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​CHAPTER ONE: THE SHEPHERD BOY 
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“THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD, I shall not want” (Psalm 23:1).

This well-known psalm has often cheered and refreshed the hearts of those who love the Lord. It is a shepherd’s song about the chief Shepherd; short and simple, but heart-warming. Only a man who had known God’s shepherd-care in his own life could have written it. David wrote it, and we love to sing it.

“He ... took him from the sheepfolds”, wrote Asaph, “to feed ... Israel His inheritance” (Psalm 78:70,71). The chief Shepherd had called the shepherd-hearted man to shepherd His people. He was eminently fitted for the work. His training had been with sheep; let us watch him at work: “when there came a lion, or a bear, and took a Iamb out of the flock, I went out after him, and smote him, and delivered it out of his mouth: and when he rose against me, I caught him by his beard, and smote him and slew him” (1 Samuel 17:34,35). This is an astonishing account of the young shepherd’s prowess. Why should he risk his life for a mere lamb of the flock when all the odds were against him? What chance had a stripling of a youth against a lion or a bear? David knew his God, and they that know Him can do exploits (Daniel 11:32).

Two things impress us: first, his confidence in the shepherd care of God, and second, his love for the lambs. Here is a stirring example for shepherds among God’s people today. Have we lost any lambs from our assembly? If so, did we travail in prayer for them as we might have done? It costs something to save lambs; the lion is still on the prowl seeking whom he may devour (1 Peter 5:8), hence the need for Peter’s exhortation to shepherds to be watchful and sober.

Lions prowl by night and bears hunt by day, but David kept watch and did not spare himself in his shepherd-care. When Samuel later came to anoint one of Jesse’s sons, all his brothers paraded before the prophet but David was out on the hillside with his lambs and sheep. The chief part of a shepherd’s work is with the sheep. David spent his time tending the sheep and keeping watch for their enemies. This is an important lesson for shepherds.

The language used by David in Psalm 23 no doubt reflects his watchfulness over the welfare of his own flock. And he uses these shepherd terms to express the chief Shepherd’s care for him, “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside the still waters” (verse 2). How expressive I Green pastures, and still waters. When the Lord spoke to Simon Peter on that memorable occasion at the sea of Tiberius, He said, “Simon ... Feed My lambs ... Tend My sheep ... Feed My sheep” (John 21:15-17). This word comes to shepherds among God’s people today. The chief Shepherd who taught David and Peter will teach us also.

The lambs of the flock need to be fed in the “green pastures” of the Word. Bible-classes for the young should be held in every church of God. This is necessary and important. The young need a wide coverage of the Word to bring out the lessons that they need. And they must not only be fed with the Word, they must also be taught to pray, for this restores the soul. Without prayer they will not be able to endure. And how important it is that they should be guided in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. There are wrong habits to be corrected. Lying and cheating in every form must be shown to be wrong. They must be taught the importance of putting the Lord first in all things, and to set apart the Lord’s day for the Lord’s service as much as is in their power. They must be shown the importance of giving the Lord His portion of all that He gives to them, and to yield their lives to Him who gave His life for them (2 Corinthians 5:14,15).

It was a wise word that David gave to his son Solomon in 1 Chronicles 28:9. Young disciples would do well to memorize it. And how helpful are David’s words to the Lord, and to Israel in 1 Chronicles 29. But even when the lambs of the flock have been fed and guided there is still the need to watch over them and protect them from the lion and the bear. In the secret place of the Most High shepherd-hearted men must prevail in prayer to snatch the disciples from the grasp of the enemy.

When the time drew near for David to leave the obscurity of the sheepfold to “feed Israel His inheritance” the prophet was sent to anoint him for this greater work. The man who had learned to trust God in secret must now come forward and demonstrate his trust in God before the people of Israel. It was David who wrote: “Oh how great is Thy goodness, which Thou hast laid up for them that fear Thee, which Thou hast wrought for them that put their trust in Thee, before the sons of men!” (Psalm 31:19). David was a bright example of this, and his conduct in the Vale of Elah proved the reality of his trust in God. At his anointing “The Spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David from that day forward” (1 Samuel 16:13). The word of the LORD to Samuel that day was: “The LORD seeth not as man seeth, for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart”.

We should all note well this word. What we are in secret with God is the measure of our true value. Only by cultivating fellowship with God in secret can we show out His excellencies to others.
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​CHAPTER TWO: DAVID AND GOLIATH
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SHEPHERDING IS NOT generally considered as ideal training for warfare. Yet God “... chose David also His servant and took him from the sheepfolds” (Psalm 78:70).  It was as a shepherd that David learned many of life’s choicest and most valuable lessons. The value of that training was seen when, as a youth, he was thrown right into the arena of battle. Other men of physical strength and mature experience were found sadly wanting when the test came (1 Samuel 17). Whose childhood imagination has not been thrilled by the story of the shepherd boy’s exciting encounter with the giant and of his superb courage? But to those of more mature years his victory over Goliath affords many important lessons.

Undoubtedly David’s father Jesse was guided by the Spirit of God when he sent him with supplies to his three brothers. He arrived at a vital moment, but in spite of the good things he brought he was not a welcome visitor. We are reminded of another day when David’s greater Son “came unto His own, and they that were His own received Him not” (John 1:11). How frequently the motives of God’s servants are misjudged!

Not understood. Poor souls with stunted vision 

Oft measured giants by their narrow gauge;

The poisoned shafts of falsehood and derision

Are oft impelled ‘gainst those who mould the age - 

Not understood.

Not understood. The secret springs of action

Which lie beneath the surface and the show 

Are disregarded; with self-satisfaction

We judge our neighbour, and they often go -

Not understood.

Not understood. How many breasts are aching 

For lack of sympathy! Ah, day to day

How many cheerless, lonely hearts are breaking! 

How many noble spirits pass away -

Not understood.

O God I that men would see a little clearer,

Or judge less harshly where they cannot see;

O God! That men would draw a little nearer 

To one another, they’d be nearer Thee -

And understood.

Eliab’s interrogation of David was both untimely and offensive, but David’s quiet answer was reminiscent of the Master Himself, “who, when He was reviled, reviled not again”. Softly David replied, “I was only asking a question” (v.29, Moffatt). Just as David was speaking, the arrogant challenge of the mighty Goliath alarmed the camp, scattering all the men of Israel. David’s inquiry was calm and controlled, “Who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living God?” (v.26). By using the title “living God”, he discloses his personal experience with God - “A very present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1) So far as others in Israel were concerned, God was well nigh forgotten. This terrifying champion was to them an insuperable barrier. 

To some, however, David’s words brought a glimmer of hope and when David came to Saul, he said, “Let no man’s heart fail because of him thy servant will go and fight with this Philistine. And Saul said to David, Thou are not able to go against this Philistine to fight with him: for thou art but a youth, and he a man of war from his youth” (verses.32,33). Poor Saul, he and David were on two different levels of thinking. “The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him; and he cannot know them” (1 Corinthians 2:14). The Spirit of God had long departed from Saul and left him a depraved and abandoned man.

David’s words to Saul inspired hope, “Thy servant kept his father’s sheep; and when there came a lion, or a bear, and took a lamb out of the flock, I went out after him, and smote him ... and slew him, ... and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be as one of them, seeing he hath defied the armies of the living God ... The LORD that delivered me out of the paw of the lion, and out of the paw of the bear, He will deliver me out of the hand of this Philistine” (verses 34-37). David saw no more than the animal nature in this uncircumcised Philistine, presenting no greater difficulty to him than the wild beasts he had fought and slain.

Saul, somewhat impressed by the confidence of this stripling, gave him the LORD’s blessing. But failing to rise to David’s higher thinking, he went to his armoury and selected a helmet of brass, a coat of mail and a sword. How utterly foolish Saul was in proposing to send out this untrained youth so equipped, against a giant from whom all the men of war had fled in fear and dismay. David relied on the LORD’s protection. He needed no iron armoury of defence; it was to him unwieldy and untried. So putting it off he turned to the brook that had served him so well in the past and made his choice of five smooth stones. What encouragement for us to turn away from the confidence of the flesh, to put off the old man, to turn to the Book to find recourse in God, and to say with David, “Thou hast girded me with strength unto the battle” (Psalm 18:39)!

Boasting Goliath drew near with his insulting curses, but prematurely, for “Let not him that girdeth on his armour boast himself as he that putteth it off”. David had already named the living God to his brethren, now he calls Him the LORD of Hosts. Yes, how true, “One with God is a majority”! David took careful aim; the small stone from his sling sank into Goliath’s forehead, and the giant fell upon his face to the earth. What a crushing defeat! What a resounding victory! “Saul hath slain his thousands, and David his ten thousands”. It was a great day for Israel, and for David, but for Saul, the foreboding of disaster. One is reminded of Paul’s message of salvation, “To the one a savour from death unto death; to the other a savour from life unto life” (2 Corinthians 2:16). That song of deliverance captivated the youthful hearts of Israel. David became their national hero. “What can he have more but the kingdom?” Saul said. How right he was, although David had a long way to go. In a coming day a Stone will be cut out of the mountain without hands and smite the mighty colossus of this world’s worship, breaking it in pieces and scattering it as the chaff of the summer threshing-floor (see Daniel 2). Then shall it be true, “the kingdom of the world is become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ” (Revelation 11:15). So certain is He of the kingdom that God has decreed, “Yet I have set My King upon My holy hill of Zion” (Psalm 2:6).

In what lay the secret of David’s great victory? Surely in his intimate and mature knowledge of God, learned like some others in the solitariness of the wilderness. He said, “I have set the LORD always before me: because He is at my right hand, I shall not be moved” (Psalm 16:8). Similarly for us too, “The people that know their God shall be strong, and do exploits” (Daniel 11:32).
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THAT GOD INTENDED ISRAEL to have a king is plain from what Jacob says of Judah (Genesis 49:10), and from the words of Moses in Deuteronomy 17:14,15. But Saul, the first king of Israel, matched the people’s view of kingship, physical size and strength, in contrast to Samuel’s, spiritual and intellectual greatness. Saul suited Israel’s estimate of the times, and Saul himself saw no further. As he saw it, founding a dynasty (which became his chief preoccupation) depended on his matching the people’s idea of kingship, with little thought for God’s purposes for His chosen and established nation.

The remarkable things which happened to Saul when he met Samuel should have influenced him for life. Never should he have assumed the arrogance which gave him to feel self-sufficient. God had saved His people and was now renounced - a humbling rather than an inflating circumstance for Saul. But man of the flesh that he was he set himself to be the arbiter and leader in all Israel’s activities.

“He did valiantly ... and delivered Israel out of the hands of them that spoiled them” (1 Samuel 14:48). But although Saul was a notable warrior, his restraint in the matter of Amalek was a disaster and all that follows derives from that. He failed to be God’s instrument and thus lost a glorious place in Israel’s history. It had been prescribed, “Write this for a memorial in a book ... that I will utterly blot out the remembrance of
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