
“David’s Deception” 

1 Samuel 20:1-7; 28-29 

(Preached at Trinity, September 10, 2017) 

 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  
twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 
Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

 

1. As we entered Chapter 20 the David we see is quite different than the bold, confident 

David we witnessed in Chapter 17 when he boldly defeated the Philistine giant. Now it 

would appear that all confidence is lost and he cries out, "there is hardly a step 
between me and death."  

2. David’s life is characterized by times of great strength as well as times of great weakness. 

It is directly related to his reliance upon God.  

A. In Chapter 17 David expressed his absolute trust in the power of the living God 

to deliver him.  

1 Samuel 17:46-47 NAU - "This day the LORD will deliver you up into my 
hands, and I will strike you down and remove your head from you. And I 
will give the dead bodies of the army of the Philistines this day to the birds 
of the sky and 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 does not deliver by sword or by spear; for the battle is the LORD'S 
and He will give you into our hands."  

B. In this chapter we don’t find him looking to God. Thankfully, what we know most 

about David is not his times of weakness but his times of great faith and reliance 

upon God. 

Psalm 27:1 NAU - "The LORD is my light and my salvation; Whom shall I 
fear? The LORD is the defense of my life; Whom shall I dread?"  

3. When we cease looking to God we lose our only source of comfort and confidence. Faith 

is quickly replaced by fear. Fear will lead us to seek worldly solutions to our problems 

rather than looking to the Almighty power of God. 

4. We witness this reality in this chapter. David concocts a scheme of deception in his effort 

to determine the plan of Saul and then determine his own course of action. It is 

interesting that David had just left Samuel in Naioth. Would it not have been better to 

seek his proper course of action from God’s prophet?  

5. Most commentators have nothing to say about whether or not David’s deception was 

right in the eyes of God. And the Scripture is silent on the matter. Often, we find 

individuals sinning in the Old Testament without the text condemning their actions.  

A. Scripture's recording of the moral failures of the OT saints are not for examples to 

imitate or refuges to hide behind but as solemn warnings of the propensity of our 

hearts to sin. The Bible simply reports it without giving any commendation on the 

behavior.  
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B. These texts have been used by some to justify their own disregard for God’s Law. 

It is easy to obey God when it doesn’t cost you anything. It is far more difficult 

when it is costly. And far more difficult still when human reason makes the 

disobedience seem like the logical choice. 

6. As a pastor, I feel compelled to address these Biblical cases where God’s Law is set aside 

lest you use them to justify your own disregard for God’s Law.  

7. We are faced with the question again, are we permitted to set aside the Law of God if it 

serves what we perceive to be a higher purpose? This is called situational ethics. 

Situational ethics describes the ideological belief that ethical obedience to the Law can be 

adjusted according to the various circumstances that we might face.  

 Situational ethics fit well in our post-modern world where there are no absolutes.  

8. This evening as we examine this passage I want to reaffirm God’s demand for absolute 

obedience. 

 

I. The question is, were David and Jonathan justified in lying to Saul as a means of 

preserving David’s life? 

 A. You have to ask yourself the question, do you believe in absolutes? 

  1. Obviously, there are absolutes in the physical world. 

   If you jump off a building you will go down 

   If you jump from a great enough height you will die 

   If you stick your hand in fire you will get burned 

  2. What about moral absolutes?  Are there moral absolutes? 

  3. There are three positions held by men 

a. Nihilism – there is no God and hence no rules.  You can do 

whatever you decide to do.  

The problem with this view is the reality that all men believe in 

some degree to moral or ethical absolutes.   

If I go to any man and hit him in the face he will respond with 

indignation. Everyone thinks it’s wrong for someone to break into 

their home and steal their TV or to steal their identity and empty 

their bank account.  

b. Relativism – all conduct is relative to circumstance.   

 While the Law is good there are some situations where setting 

aside the Law is better.  

The end justifies the means.  Each individual must decide for 

himself what is the moral course of action based upon the 

particular situation. 

c. Absolutism – there is an objective standard of right and wrong 

which is grounded on the holy nature of God 

 B. There are some say we should seek to live only by the love principle.  

1. They claim that under the New Covenant the Law has been abrogated and 

that now we are under grace. The governing principle now is love. 

2. They claim that as long as our actions are governed by love we have met 

the demands of the Law.  

Romans 13:8 NAU - "Owe nothing to anyone except to love one 
another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law."  
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3. The problem with this is what is the standard for applying love?   

 Is it purely a subjective standard? 

Are we allowed to lie, steal, even kill for the sake of love?   

John Murray writes: “We do not find that love is conceived of as an 

autonomous, self-acting agency which of itself, apart from any extraneous 

prescription or regulation, defines its own norms of behavior. We do find 

that, from the beginning, there are objectively revealed precepts, 

institutions, commandments which are the norms and channels of human 

behavior. Even man in his innocence was not permitted to carve for 

himself the path of life; it was charged for him from the outset.” 1 

4. Do you see how if we reject absolute obedience to God’s law, it becomes 

a matter of a subjective decision based upon what you feel is right? 

Everything becomes relative.  

5. In practice, relativism is no different than nihilism because in situational 

ethics there are actually no rules – each man is left to decide for himself. 

6. Consider how indefensible situational ethics is.  

For example, in the history of the church millions of Christians have been 

martyred for their faith. If the rule of situation ethics is valid, why could 

not those saints have simply lied pretending to deny Christ?  They could 

have rationalized their lie. After all, their persecutors did not deserve the 

truth.  And the preservation of their lives would grant them more time in 

which to proclaim the gospel?  If situational ethics is true, the martyrs died 

in vain!  

C. There are endless ways to try to justify David’s actions.  

1. You could say his intention was not to do harm but to simply ascertain 

Saul’s intentions. Isn’t a life more important than a minor deception. 

2. Matthew Henry supposes David may have actually been telling the truth.  

“We have reason to think, was true, that he was invited by his elder 

brother to Bethlehem, his own city, to celebrate this new moon with his 

relations there, because, besides the monthly solemnity in which they held 

communion with all Israel, they had now a yearly sacrifice, and a holy 

feast upon it, for all the family.” 2 

 This doesn’t seem likely. David’s motive was not faithfulness to his 

family feast but a means of testing Saul’s intentions towards David.  

3. Another commentator writes: “I think it is possible to justify this 

deception biblically, given God’s holy war against Saul.” 3   

a. The problem with this explanation is we find nothing that supposes 

God commanded David to lie to Saul. In holy war God 

commanded His people to go to war. And if this justified his 

actions, surely he would have been justified in taking Saul’s life 

when he had the opportunity. 

                                                 
1 Murray, John, Principles of Conduct, Aspects of Biblical Ethics, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1957, Page 24. 
2 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged 

in One Volume, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 418. 
3 Phillips, Richard. 1 Samuel, Reformed Expository Commentary. Phillipsburg: P&R, 2012, Page 

351.  
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1 Samuel 24:6-7 NAU - "So he said to his men, "Far be it 
from me because of the LORD that I should do this thing to 
my lord, the LORD'S anointed, to stretch out my hand 
against him, since he is the LORD'S anointed."  7 David 
persuaded his men with these words and did not allow them 
to rise up against Saul. And Saul arose, left the cave, and 
went on his way."  

b. The same commentator, however, expresses his uneasiness with 

his statement: “I think it is possible to justify this deception 

biblically, given God’s holy war against Saul, yet it is also clear 

that David was acting out of fear rather than faith. This was not the 

kind of action that David would later be proud of, and we are 

reminded by the Apostle Paul that ‘whatever does not proceed 

from faith is sin (Rom. 14:23).” 4   

D. The only proper position is to believe in moral absolutes based upon the holy 

nature of God which He has revealed to us in His Word and summarized in the 

Ten Commandments. 

1. The same God who created the physical absolutes has declared that there 

are moral absolutes 

Joshua 1:8 NAU - "This book of the law shall not depart from your 
mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may 
be careful to do according to all that is written in it"  

2. God demands absolute obedience.  The standard of obedience, the 

standard by which we will all be judged is God's holy law 

 

II. But isn’t protecting a life a higher principle than telling lie? 

A. Situational ethics is a dangerous practice. It holds the Law of God hostage to our 

wisdom and desires.  

1. Most hold that while the Law of God is good are there some situations 

where disobeying the Law is better? Shall we not weigh the greater good? 

Doesn’t the end justify the means? 

2. Are there not times when one might lie or steal if the circumstance or 

situation merits.  

B. The problem with relativism is who decides right from wrong?  

1. Morality becomes a matter of subjectivity.  

 a. Do you lie to save your job; to get a promotion? 

 b. You have been laid off. Do you steal to feed your family? 

2. The point is who decides when it is better to obey the Law or to set it 

aside? It places the Law of God subject to the subjective decisions of man. 

It places man sovereign over his behavior. 

C. Situational ethics presumes obedience to God’s Law is left to our discretion 

1. The Ninth Commandment forbids speaking all that is untrue or misleading. 

2. Are we permitted to disregard this command? Is it included in our Lord’s 

words: "If you love Me, you will keep My commandments."  
  3. Does the end justify the means? Was David justified in telling this lie? 

 Did his particular situation justify breaking God's law? 

                                                 
4 Ibid., Page 351.  
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III. Isn’t such an adherence to the Law legalism? NO! 

 A. The Gospel brings us the sweet liberty of grace 

1. The Gospel bids sinners to simply come—come empty handed, come 

casting your sins upon Christ. Jesus frees us from the burden and yoke of 

the law. 

Matthew 11:28-30 NAU - "Come to Me, all who are weary and 
heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  29 "Take My yoke upon you 
and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU 
WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS.  30 "For My yoke is easy 
and My burden is light."   

2. Christians are freed from the curse of the Law – the Law can no longer 

condemn us. The Law is not a means of acceptance before God.  

  3. We are freed from the rigor of the Law. 

Samuel Bolton writes: “The believer is not freed from the requirement of 

exact obedience, but from that rigor of obedience which the law required 

as a condition of salvation. The law not only commanded difficult, but 

also impossible things of us. In the Gospel we are freed from 

impossibilities. The law required universal and actual, as well as personal 

obedience, that if a man failed in one tittle he was lost forever. In the 

Gospel, instead of universal actual obedience, God is pleased to accept of 

universal habitual obedience.” 5 

 B. Christians are not freed from the Law as a rule of obedience 

  1. The Law is perpetual and binds all men to perpetual obedience 

2. Again Bolton writes: “Indeed, the law, as it is considered as a rule, can no 

more be abolished or changed than the nature of good and evil can be 

abolished or changed. The substance of the law is the sum of doctrine 

concerning piety towards God, charity toward our neighbors, and 

temperance and sobriety towards ourselves.” 6 

 

 

Conclusion: 
1. This is a most difficult topic for discussion. Sometimes it would seem that there is no 

right course of action. But this comes from living in a world void of absolutes. 

2. It is very liberating to simply obey God. Although the cause for justifying our sin may be 

sincere, it does not change God's demand upon us for perfect holiness 

3. Let us settle in our mind - it is never right to do wrong 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 Bolton, Samuel, The True Bounds of Christian Freedom, (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 

Trust, 2001, Page 40. 
6 Ibid., Page 57. 


