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That day David fled from Saul and went to Achish king of Gath.  

● After receiving provisions from Ahimelech (1 Samuel 21:1-9), David continued to flee to 

the land of the Philistines. David may have believed that he could serve the Philistine 

king, Achish, as a mercenary soldier without being recognized; thus he would be safe 

from Saul by living with the enemies of Saul.  

 

But the servants of Achish said to him, “Isn’t this David, the king of the land? Isn’t 

he the one they sing about in their dances: “‘Saul has slain his thousands, and 

David his tens of thousands?’” 

● However, David was not able to escape his reputation. He was lauded by the servants of 

Achish as the “king of the land.” While this is not accurate, scholars point out that the 

term may have been used in a somewhat different sense by the Philistines. Achish was 

the king of Gath, but he only ruled that specific city. Calling David a king might simply 

allude to his powerful military prowess. After all, David defeated Goliath, who was the 

champion of Gath (1 Samuel 17:4).  

● David’s reputation was known to everyone because of his great victories. The song that 

first provoked jealousy in the heart of Saul (see 1 Samuel 18:7-8) must have been popular 

and well known, because even the men of Gath heard about it.  

 

David took these words to heart and was very much afraid of Achish king of 

Gath. So he pretended to be insane in their presence; and while he was in their 

hands he acted like a madman, making marks on the doors of the gate and letting 

saliva run down his beard. 

● Having been found out, David was afraid that the Philistines would enact revenge against 

him. David attempted to get out of this tough situation by pretending to be insane.  

● Scholars differ on how they view David’s behavior. Some believe this was a very dark 

moment in the life of David, which reveals his failure to trust God to protect him against 

his enemies. Others believe that this does not reveal a failure to trust God. 

○ Biblical Scholar James Boice notes, “Whether that is true or not, David 

nevertheless did cry out for help and was delivered, as Psalm 34 makes clear. In 1 

Samuel we are told that he escaped from Gath and fled to the cave of Adullam, 

where the psalm may have been written.” 

● Those who see this story in a more positive light point out that there is a strong contrast 

made between Saul and David. Indeed, the Expositor’s Bible Commentary states, 

“Sensing danger [David] extracts himself from the situation by feigning madness. It 

creates a nice contrast. David controls madness. Madness controls Saul.” 

● David’s actions, which show him to be insane, include carving doors and letting salvia 

run down his beard. The Faithlife Study Bible notes, “Defilement of the 



beard—particularly with saliva—was a mark of shame and dishonor (see Deut 25:9; Job 

17:6; 30:10); no sane Israelite man would do this intentionally.” 

 

Achish said to his servants, “Look at the man! He is insane! Why bring him to 

me? Am I so short of madmen that you have to bring this fellow here to carry on 

like this in front of me? Must this man come into my house?” 

● David’s plan worked. Achish believed that David was insane, and did him no harm; 

David was again delivered by God. Afterwards, David penned two Psalms, Psalm 34 and 

56, that give us insight into how he perceived the situation, .  

● However, because Achish believed David was insane, he refused to allow David to stay in 

Gath. Achish felt as though there were enough “madmen” in the land already, forcing 

David to once again flee, this time to Adullam (see 1 Samuel 22:1).  


