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Why we are not David in 1 Samuel 17
Many of us will have heard the classic application of this passage either in Sunday school or as adults, that we should be like David. 

The motives for this are good – the passage is used to inspire us to being people of faith who tackle the Goliaths in our lives. But I think this is to miss the point of this passage. 

The aim of this short paper is to demonstrate from 1 Samuel 17 and the rest of the Bible how the application of this passage is not that we are to be like David, but instead we should see ourselves as the helpless and hopeless Israelite people, facing an impossible enemy, but graciously rescued by God’s anointed king. Jonathan in chapter 18:1-4 is a model for us to respond in love and faith to God’s king.

A. READING THE BIBLE RIGHT

1. Jesus is the main character in the Bible

Jesus makes it clear that the Old Testament is about him:

a. Matthew 5:17-18 Jesus himself tells us that he has come to fulfil the law and the prophets (this is shorthand for the whole Old Testament).

b. Luke 24:25-27 Jesus explains how Moses (shorthand for the first five books of the Bible) and all the prophets (which includes  the former prophets the history books from Joshua to 2 Kings and the latter prophets Isaiah – Malachi)
 are about him. This means the history books are about Jesus.

c. Luke 24:44-48 Jesus says the Law of Moses (again the first five books of the Bible) and the Prophets (again the former, Joshua  - 2 Kings and the latter  - Isaiah – Malachi),  and the Psalms are about him. The Psalms were the most important book in the third section of the Jewish Bible, the Writings, and so stand for the whole section. Jesus is saying the whole Hebrew Bible, our Old Testament, including the history books are about Jesus. 

The apostles saw this truth too, for example:

a. Acts 3:18-26  God foretold by all the prophets that his Christ would suffer. Interestingly, Samuel is included by name here as the first prophet. 
b. Acts 10:43  All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.
c. Colossians 2:3 [In Christ] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. By definition that must include all the truth contained in Scripture. As Jesus is the Word of God (John 1:1) it makes sense that all the words of God in Scripture are about Him!
d. Colossians 1:15-20 shows us how everything is about Christ. As God’s Son, He is the image of God, the heir of all creation (that’s what firstborn means there, because verse 16 tells us that by him all things were created). Everything was made by him and for him! The whole creation is for God the Son. That’s creation’s purpose. All of creation is for Christ and his glory. And that most certainly includes the Word of God. 
The New Testament shows us how we are supposed to read the Old Testament. It’s a bit like the film Sixth Sense. Bruce Willis is a psychiatrist who helps children. He’s haunted by a  failure he made with one of his cases – and the film begins with a confrontation with that ex-patient. The film moves on and determined to make up for his mistake he seeks to help another little boy. This boy’s problem is that he sees dead people. So Willis helps him to come to terms with this terrible affliction and helps him repair his relationship with his mother. All the while his own relationship with his wife has broken down. At the end of the film, as he closes the case, he tries to sort things out one more with his wife and suddenly the huge twist of the film happens – he himself is dead and he hadn’t realised. And the film flashes back through various scenes and you realise that there were loads of clues throughout. The whole film begins to finally make sense. As we know the end, we see the rest of the film in its right context.  And that’s like the Bible – as we get to Jesus, we see the rest of the Bible the right way. It’s all about Jesus not us. Jesus is the hero not just of the New Testament but also the Old Testament. 
So, according to the New Testament, it would be strange to read ourselves as the hero in this story in 1 Samuel.  Jesus is the main character who rescues people. God’s anointed David is first and foremost a picture of Jesus and what he came to do which leads us to point 2.

2. David is a ‘type’ for Christ

It is not simply the important specific prophecies that Jesus fulfils (of which there are hundreds). Jesus also fulfils all the promises in the OT (2 Corinthians 1:20). But, again, it is not just specific promises - the whole Old Testament is promissary. Ever since God spoke to His people, He has committed himself to them,
 and so throughout the Old Testament, we are looking for God to resolve the problem of humanity’s own making – the problem of sin. The major theme of the Bible is humanity’s problem and God’s rescue plan. This is fulfilled in Jesus.
Another major way in which the Old Testament is about Jesus, is something called typology. Typology is the idea that Jesus’ person and work is foreshadowed in the Old Testament in various people and roles that they have, and God’s saving acts. For instance, people who lead God’s people, prefigure God’s ultimate leader. So a human king such as David, gives an example of what God’s ultimate King will look like. Here in 1 Samuel 17, when David defeats Goliath he is pointing forward to a weak looking rescuer who kills a scary enemy who has put fear into all of God’s people. Jesus is a very surprising rescuer who looks very weak on the cross, but in fact it is the moment of victory when he saves a helpless people from the ultimate enemies of sin and the devil.

David here is acting like a type of Christ. But, he does not prefigure Jesus perfectly. When David commits adultery with Bathsheba and kills her husband Uriah, plainly he is acting utterly contrary to the type. God’s rescuer won’t be doing those terrible things. David is not God’s ultimate rescuer; he too needs a Saviour, which we see in Psalm 110. David points us to Christ and our need for God’s king to be God and man – only he can truly save his people!
There are loads of types in the Old Testament that Jesus fulfils. He is God’s King, God’s Shepherd, God’s Prophet...

The Bible is a bit like a reverse prism. All the colours of the rainbow go in one way and out comes white light. In other words, many various strands of the Old Testament are all fulfilled in Christ. The seven descriptors of Jesus in the diagram are by no means exhaustive; the point is that Jesus fulfils all the different strands in the Old Testament.

One way Jesus fulfils the Old Testament


3. The History books on David

David is the benchmark king (1 Kings 11:4, 6, 34, 38; 14:8; 15:3, 5, 11; 2 Kings 14:3; 16:2; 18:3; 22:2) by which the other kings are measured. It is for David’s sake  - and God’s promise to David  (2 Samuel 7) – that Judah is ruled by his family (1 Kings 11:12-13, 32; 15:4; 2 Kings 8:19; 19:34; 30:6).  Jerusalem is David’s city (1 Chronicles 11:9; 1 Kings 11:43 etc), and the kings of Judah are David’s house (1 Kings 12:26 etc). God is described as David’s God (2 Kings 20:5). 

In Chronicles, David is responsible for the music in the Temple (1 Chronicles 6:31; chapter 25; Ezra 3;10; Nehemiah 12:24, 36, 45-46) and other organisation of worship (1 Chronicles 9:22; chapter 26). David brings the ark to Jerusalem (1 Chronicles 15:2-3) and organises the priests and Levites (1 Chronicles 15:11, 16; chapters 23-24). David is strongly identified with the priests (1 Chronicle 15:27). David desires to build the temple (1 Chronicles 17:1) but the LORD says it must be his son. David does what is just and right for the people (1 Chronicles 18:14). David prepares Solomon for his task (1 Chronicles chapters 22, 28-29). In Chronicles, special emphasis is given to David’s involvement in establishing the temple.

In all this, David is shown to be the great king – the archetype of the king to come. 

And it is David receives that magnificent promise in 2 Samuel 7 of an eternal kingdom. The coming King will be the son of David. 

Jesus Christ is the Son of David who brings the kingdom of God (Mark 1:15 etc)  - fulfilling all the kingdom hopes brought about by the pattern of David’s kingdom and the prophetic hope which greatly enlarged the concept…

4. The Prophetic books on David

Isaiah 9:7 famously says: 
Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and for ever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this.  
The one to come, God’s King, is described in Davidic terms in the prophets (see also Isaiah 11:1, 10; 16:5; 22:22; Jeremiah 23:5, 30:9; 33;15; Ezekiel 34:23-24; 37:25; Hosea 3:5; Amos 9:11; Zechariah 12:7). The Christ to come will be like David only far, far greater. David is, therefore, a shadow of the reality, a type one to come.
5. David’s kingdom is a model for Christ’s kingdom

The many strands in the Old Testament that are drawn together and fulfilled in Jesus are not the only way that the Old Testament prefigures Jesus or is a shadow of what was to come. 

The promises to Abraham find a partial fulfilment in the kingdom of Israel, and the kingdom as a whole is a picture of what will come under God’s king. Under David and his son Solomon, God’s people are in the land under God’s rule and blessing with God’s king in charge. There is rest from enemies (2 Samuel 8; 1 Chronicles 14:7). Jerusalem is finally captured (2 Samuel 5:6-9) and becomes the capital and centre of Israel. I Kings 4:25 has echoes of Eden: During Solomon's lifetime Judah and Israel, from Dan to Beersheba, lived in safety, each man under his own vine and fig-tree. The kingdom of Israel is a place of security and blessing. The temple replaces the tabernacle: God is with his people in their home. The visit of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon (1 Kings 10) is an example of the blessings coming to the nations through Israel. The kingdom of David and Solomon, as a partial fulfillment of the promises to Abraham, is a model of the kingdom of the Lord Jesus. This adds further Biblical context for establishing David as pointing us to Christ.

6. The New Testament as a lens for the Old Testament

Some might point out that we ought to take the Old Testament in its own right. And to be sure that work must be done first and carefully, but we should always consider the Old in the light of the New, where we are told clearly that the Old Testament is all about Jesus. Consider this illustration:

“Supposing there is a little plant before me. I can examine it. But supposing that I have a powerful microscope. I look at it, and now I can see a number of things  which before were entirely non-existent to me. Have I put anything into that plant that was not there before? Have I changed the plant? Have I introduced my pet ideas into the plant? So, when we read Leviticus with the light of the epistle to the Hebrews, , when we read the whole Old Testament with the light of the evangelists and the epistles, that is exposition not imposition. We do not put anything into it. The Holy Spirit enlarges our vision to see what is there.”
 

The New Testament is the God-given lens by which we read the Old Testament. Because the Spirit authored the Old Testament, the same author’s interpretation of the Old Testament in the New is to be relied upon. And so we should read the whole Old Testament in the light of its fulfilment by Christ.

B. READING 1 SAMUEL 17 RIGHT

7. The context of 1 Samuel

We now turn to consider 1 Samuel itself. Firstly, the context is the book of Judges and its last verse, 21:25 set up the leadership crisis in Israel (1 Samuel 1:1 follows straight on from Judges 21:25 in the Hebrew Bible).  People need a ruler, a leader, a king to rescue them. When left to their own devices, people return to their default position of sin. 

Judges ends with God’s people in a right mess. As 1 Samuel begins, we see the depravity of Eli’s sons who lead the people into sin. The people need God to raise up a leader and ultimately a king (1 Samuel 2:10). When combined with our next point, we see 1 Samuel 17 in its context as being all about God’s king coming to rescue God’s people.

8. The content of 1 Samuel 

As well the context, the whole book is about people needing God’s leader. We’ve seen the terrible leaders of Israel, Eli’s sons come under judgement. We’ve seen Samuel raised up by God exalting humble Hannah. Samuel leads the people into repentance (7:3-6). We’ve seen the people’s king (8:5, 18, 22, 12:13, 25, 12:19) Saul rebel against the LORD, and we’re going to see God’s anointed king, David.

The whole book is about Israel’s leaders and what they do: Eli and his sons; Samuel; Saul; and David. And the first half of the book, 1 Samuel 1-15 is all about the people’s desperate need for God’s king. 

1 Samuel 17 fits into this context: God’s people continue to rebel when they have bad leaders, and need God’s King to reign over them and help them be obedient. 

I Samuel 17 is not meant to be taken out of this context – the overall message and content of 1 Samuel. 

9. The immediate context of 1 Samuel 17

The immediate context of 1 Samuel 17 is also highly significant.

i. God’s anointed king
In 1 Samuel 16:1 God has declared that he is now choosing a king for himself. God’s people have been part of God’s kingdom (Exodus 19:6; Numbers 23:21; Deuteronomy 33:5), God has been King over them,
 but right from Abraham, God’s promises included a king.

And in 1 Samuel 16, David is the fulfilment proper of the various promises and hints of kingship so far in the Old Testament (Genesis 17:6, 16; 35:11; 36:31; 49:8-10; Numbers 24:7,17-19; Deuteronomy 17:14-20, 28:36; 1 Samuel 2:7-10). 
David is the one who the people need. The one who will sort the people out.

ii. God’s people under judgement
Because the people need sorting out! That there is an army to face at all in 1 Samuel 17 is a direct consequence of the failure of Saul - the king who was not God’s king (although God chose him 10:24, repeatedly Saul is the people’s choice - 8:5, 18, 22, 12:13, 25, 12:19). The king was to defeat the Philistines (9:16) but because of his sin, the Philistines remain a thorn in the side of Saul and Israel (14:30, 46, 52). 

The Israelites are also under God’s judgement for their failure along with Saul in chapter 15 to wipe out the Amalekites. They are facing the specific consequences of God’s justice as outlined in 1 Samuel 12:14-15. They do not deserve a rescue from God. 

Who can rescue them? Who can get rid of God’s terrifying enemies? The king that God has provided for himself: David – God’s king come to rescue God’s people. 

10. God’s people in 1 Samuel 17
God’s people need a rescuer, someone to save them from their enemies and someone to lead them into obedience. Does this all sound familiar? We are more like the helpless and hopeless Israelites than David.

In fact, God’s people are worse than helpless and hopeless, they actually reject God’s anointed king and rescuer (just like the people rejected Jesus). God’s people are represented by Eliab and Saul – both impressive looking men (9:2; 16:7) who should have been doing something about the Philistine threat. Instead they fail to deal with the problem and actually reject David as saviour. 

Eliab has actually seen David’s anointing (16:13), and even if he’s not given the full explanation, now he’s rejecting the one Samuel has anointed. His contempt for David is massive (17:28 - he presumes to read David’s heart; David has of course expressed faith in God!) In this attitude of contempt, he is just like Goliath (17:42-44)!
Equally, Saul dismisses David on account of his appearance (17:33), which is the opposite of how God works (1 Samuel 16:7) and in fact just like Goliath (17:42)!

True,  Saul says “Go and the LORD be with you” but this is a conventional pious expression as demonstrated when he tries to get David to wear his armour – where Saul tries to make David look the part, to look like Goliath! 

The king and another impressive looking man, Eliab do not trust God like David does, and they reject him. The point is here that Israelites of influence see things just like Goliath does. The people of God are just like the enemy! 

We’re meant to see that David is coming from God to rescue a people who do not deserve a rescue. And a people that do not recognise or welcome him. Eliab and Saul show us the way people respond to God’s (surprising) anointed king. 

All of this reminds us of Jesus coming into the dark world that deserves judgement (John 1:5). Jesus is  rejected  by his own people (John 1:11), his own town (Mark 6:1-6) and even his own family (Mark 3:21; John 7:3-5). 

And so, naturally speaking, we are the Israelites – just like in the gospels we ought to see ourselves as the stupid disciples, rather than as Jesus. 

11. Conclusion

All these reasons should cause us to see David as God’s anointed king pointing us to the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus himself was the obedient, trusting servant, who went to battle against the devil in a very surprising way, when he died on the cross. David’s trust in the Lord in the face of ‘impossible’ odds is a picture of the Son of God’s faith in His Father as he carried out the task given him to save the people. 
After the rescue, Jonathan responds to David (18:1-4) by loving David, by making a covenant with him and by giving up his rights to David. Jonathan is the model for us of how to respond to God’s anointed king who rescues us.  1 Samuel 17 is not about having faith like David, but about having faith in the one like David – great David’s greater Son, the Lord Jesus. Just like Jonathan does after the rescue.

It’s about us having faith in God’s anointed king who had faith in God.

12.  Addendum: Why we are like David…

Two reasons for this paper are that we are always in danger of thinking of ourselves as higher than we ought (Romans 12:3). We think we can be different from the Israelites, that we can do it, we can be like David. And secondly, historically, the faith application has often trumped the Christ-centred application. 

In 1 Samuel 17, as we’ve seen, David prefigures God’s king. And the ordinary Israelite was supposed to have faith in David. The trouble is that they couldn’t even manage that. And without God’s help we don’t have faith in God’s king either. Faith is a gift from God (Ephesians 2:8). When reading the Old Testament, care should be taken to avoid thinking of ourselves more highly than we ought. Left alone, we are incapable of anything. A passage like 1 Samuel 17, reminds us of our natural state – hopeless and helpless and rejecting the unlikely Saviour. And compels us to rejoice in God’s rescuer and trust in Him.

However, as those whose eyes God has opened, Christians who have received that gift of faith, we are on the other side of the rescue that God’s anointed king has won, so we are to not be like the Israelites and to have faith. 

But it should also be remembered that how the New Testament uses the Israelites. In Hebrews 3-4 and 1 Corinthians 10 the Israelites are a warning to us. We are extremely capable of being deceived by sin, and the purpose of those passages is to drive us to have faith in God’s rescuer again. Therefore, our first application here, as shown above is faith in God’s rescuer.

But, as those trusting in Christ, we are then called to imitate Christ. Once all the above is in place and we have firmly grasped the Christ-centred application, then we can imitate David’s faith, in the same way that we are called to copy Christ. Hebrews 12:2-4 first says that Jesus is the founder and perfecter of our faith – that is He has done everything for us, and then calls us to consider his faith and urges us to copy him. 

Ultimately, we will be like David (Zechariah 12:8), because we will be like Christ (2 Peter 1:4; 1 John 3:2; Philippians 3:21; Romans 8:29). Through the work of Christ we become like Christ. But the first application is always: faith in Christ’s work. 
JESUS








� http://www.foundationsforfreedom.net/References/OT/OTSurvey/Hebrew_Bible_Books.html


� In fact it probably is shorthand for the whole Jewish Bible, our Old Testament.


� Even speaking to Adam and Eve after the Fall is grace – they didn’t face instant death. And then God gives the promise of a  serpent-crusher promise in Genesis 3:15. 


� A. Saphir, The Divine Unity of Scripture, 64 (quoted in John Wenham, Christ and the Bible, 3rd ed,   Guilford: Eagle, 1993, 109-110).


� Until 1 Samuel, kings are usually kings of enemy nations (Melchizedek is an obvious exception Genesis 1417-20; there are other kings who are not necessarily bad). The LORD defeating human kings in Canaan is emphasised in Joshua, see Joshua 10:42, and chapter 12. And defeating the kingdoms of Sihon and Og (Numbers 21:21-25) is remembered very frequently.
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