V8,
David calls upon us to put God to the test, to know His goodness in delivering the needy.  
V9 calls us to fear that we might have no lack, for v10 those who fear lack no good thing.  
V11-14 is a call not to lie, possibly a lesson learnt from his own lying.  That obedience is 
always the best path of preserving your life not sinning practically.  
V15-18 speaks 3 times about God hearing prayer, and once about His judging the wicked.
V19-22 speaks of the benefits of those who are the Lord’s.  v19, they are afflicted, this is a 
realistic view of the Christian life.  However, they are not overcome.  V20 is a Messianic 
prophecy about how God preserved His Messiah.  V21 our enemies will be punished.  And 
no one who takes refuge in Him will be condemned.  It is impossible for us not to apply this 
to our justification in Christ.  



These are all lessons that David was not learning or rehearsing when in Nob or Gath but had
to learn by tasting.  We have the account of David’s proving God and encouragement to look
to God in the same way.  

Psalm 56 we can call the trusting psalm.  It appears from the details of the psalm that David
prayed when he was fearful in Gath, v3.  And that he made some vows if God delivered him,
v12.  The psalm acts to outline David’s precarious position v1-2.  But then he prayed and 
trusted in God, v3.  And being delievered we have some powerful statements of faith to 
carry us in our own trials, v4, ‘In God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I shall not be 
afraid.  What can flesh do to me?’  David had been fearful, and now he knows that he does 
indeed not have to fear flesh.  David rehearses the sins of the persecutors, v5-7.  But in 
contrast to this the faithfulness of God, v8-11.  God takes note of David’s pain, He cares, He 
is not indifferent, v8.  God hears prayer v9, a verse partly quoted by Paul in Romans 8:31, 
‘What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us?’  v10-11 
are a repeat of v4.  Announcing again the fact that we need not fear if we trust in God.  The
psalm ends with David announcing intentions to fulfil his vows because God has rescued 
him.

David backslid, but David learned some necessary lessons.  God considers the poor, He 
hears prayer, when He is for us nothing can ultimately harm us.  And what strikes me is that
David was begin foolish and sinful yet God graciously answers him.  God does not only hear 
the prayers of those who have been performing well, He hears prayer by grace and hears us
when we have blown it and come to Him. 

Trusting God is the necessary antidote to backsliding under trial, I pray you will learn this 
lesson from David’s learning of it.    
             

           

   


