Find Strength in God


1 Samuel 23:7-24:22
Key Verse: 23:16

“And Saul’s son Jonathan went to David at Horesh and helped him find strength in God.”

In the world around us, everything has its own strength.  Paper is not very strong, but steel and stone can support the largest of buildings.  In the end, though, the strength of even the most resilient material is limited.  It is the same way for people.  Let me ask you a question.  How strong are you?  Some people are able endure and withstand harsh conditions while others fall apart when they see a mouse.  In the end, though, there is always something that pushes our strength to the edge and causes us to break.  David was on the run from Saul and his strength was failing.  He was reaching the end of his rope.  At that time, Jonathan came and helped David find a source of limitless strength, God.

With four hundred men at his side, David saved the people of Keilah from the hand of the Philistines.  It was a great victory for him that should have lifted his spirits even more, but the victory came at a price.  “Saul was told that David had gone to Keilah, and he said, ‘God has delivered him into my hands, for David has imprisoned himself by entering a town with gates and bars.’  And Saul called up all his forces for battle, to go down to Keilah to besiege David and his men.” (23:7,8) Because of David’s victory, Saul now knew where David was and plotted to attack him.  In Saul’s mind, if David were to remain in the wild, then it would be very hard to find him, but since he went into a walled city, it was like David imprisoning himself in the town.

When David found out about Saul’s plans, he decided to ask God about what was going to happen in an official way by using the ephod.  “David said, ‘Lord, God of Israel, your servant has heard definitely that Saul plans to come to Keilah and destroy the town on account of me.  Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me to him? Will Saul come down, as your servant has heard? Lord, God of Israel, tell your servant.’   And the Lord said, ‘He will.’” (23:10-11) David was concerned about the people of Keilah.  He heard that Saul was coming there to besiege the town on account of his being there, and he asked God if this were true.  As the passage says, the Lord told David that Saul was plotting to attack at Keilah.  But if you look at verse 11, David asked God two questions.  The Lord answered about Saul, but did not answer the question about the people of Keilah.  So, David asked again, “Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me and my men to Saul?” (23:12) Then, the Lord also answered that the people of Keilah would hand David over to Saul.  

Think about that for a second.  David had just saved the people of Keilah from the Philistines.  He was a hero.  Saul did not come to their aid, but David came and defeated the Philistines.  It would seem like the people of Keilah have no real obligation to Saul.  He wasn’t acting like their king.  In fact, Saul wanted to come to the town and destroy it.  However, God tells David that the people would hand over their hero to the villain out of fear.  It must have been heartbreaking for David to hear that those he saved would betray him to his enemy.  It kind of reminds me of Jesus.  On his final entry into Jerusalem, Jesus was greeted by the people who placed their cloaks on a colt, placed palm leaves on the ground, and sang “Hosanna in the highest.”  Then just a week later, the people were calling for Jesus’ crucifixion even though he was innocent.  The Pharisees and priests called for Jesus’ blood and the people handed him over.  It was the same for David.

Upon hearing this, David left Keilah and began to move from place to place in the wilderness strongholds of the Desert of Ziph.  While in the Desert of Ziph, Saul searched and searched for David day after day, but he wasn’t able to capture David because God wouldn’t let him.  Nonetheless, David heard that Saul had come to the Desert of Ziph to kill him.  Saul was close and David was afraid for his life.  The king, the Lord’s anointed was seeking David’s life.  Why wouldn’t he be afraid?  At that moment…at that time Jonathan shows up to encourage David.  “And Saul’s son Jonathan went to David at Horesh and helped him find strength in God.” (16) Jonathan, as we know, was David’s best friend.  I don’t know how he found David while his father Saul couldn’t, but here he was arriving at the right time to help his friend find strength in God.

Jonathan helped David find strength in God by reminding him what God had promised him.   Jonathan said to David, “Don’t be afraid. My father Saul will not lay a hand on you. You will be king over Israel, and I will be second to you. Even my father Saul knows this.” (23:17) In chapter 16, Samuel anointed David as king of Israel, and God had told Saul that the kingdom would be taken from his family and given to another man.  Jonathan knew this and confirmed it to David.  God’s promise to David wasn’t something that he imagined.  I bet that when David was anointed, he had no idea what was involved in his becoming king.  He may have thought of the coronation and the glory of becoming king, but I doubt that he ever thought that he would be running for his life hiding in caves in the desert.  As he is sitting there in the cave, he may have wondered if he had just made it all up.  Maybe God didn’t want to make David king.  Maybe it was God’s plan to have him die in a cave in the wilderness.  Maybe God rejected him as he rejected Saul, but David didn’t know it.  So many doubts and questions could have filled David’s head.  We really don’t know what David was thinking, but Jonathan tells David not to be afraid and reminds him of God’s promise.  God’s promise wasn’t something that was only in David’s head; Jonathan knew it, too, and so did Saul.  It was essentially public knowledge that David would become king.  God had promised that and here was the son of the one who pursued him acknowledging the fact that David would become king.  

I really want to focus on what Jonathan did for David.  Jonathan helping David to find strength in God by reminding him of God’s promise is so important for David to become the man he is to be as the future king.  Because David found strength in God, he became a man that would lead his people to God in a way never before seen.  It was important that that strength came from God.  When we live by our own strength, we fail because our strength is limited.  Even the best of us is unable to sustain their strength at all times.  The disciples fell asleep when Jesus asked them to pray for him.  Likewise, we can be bombarded by all the worries of the world.  We can really want to give ourselves to God and serve him with everything we have, but we have to pass our classes, we have to feed our families, we have to pay tuition, we have to finish our thesis, we have to do all of our work, and we have take care of family obligations.  We get busy and so focused on the things going on around us, and something eventually breaks.  If we do everything by our own strength, then we will break.  We will either break our relationships with other people or ourselves.  We can’t do it.

However, we can go to God in search for strength.  Psalm 73:26 says, “My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.”  If we trust in God and rely on him as our strength, it will go on forever because God’s strength is limitless and even his weakest moments are stronger than any man’s strongest. (1 Corinthians 1:25) Paul was a man who went through many hardships as a Christian.  In his own words, “Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.” (2 Corinthians 11:24-27) On his own, Paul could never withstand all this.  A little later he wrote that Jesus said to him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12:9) and “For when I am weak, I am strong.” (2 Corinthians 12:10) Paul relied on God, and by the strength that God had given him through Jesus, he was able to endure and continue to serve.  He was being tested.  The same goes for us.  We need to call God our own strength and our refuge.  We become burdened by our lives and we will never be able to handle it.  Something will give, and most likely it will be our service to God.  We’ll either find ourselves not praying or not concerned about others or not care about God’s word to us.  We need to be constantly reminded of God’s promises to us.  Jesus died on the cross to give us salvation.  If he did that, surely he will protect us in our times of need.  That’s what Jonathan was doing for David, bringing him closer to God through encouragement.

After encouraging David, Jonathan and him reaffirm their covenant once more and they part, never to see each other again.  After Jonathan left, trouble began to stir again.  The Ziphites came to Saul and said, “Is not David hiding among us in the strongholds at Horesh, on the hill of Hakilah, south of Jeshimon?   Now, Your Majesty, come down whenever it pleases you to do so, and we will be responsible for giving him into your hands.” (23:19-20) Unlike the people of Keilah who were afraid, the Ziphites just wanted to make a fast buck by turning David over to Saul.  And Saul saw great opportunity here and he had the Ziphites go and find all David’s favorite hiding places.  When David heard that his position had been compromised, he left that region and a game of cat and mouse began.

David would be on the run and Saul would be in hot pursuit.  When Saul found out where David was, he went after David.  Then, David would find out and move somewhere else, and it would perpetuate.  The climax of this game was when David was in the Desert of Maon and Saul was closing in on him.  Saul was on one side of the mountain and David was on the other.  They were so close to each other, and David’s heart must have been pounding and apprehension must have filled his soul.  Was this the time that David would have to face Saul face to face?  And then, in the nick of time, God rescued David again.  “As Saul and his forces were closing in on David and his men to capture them, a messenger came to Saul, saying, “Come quickly! The Philistines are raiding the land.”  Then Saul broke off his pursuit of David and went to meet the Philistines.” (23:26-28) It was another near miss for David that confirmed to him that God was not going to hand him over to Saul.  The Lord was showing David that what Jonathan said was true.  God was protecting him to make him king.

David, then, went to the strongholds of En Gedi.  It wasn’t all that peaceful for long for David.  When Saul was finished with the Philistines, he resumed the hunt for his elusive prey by bringing three thousand men to find David and his six hundred.  Saul followed David to the Desert of En Gedi.  As Saul was hunting for David, nature called and Saul decided to answer the call by going into a secluded cave, away from the camp.  Saul left the safety of the camp because Jewish law requires that people don’t do their business inside the camp, but to relieve themselves outside the camp.  The cave that Saul found seemed to be a great place to take care of business.  The funny thing is that the cave Saul decided to make into an outhouse was the very cave that David and his men were hiding in.  This looked like the perfect moment for David.  Saul was in a vulnerable position and David could just go and rid himself of the man who wants to kill him.  David’s men saw this opportunity and said, “This is the day the Lord spoke of when he said to you, ‘I will give your enemy into your hands for you to deal with as you wish.’” (24:4) His men were trying to play to David’s spiritual side and made up a little theology to get David to kill Saul.  Remember, David’s men were also being pursued.  They were getting tired of it and wanted to be done with running and living in the wild, so they were trying to nudge David to take care of things.  “Go on.  Look, God obviously brought him here so that you could kill him.  Go take care of business.”

However, at this particular event, we can see how God had strengthened David.  David crept over to Saul unnoticed and cut off a corner of his robe.  When David got back to his men, you could almost hear the disappointment in the voices.  “You were supposed to kill him, not cut a piece of his robe.  Where’s the blood or his head?”  It must have been tempting to strike Saul while he was so vulnerable, but David stayed his hand, and he was filled with grief even over what he had done.  “Afterward, David was conscience-stricken for having cut off a corner of his robe.  He said to his men, ‘The Lord forbid that I should do such a thing to my master, the Lord’s anointed, or lay my hand on him; for he is the anointed of the Lord.’” (24:5-6) By taking a piece of Saul’s robe, David signified that he was in open rebellion of Saul, and that just filled him with grief.  David recognized that Saul was still God’s anointed and he was not in the position to change that.  David, instead, trusted that God would judge Saul.  David had impeccable strength of character that only came after he had found strength in God.  Instead of being bitter about the evil done to him, David still called Saul his master and he ordered his men not to harm Saul.  Then, Saul freely left without any knowledge of what had transpired.

After Saul left the cave, David followed him out and called out to Saul, “My lord the king!” (24:8) Saul, then just looked back and David bowed down to the ground before him.  David made himself vulnerable to the one who was trying to kill him.  David could have just let Saul go on his merry way.  Saul would never have known that David was in the cave, but he instead chose to confront Saul and present his case to him and show him proof of his innocence.  He said to Saul, “Why do you listen when men say, ‘David is bent on harming you’?  This day you have seen with your own eyes how the Lord delivered you into my hands in the cave. Some urged me to kill you, but I spared you; I said, ‘I will not lay my hand on my lord, because he is the Lord’s anointed.’ See, my father, look at this piece of your robe in my hand! I cut off the corner of your robe but did not kill you. See that there is nothing in my hand to indicate that I am guilty of wrongdoing or rebellion. I have not wronged you, but you are hunting me down to take my life.” (24:9-11) David had all the opportunity in the world to kill Saul, but he didn’t.  You can almost see Saul look down at his robe and see the piece missing.  His eyes would widen when he realized how close David was to him.  Any other man would have slit his throat, but David spared his life.  It must have been a moment of great fear for Saul, and a moment of great relief.  Saul’s heart was moved by this gesture of righteousness and for the time being broke off his pursuit of David.

The strength that David found caused the man who wanted to kill him to turn back.  David didn’t succumb to the ways of the world.  He could have taken the Saul’s life; he could have listened to his men.  But when Jonathan reminded David of God’s promise, David returned to God and sought him earnestly.  David wrote Psalm 142 around this time.  In it, he wrote, “I cry to you, Lord; I say, “You are my refuge, my portion in the land of the living.” (Psalm 142:5) We have seen David call on the name of the Lord for help in various Psalms.  In times of troubles, he goes to God, but it is after Jonathan comes to David that we really start to see the dramatic change in him.  Chapters 24-26 are three parts to God’s qualifying exam to become king.  The strength that David gains from Jonathan coming to him and encouraging him enable David to pass the first of the three parts of the qualifying exam.  If David had failed the test and killed Saul, he would have proven himself to be no different than Saul.  David wouldn’t be the shepherd of God’s people; he would be a man who is out for himself.

However, David did pass the test.  He would not lay a hand on Saul.  He had ample opportunity to do so, but the only thing that stayed his hand was because Saul was the Lord’s anointed.  It wasn’t because Saul was king, but because God had chosen Saul to be king.  It revolved around God.  When David found strength in God, it brought him into such a reverent relationship with the Lord that David honored God in every way.  Saul was not a good man and didn’t deserve the respect that David gave him.  He was downright crazy most of the time, but he was still God’s anointed.  Because of that fact, David called Saul master and father, and wouldn’t listen to his men’s call for David to kill Saul.  In David’s mind, if he were to kill Saul, he would sin against God.  It would be an assault against God.  Even when David was pleading his case to Saul, he always made the callback to God.  David knew that the Lord was the judge and everything was accountable to him.  David’s trust and love for God existed because Jonathan came to David to help him find strength in God.

Like I said earlier, we really need to rely on God as our strength, but doing so is not an easy matter.  We need each other.  We need each other to build each other up.  David had Jonathan to build him up.  We have each other.  Hebrews 13:12-14 tells believers, “See to it, brothers and sisters, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called ‘Today,’ so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. We have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original conviction firmly to the very end.”  Satan is always trying to tear us away from God, but God put us together to help each other hold on to the end.  Jonathan reminded David of God’s promise and we need to be there for each other to remind each other about God’s great grace to us in Jesus and his promise of eternal life.  Now I don’t mean that this is some shepherd relationship.  Jonathan was not David’s shepherd; he was his friend…his peer.  In the same way, we can encourage anyone around us to remember what the Lord has done.

We get so caught up in our own issues and shortcomings that many times we don’t have an encouraging word for anyone.  We might think that we need to be better than someone to encourage them or we need to settle our own problems to do so, but that is wrong.  Jonathan was in a troublesome predicament, too.  He was the king’s son, but he risked his life to come to David and help him find strength in God.  He didn’t wait for danger to pass.  He knew that David needed encouragement, and he went–no matter the cost–to help his friend David.  We need to encourage others not when it best suits us, but when it best suits those who need who need the encouragement.

Now, I’m not a great encourager.  I’m a critical person that doesn’t really have many kind words of encouragement.  I’m the voice of reason that sees many things, but I come off as being negative and counter-productive.  I feel horrible that my words seem to discourage others rather than encourage.  Then I go and blame it on my mood, because there is a lot of stress in my life and somehow, that justifies my barking, growling and snapping.  The fact of the matter is that everyone here has problems; I’m not the only one.  I can’t handle my problems on my own and you can’t handle yours on your own.  We need each other, and this passage really rebukes me that I have not encouraged a single person here.  I repent for my hard and calloused heart.  I’ve heard week after week about how many of my friends are in need and I have not lifted a finger or said a word.  I pray that my heart may be changed and I may be a blessing to people around me.

God really loves each of us here.  He sent Jesus to this earth to die on the cross for our sins.  No matter what we may be going through, we can never lose the salvation that Jesus’ death and resurrection give us.  We could be under attack by people who are hunting us or worried about how we are going to feed the family, but God never forgets his promises.  Let’s never forget God’s word, and when there is doubt and uncertainty around us, let’s see it and encourage our brothers and sisters to find strength in God. 
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