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When David was told, “Look, the Philistines are fighting against Keilah and are looting 

the threshing floors,” he inquired of the Lord, saying, “Shall I go and attack these 

Philistines?” The Lord answered him, “Go, attack the Philistines and save Keilah.” 

● After returning to Judah (see 1 Samuel 22:5), David received word that the city of Keilah was 

under a Philistine attack (see map at the end of notes for locations). The Philistines were 

stealing grain from the people and causing great trouble by doing so. 

○ About Keilah, the New American Commentary notes, “A walled city located in the 

agriculturally productive Shephelah region of Judah, Keilah represented a desirable prize 

for the Philistines. It was only about twelve miles east southeast of Gath and was 

relatively isolated from other Israelite cities.” 

● David bore his heart for the people of Judah, by asking the LORD if he should attack his 

enemies, the Philistines, to save the people of Keilah.  

○ It is not clear how David inquired of the LORD at this point in the story. Later, it is clear 

that Abiathar the priest used the ephod to help David. Some scholars believe at this 

point, David was using that same means here. Others believe that David may have been 

acting as a prophet or may have consulted Gad, who had given him direction earlier. 

○ The LORD answered David affirmatively. He was to attack the Philistines so that Keilah 

would be saved.  

 

But David’s men said to him, “Here in Judah we are afraid. How much more, then, if we 

go to Keilah against the Philistine forces!” Once again David inquired of the Lord, and 

the Lord answered him, “Go down to Keilah, for I am going to give the Philistines into 

your hand.” 

● The men who had gathered around David (see 1 Samuel 22:2), objected to the word of the 

LORD. They were afraid, and attacking the Philistines made them even more afraid! The 

Faithlife Study Bible summarizes it this way, “If they fear the forces of a deranged leader, they 

certainly would not want to challenge the army of a competent king.” 

● To pacify the men, David, again, inquired of the LORD to make certain that he should go to 

Keilah. He received a second word of confirmation from the LORD.  

 

So David and his men went to Keilah, fought the Philistines and carried off their 

livestock. He inflicted heavy losses on the Philistines and saved the people of Keilah. 

(Now Abiathar son of Ahimelek had brought the ephod down with him when he fled to 

David at Keilah.) 

● Just as the LORD said, David and his men attacked and defeated the Philistines. They plundered 

their livestock (which would provide provision), and delivered the people of Keilah.  

● The author of 1 Samuel made a note about Abiathar and the ephod, to indicate how David 

inquired of the LORD from this point forward to find out that Saul would pursue him.  

 

 



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. 

● Like a constant refrain in the story, once again Saul discovered David’s whereabouts. He 

believed that he could easily trap David in the walled city of Keilah. His plan, then, was to trap 

David and his men in the city, and force them to surrender.  

 

When David learned that Saul was plotting against him, he said to Abiathar the priest, 

“Bring 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.” 

● David heard about the plot of Saul, and inquired of the LORD by Abiathar the priest. David’s 

questions were two-fold. First, he wanted to know if the citizens of Keilah, who he just delivered, 

would turn him over to Saul. Second, he wanted to know if the word he received (that Saul was 

coming for him) was trustworthy.  

● David inquired of the LORD by the help of Abiathar the priest, who had brought the ephod down 

to the place where David was. The ephod was used by the priest to determine the will of the 

LORD (see Exodus 28:30).  

● The New American Commentary notes that this section of Scripture is crucial for our theological 

understanding of 1 Samuel, “First, the incident demonstrated David’s reliance on the Lord; 

though David was Israel’s greatest military hero, he would make no military move without 

divine approval. Second, the success David experienced in communicating with the Lord 

demonstrated the vitality of his relationship with the God of Israel. Third, the short narrative 

heightened the contrast between David and Saul; Saul would repeatedly fail to establish a link 

with the Lord, while David would have easy and extended dialogue with him. Finally, it 

demonstrated the effectiveness of the Torah-prescribed means of receiving divine counsel.” 

 

And the Lord said, “He will.” 

Again David asked, “Will the citizens of Keilah surrender me and my men to Saul?” 

And the Lord said, “They will.” 

● David’s question about Saul pursuing him was answered affirmatively (literally just “yes”). 

Because the LORD did not answer his question about the people of Keilah, he asked again if the 

people of Keilah would surrender him to Saul. The LORD answered that question affirmatively, 

as well. This answer is troubling, because it indicates that the people of Keilah who David had 

just delivered, would quickly turn on the one who had helped them. However, the people of 

Keilah had likely heard about what happened at Nob, and were unwilling to meet that same fate! 

● These are interesting verses in Scripture, because they indicate that the LORD knows not only 

the future, but all possible outcomes of the future.  

 

So David and his men, about six hundred in number, left Keilah and kept moving from 

place to place. When Saul was told that David had escaped from Keilah, he did not go 

there. David stayed in the wilderness strongholds and in the hills of the Desert of Ziph. 

Day after day Saul searched for him, but God did not give David into his hands. 



● Having heard about what would happen if he stayed in Keilah, David left and continued to move 

throughout the wilderness and hills in the Desert of Ziph. His force increased now to 600 men.  

● David’s strategy to elude Saul was to move quickly, and to stay in both abandoned areas and in 

strongholds (likely mountainous areas) that provided natural protection.  

● Saul further heard that David escaped from Keilah, so he decided to search for David day after 

day, instead. However, the LORD was actively protecting David, so Saul was unable to find the 

man he was seeking.  

 

While David was at Horesh in the Desert of Ziph, he learned that Saul had come out to 

take his life. And Saul’s son Jonathan went to David at Horesh and helped him find 

strength in God. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “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.” The two of them made a covenant before the Lord. Then Jonathan went home, but 

David remained at Horesh. 

● After fleeing to the area of Ziph, specifically a place called Horesh, David learned that Saul was 

still tracking him down with the intention of killing him.  

○ Horesh’s exact location is unknown. Its name means “wooded height,” so it was likely a 

place where David could survey the wilderness and hide from those who pursued him.  

● While at Horesh, David was strengthened and encouraged by his friend, Jonathan. Jonathan 

reassured David to find strength in God. Jonathan further encouraged David with the same 

words that David heard over and over again, that Saul would not be able to harm him. Jonathan 

added that David would be the king over Israel, and the two men made a covenant to signify 

this. Given that Jonathan was the rightful heir to the throne, this covenant was crucial in 

demonstrating the love that Jonathan had for David. He was content to defer his position to 

David, because he recognized what the LORD was doing.  

● After making a covenant, Jonathan returned home while David remained at Horesh.  

 

The Ziphites went up to Saul at Gibeah 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.” 

● Though the people of Keilah did not get the opportunity to deliver David to Saul, the people of 

Ziph would not harbor the fugitive. They sent word to Saul that they knew where David was, and 

when Saul arrived, they would deliver David into the hands of the king.  

 

Saul replied, “The Lord bless you for your concern for me. Go and get more 

information. Find out where David usually goes and who has seen him there. They tell 

me he is very crafty. Find out about all the hiding places he uses and come back to me 

with definite information. Then I will go with you; if he is in the area, I will track him 

down among all the clans of Judah.” 

● Scholars read Saul’s response to the Ziphites as audacious and inappropriate. David was the 

LORD’s anointed one, and Saul was trying to kill him! If anything, the Ziphites should be cursed 

for trying to bring harm to David.  

● Given how David eluded Saul in the past and the nature of the area, Saul asked for more 

information about David’s exact whereabouts. He sent the Ziphites out to search for David.  



So they set out and went to Ziph ahead of Saul. Now David and his men were in the 

Desert of Maon, in the Arabah south of Jeshimon. Saul and his men began the search, 

and when David was told about it, he went down to the rock and stayed in the Desert of 

Maon. When Saul heard this, he went into the Desert of Maon in pursuit of David. 

● As the men went ahead of Saul, David was in the very area that the Ziphites suspected. David 

received word of what was happening, so he went down to the rock in the Desert of Maon. This 

was likely a high cliff overlooking the area. Saul received word of this, and continued to pursue 

David.  

 

Saul was going along one side of the mountain, and David and his men were on the 

other side, hurrying to get away from Saul. 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. That is why they call this place Sela Hammahlekoth. And David 

went up from there and lived in the strongholds of En Gedi. 

● At this point, it appeared as if there was no hope for David. Saul was actively pursuing David at 

the very mountain where he was, causing David to have to flee quickly. However, at the last 

moment, David was delivered by God. This deliverance came when Saul received word that the 

Philistines were attacking the land.  

○ Saul had been so caught up in David, that he left the land vulnerable to the Philistines, 

who then took the opportunity to raid the land.  

○ The place is named Sela Hammahlekoth, which means “rock of escape” in Hebrew. 

● After escaping from Saul, David went to En Gedi, and stayed there in the strongholds.  

 

 


