
Sermon 25: 1 Samuel 24: David spares Saul

OUTLINE

A misread providence
A true vengeance
A false repentance

INTRODUCTION

A heading we can write over the next three chapters is, ‘The Restraining Grace of God.’  In 
the next three chapters David doesn’t kill three times, Saul, Nabal and then Saul again.  We 
have seen David learning to trust God when the tide is turned against him, when his chips 
are down, when he is the underdog and the persecuted one.  But in this chapter we see a 
different sort of temptation.  How do you react when you can fight back, when you can get 
the upper hand, when by sinning a little you can remove a problem?  What does faith look 
like not when you are the persecuted but when the power to harm is in your hand?  David 
has been trusting in God and enduring persecution while waiting for the promises of God, 
how do you continue to trust in God when an opportunity to get ahead by sinning comes 
along.  David will be tested in that way as he has an opportunity to kill Saul in the cave.  As 
we look at this chapter we want to note the misread providence interpreted by David’s men, 
giving place to God’s vengeance, and how real a false repentance can appear.  

A misread providence

Our portion conintues from 23 not tracking with Saul but David.  We are not told whether 
Saul defeated the Philistines he was called away to fight or not.  We are not left any 
breathing room before Saul is back on David’s trail.  V1-2, ‘When Saul returned from 
following the Philistines, he was told, "Behold, David is in the wilderness of Engedi." 2 Then 
Saul took three thousand chosen men out of all Israel and went to seek David and his men 
in front of the Wildgoats' Rocks.’  We find ourselves in Engedi which is on the west side of 
the Dead Sea.  It was an area of many caves, and we are told in verse 3 that Saul goes to 
the toilet in the very cave where David and his men are hiding.  

How do we interpret this event?  David’s men have a ready response, v4, ‘And 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.’  We need to note that this is the wishful 
thinking of David’s men who wanted Saul to be killed.  They were loyal to David, no doubt 
they were sick of running away, they would have had a real sense of the injustice that Saul 
was trying to kill David and felt it justified to encourage David to kill Saul.  The ‘word of the 
Lord’ is not a recorded prophecy but their interpretation of the events.  And their 
interpretation has some poetic license in it, ‘you shall do to him as seems good to you.’  
David’s men, although they believe in God are seeing what they want to see in this situation.

We have spoken of providentialism before, it is someone who determines what the will of 
God is by circumstances not revelation.  God does indeed open doors for us, but these doors
are in accordance with His will, the providentialist is someone who treats their open doors 
like a bible.  We need to be aware of this tendency, it is a superstitious notion which all 
people are prey to.  We have always interpreted the omens, the signs to try and determine 
what the gods are saying, we cannot do this with God who has spoken in His word.  There 
will be many golden opportunities that come along where we will have the opportunity to do



or get what we want, but we will have to sin to have them.  Sin is not always hard to come 
by, sometimes it is readily offered.  

My best friend in South Africa, Glen, before he was a believer he played classical guitar and 
loved a fellow guitar student names Crystal.  She was gorgeous.  He wrote songs for her, 
and walked to her house at 2 in the morning to play them for her, but then he became a 
believer and forgot about her.  A few years later we ran into her.  We visited her at her 
house to evangelise her and she just happened to be sun tanning topless.  Glen had some 
other interactions with her and then one night she took his hand and intertwined her fingers
with his and said, there are three words that have hurt me since you went out of my life, 
they are, ‘I love you.’  Here was a golden opportunity, the girl he had always wanted, the girl
of his dreams, now throwing herself at him.  Should he see this as a sign from God that he 
should go out with this girl, isn’t this a type of answer to prayer?  No!  The bible says do not
be unequally yoked together with unbelievers, that includes in dating and marriage.  We 
cannot live by interpreting apparent providences.

So here is David, he is being pressured by his men; he is being told what God is saying to 
him.  But we need to remember that this form of temptation, tempting by a twisting of 
God’s word is not new.  Jesus Himself was tempted by the devil misquoting scripture to Him.
This should teach us not to be content with a mere proof texting approach to reading our 
bibles.  When we want to understand the will of God a verse pulled out of context will not 
be helpful.  We need to try and understand what the author intended to convey and what 
the original audience understood.  We need to familiarise ourselves with the grammar, the 
historical context, and the cultural factors of the day.  Or we might read the bible like the 
Dalai Lama does, when he thinks that being born again means reincarnation.

David did not what the situation appeared to demand but what God demanded.    

A true vengeance 

So David acts.  He creeps up to Saul’s robe, which was probably draped over a rock 
somewhere, and cuts off a piece, but we see that his conscience smites him, v5, ‘And 
afterward David's heart struck him, because he had cut off a corner of Saul's robe.’  Why 
would his heart have struck him, even though he had done no physical harm to Saul.  It 
may be that David’s action was more than merely get some physical evidence that he could 
have killed Saul, or even the getting of a type of trophy.  We know from earlier that when 
Samuel pronounced that Saul would lose the kingdom it was pronounced when Saul had 
ripped Samuel’s robe and Samuel had said that the kingdom would be ripped from Saul in 
the same way.  It may have been David’s way of saying, ‘I am taking the kingdom from you.’
And instead of allowing God to act he was grasping at things.  We don’t know it is not 
explained.  What we can see is that he felt his actions were not in keeping with honouring 
God’s anointed king.  If God anoints a man into office, and especially if he receives the Spirit
as a manifestation of that anointing, it is no small thing to act against that man.  To act 
against the man is to act against God because God has put him into office.  

This notion of acting against God’s anointed is an OT one that had weight while the office of
prophet, priest and king were foreshadowing Christ.  This idea has been taken out of 
context by some NT believers who now say that you cannot criticise or speak against church
leaders.  They claim that the same effects will happen like when Miriam spoke against Moses
and was struck with leprosy.  This teaching was propagated by Watchman Nee a Chinese 
Christian who imposed the deep respect for elders and the unquestioning obedience that 
comes with it on the bible.  He wrote a book called spiritual authority that made the claim 



that church leaders should be above criticism or else you are speaking against God’s 
anointed.  In the NT we have evidence of Barnabas disagreeing with Paul yet not dying, and
with Paul publicly shaming Peter and not contracting leprosy.  In a Theocracy like the OT we
can expect the office bearers to be representatives of the throne of God in their midst and 
accept physical consequences when God is seeking to manifest a physical courtroom 
scenario.  But in the NT things are very different and we cannot press these things into the 
NT after the Messiah has come.  

Saul then leaves the cave and David reveals himself to Saul in v8-15.  There is much in 
David’s example which is useful when facing persecuting authorities.  Firstly, we see in v8 
that David acknowledged Saul’s authority as king and paid him homage and gave him 
respect, ‘Afterward 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.’  Paul reminds us that governing authority is from God, Rom. 13:1, and 
Christians are not anarchists who refuse to recognise earthly rulers.  
Secondly, David protests his innocence in the false charges laid against him.  He reasons 
with Saul speaking about false accusations.
Thirdly, David showed kindness to his enemies by not killing Saul when many thought he 
should die.  The edge of the robe is proof.
Fourthly, he asks God to be the judge between them, and for Him to avenge, v12, ‘May the 
LORD judge between me and you, may the LORD avenge me against you, but my hand shall
not be against you.’  
David is humble and not arrogant, v14, ‘After whom has the king of Israel come out? After 
whom do you pursue? After a dead dog! After a flea!’ 
Finally he commits his soul to him who judges righteously, v15.  

Please note that when David asks for vengeance he is not asking for vindictive revenge but 
for justice.  He is asking for the guilty party to be punished.  

It appears as if David is putting into practice Romans 12:17-21, ‘Repay no one evil for evil, 
but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it 
depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to
the wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." 20 To 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." 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good.’  

David does not return the favour to Saul of returning evil for evil.  He does the honourable 
thing in respecting Saul’s anointing.  He has made many attempts to make peace.  He is not 
avenging himself but asking God to avenge.  He has done the good thing and shamed Saul 
and heaped burning coals on his head.  He overcomes evil with good and Saul leaves.  

David recognises that to take vengeance himself, he would be usurping a function of God’s 
throne.  David is not a vigilante.  This helps explain various phrases in the psalms, ‘in your 
faithfulness destroy them; break their teeth in their mouths O God; if only you would slay 
the wicked O God.’  Our modern ears think that this sounds cruel, but we must remember 
that this is what calling for justice sounds like in the OT, it is not a sadistic desire for cruelty 
but a good desire for justice.  

But this is where we must mention the revolutionary love of Jesus.  You see Jesus acts in a 
similar way towards His enemies but then also goes the second mile.  He turns the other 
cheek.  He does not return evil for evil.  He commits His spirit to God.  But instead of asking 



for justice to fall on the heads of His persecutors, in the garden of Gethsemane He forces 
Himself to drink the judgement that they deserve.  And then while dying their death, He 
then asks His Father to forgive them while the justice is being poured out on Him.  David is 
a good example, but Christ is the perfect example.  Here is where the reality exceeds the 
shadow, where Christ goes further than David.  David cries for justice, but Christ cries for 
their justice to fall on Himself.  And it is now in the footsteps of Christ that we are called to 
walk, to be willing to suffer another’s harm for their good.  This is the heart of Christian love
towards enemies.  

A false repentance

Now we can look at Saul’s response to David.  And what we need to realise all the way 
through is that we are observing a false repentance.  This must be stated because as we 
view what Saul does you might be taken in by the drama of the event.  Notice the many 
apparently genuine things he says and does.  Firstly, he uses the language of affection and 
calls David, ‘my son,’ v15.  Secondly, he weeps publicly as a sign of his wrong to David and 
repentance.  Thirdly, he speaks about David being more righteous than himself, and how he 
has returned evil to David.  It could be pointed out that he has not gone far enough in 
naming his sin.  Fourthly, he acknowledges the good David has done him fully crediting 
David with it.  Fifthly, he asks God to reward David.  Sixthly, in v20 he admits that David will 
be king.  This is tantamount to saying that this whole plan of killing David is an attempt to 
kill the future king.  Finally he gets David to make a covenant not to kill his descendants.  

Let these apparently genuine signs of repentance be a warning.  It will not be long before 
Saul is after David again.  We learn from this that feeling guilt and conviction about one’s 
wring does not equal repentance.  One can feel, guilty, ashamed and even publicly humiliate
themselves and still not have repented.  It is true that all true repentance has sorrow over 
sin, and this will differ from person to person.  However, true repentance also bears long 
term fruit, unlike Saul’s which ended when his guilty feelings ended.  Repentance is Spirit 
wrought and produces lasting fruit.  Time is the best test for anyone’s repentance.  David 
did not trust Saul and did not return with him, and you will notice no such offer was given.  

So David passes this test, not perfectly, but he does not sin by taking matters into his own 
hands, and he continues to trust God even when he is in the dominant position.            
                      


