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DAVID IN GATH

Samuel died, and all Israel mourned him.

Meanwhile David was fed up with running away from place to place

to escape from Saul. ‘Sooner or later he will catch me’ he said. ‘The best

thing is to escape to the Palestinians (or Philistines), and Saul will get fed

up with looking for me.’ Since David and Saul were, to their knowledge,

mutual enemies, and since they regarded Saul as leader of their enemies

Israel, they would accept him as a deserter wishing to join them. So with

his two wives and six hundred men he went to Achish 1 the king of Gath,

who did accept him. (‘He’s on our side now.’) When Saul heard that

David had escaped to Gath he stopped looking for him.

David asked Achish to give him a town to live in with his entourage,

so as not to inflict himself on the royal city, and Achish gave him Ziklag,

where he moved to with his family and his men. They lived among the

Palestinians for a year and four months.

From time to time David and his men went out on sorties against the

Amalekites and their allies, sworn enemies of Israel from the time of

Moses. He attacked their camps and villages, killed all the inhabitants and

took the spoil, cattle, sheep, donkeys, camels and clothes. Each time he

made sure that no-one was left alive to tell anyone what happened or who

did it. Then he would return to Achish who asked him where he had been

to collect all that spoil, and he replied that he had attacked places in

southern Judah. Achish trusted David, who would have made himself

hated by the Israelites and would be his permanent servant.

1. His name. Every king was called ‘Abimelech’, like ‘Pharaoh’ in Egypt.
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The Palestinians started to prepare for a war against Israel, and Achish

asked David to come with him with his men, he would appoint David as

his bodyuard. David agreed and he and his men went with Achish to the

camp. But the five generals objected, they did not trust David, he could

suddenly turn against them and kill them and in that way become

reconciled with Saul. Achish protested that he had known David for over

a year and trusted him, but the generals insisted and David and his men

were sent back.

They had been away for three days, and when they returned to Ziklag

they found to their horror that a group of Amalekites had attacked the

town, had not killed anyone, but had taken all the women and children

captives, includung David’s two wives, and burned the town. Everyone

was crying bitterly, and David and his men joined them.

David then asked Abiathar to bring his ephod, and he asked God if he

should chase after the Amalekites. He was told that he should, that he

would reach them, and would rescue the captives.

He led his six hundred men till they came to a certain valley where two

hundred remained. He and four hundred crossed the valley, and

somewhere on the way they found a man lying down in a bad way – he

had neither eaten nor drunk anything for three days. They gave him food

and water, gradually brought him round, and asked him who he was. He

replied that he was an Egyptian, a slave to an Amalekite who had

abandoned him three days earlier because he was ill. He told them that the

troop he was in had attacked a place in Judah and also set fire to Ziklag.

David asked him if he would lead them to the troop, and he replied that

if David would swear not to kill him and not to return him to his master,

he would lead them. He did. They found the troop all scattered around,

eating, drinking and celebrating all the vast amount of spoil they had

collected from Judah and Ziklag. David attacked them, fighting from one

evening till the next, and none remained alive except for four hundred

who escaped on camels.
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Taking with them all the spoil that the Amalekites had taken from

Judah and Ziklag they returned to where they had left the two hundred

who had not crossed the valley, and some of the four hundred said that

they should not give them any of the spoil, only return their wives and

children; but David refused, saying that those who went to fight and those

who stayed to look after the property should share equally. 2 This

remained the custom in Israel from then on. However he first sent a lot of

the spoil as a present to his friends in Judah.

Meanwhile the war was about to start – another story.

––––––––––––––––

2. Contrast after the war against the Midianites, where they did not share equally.
Moses divided the spoil in two, half to the soldiers and half to the rest, but as
there were far more who stayed behind (nearly six hundred thousand) than who
fought (only twelve thousand), each soldier had a larger portion than each of the
other group. [See Num.31:25ff.] Here it was the reverse, four hundred went to
fight while only two hundred remained.
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