
RESPECT 
1 Samuel 26: 6-12; 21-25 

 
 Is respect “conditional” or “unconditional”?  Like so many such questions the answer is 
“yes.”  This subject may be the most complex and significant topic in the spectrum of all 
interpersonal relationships.  Respect is the major concern and driving force in all of the “political 
correctness” phenomena that has been going on for the past several decades.  Conditional versus 
unconditional respect is the main issue in the debates we have seen related to such practices as 
giving “participation” trophies.  Of course, if carried to the extreme, the next step would be to 
give trophies to those who did NOT participate.  This is the same issue that has caused some 
schools to stop recognizing a valedictorian and a salutatorian.   
 We could rephrase the question and ask “Is respect earned or is it an entitlement?”  What 
would be a criterion that we could use to determine if something or someone is “entitled” to be 
respected?  The answer could be as simple as determining whether or not the subject in question 
has “value.”  A simple example can be found in what people do with a used Styrofoam coffee 
cup.  The “acceptable” thing to do is to put it in the trash.  Does it have any value?  We can’t 
even agree on the answer to that question.  Some would say no value, others might conclude that 
it has fuel value, and others might think it has negative value in that contributes to pollution.   
 Albert Einstein has been quoted as saying “I speak to everyone in the same way, whether 
he is the garbage man or the president of the university.”  I have seen several Face Book posts 
recently that had statements that essentially said that “I was raised to treat the janitor with the 
same respect as the CEO.”  Such sentiments are certainly in line with what we are taught in the 
Scriptures starting with Deuteronomy 10:17 “For the LORD your God is God of gods, and Lord 
of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible, which regards not persons, nor takes reward.”  Of 
course, the subject in this passage is about judgment that God renders regarding the condition of 
a person’s heart and his or her behavior.  God does not take into account your status or position 
in the world when He judges.  
 The idea of bigotry is essential a consideration of respect or disrespect based on who a 
person is and their associations rather than on behavioral or value issues.  The statement in the 
Declaration of Independence that “all are created equal” has been interpreted by some to mean 
that all people are entitled to equal outcomes rather than just all having equal opportunities and 
certain rights that God has granted (entitled) to us such as life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.  
 This idea of equal outcomes has led to such philosophies and practices as “redistribution 
of wealth” which is a legislative attempt to give everyone a share in financial success as an 
entitlement.  We hear statements that everyone is entitled to food, health care, good housing, etc.  
As the system is now set up, we have entitlements with no accountability of persons to make any 
effort to grow their own food, or to work to earn money to purchase food.  There is no 
accountability of persons to live a healthy life style and avoid practices that would harm their 
bodies.   
 That same philosophy of legislating to ensure all people a share of material wealth has 
now been applied in an attempt to force society to respect those who had previously been denied 
respect simply because of such things as race, religion, national origin, and gender.  A casual 
examination of this idea results in most people supporting such an idea.  Problems arise with this 
approach in that such respect for the person is now being extended to demand that respect be 
shown regarding their behaviors.  It has now reached a point in political correctness that 



neutrality is not allowed.  In some cases, showing disrespect has criminal penalties and the 
failures to positively embrace what used to be abhorrent behaviors are dealt with by labeling 
people as being homophobic, racist, intolerant, and has resulted in people losing their jobs, being 
denied government contracts, and organized boycotts.  
 All these artificial legislative pressures have brought about situations in which the ability 
of society or the culture to withhold or deny respect to certain behaviors would tend to limit 
those actions to a very few individuals is no longer effective.  A very common example of this is 
cohabitation outside of marriage.  Years ago this was scandalous.  Now, people openly talk about 
their live-in partners, the number of children they have, and their plans to get married some day.  
There are many other such examples that we can think of.    
 As Christians living in an increasingly secular society, how do we figure out what we 
should think about such things, what should we say and what should we do.  What are the criteria 
for determining what we should respect?  In the account of the trials in David’s life as he was 
being pursued by Saul, we will look for example of respect and disrespect displayed by the 
various characters in the account given in chapter 26 of First Samuel.   
 
Opportunity Knocks – 26:6-8 
6 Then David said to Ahimelech the Hittite and to Abishai the son of Zeruiah, Joab’s brother, saying, “Who will go 
down with me to Saul in the camp?” And Abishai said, “I will go down with you.” 7 So David and Abishai came to 
the people by night, and behold, Saul lay sleeping inside the circle of the camp with his spear stuck in the ground at 
his head; and Abner and the people were lying around him. 8 Then Abishai said to David, “Today God has delivered 
your enemy into your hand; now therefore, please let me strike him with the spear to the ground with one stroke, and 
I will not strike him the second time.”   1 Samuel 26:6-8 (NASB95) 
 The background regarding this incident was that David and the 600-man army of a 
variety of men who had issues with the culture and acceptable practices were trying to stay away 
from Saul and his army.  They were hiding out in the mountainous region of the wilderness west 
of the Dead Sea.  Some people from a nearby town of Ziph sent word to Saul regarding David 
being in the area.  Saul and three thousand soldiers came to the area to find and kill David.  They 
set up camp to spend the night and David and a couple of his men came to check out the 
situation.    
 Since we are considering the subject of respect, we will start with the two men who came 
with David and see how “respect” impacted the actions that they took.  We could certainly 
conclude that David respected the fighting ability and judgment of Ahimelech and Abishai when 
he had them go with him to spy on Saul’s encampment.  We could also consider the respect they 
had for David in that they were accepting him as their leader.   
 A distinction in the action of these two men showed up when it came to the point of 
actually going into the encampment and being exposed to significant potential life-threatening 
danger.  Ahimelech opted out, but Abishai chose to go with David.  The historian who 
documented this incident included information that helps us understand what influenced the 
decisions of these two men.  Ahimelech was a Hittite and his loyalty (which is closely associated 
with respect) to David lacked any tribal connection that someone from Israel or Judah would 
have had concerning David.  Therefore, he chose to give more weight (respect) to his own safety 
than to his respect for David.   
 Abishai is described as the son of Zeruiah and brother of Joab.  This is the very first 
mention of Joab in the Bible.  Joab turned out to be a very important person later on in David’s 
kingdom.  Joab was the top general in David’s army.  He also happened to be David’s nephew 
and since Abishai was Joab’s brother, Abishai was also David’s nephew.  They were sons of 



David’s older sister Zeruiah.  This family connection of Abishai provided the extra “respect” that 
would explain his willingness to put himself in potential mortal danger by going into the midst of 
three thousand sleeping soldiers who would not hesitate to kill him if they were awake.   
 From this comparison of Ahimelech and Abishai we find that respect is influenced by 
relationships.  The overall driving concern that would explain the conflict that Saul was having 
with David centered around who was to be the reigning king of Israel.  This issue (which would 
be somewhat akin to patriotism) was not what caused to Ahimelech to go with David and 
Abishai to spy on Saul, nor was it the issue that caused Abishai to lay his life on the line by 
going into the camp.  It has been noted by Kort Patterson in an internet article on “Unconditional 
Respect” that patriotism or respect for country will cause a person to volunteer to go into the 
trenches to fight the enemies of that country; however, is not enough to cause a person to leave 
the relative safety of the trenches and charge the enemy position at increased risk of being killed.  
In the reality of the battle, it is respect for fellow soldiers that provides the motivation to ignore 
the risk and do heroic things.   
 As we follow David and Abishai into the camp, we will consider the action of Abishai 
with regard to his respect for Saul.  By this time, it was generally known (by those close to 
David) that God had chosen David to be the next king of Israel.  The one barrier that stood in the 
way of this becoming a reality was the fact that Saul was still alive.  We could make a case that 
Abishai wanted God’s will to be done and when the opportunity to eliminate the barrier was 
presented to him, he was ready to take action.   
 So often we hear people giving their testimony of how they discovered and followed 
God’s will for their lives.  Many times, the actions they took were associated with “open doors” 
and they took advantage of the opportunity.  Is it possible to mistake an open door for God’s 
will?  We make decision many times based on such thinking since we “know” what God wants 
to accomplish but we are not in tune with how He wants to do it.  A prime example is the 
account of Sarah, Abraham and Hagar that resulted in Abraham having a son, but that was not 
the way God wanted to give them a son.  We can add that an essential element of determining 
what we should respect is that it must be in agreement with God’s way.   
 
Godly Respect – 26:9-12 
9 But David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him, for who can stretch out his hand against the LORD’S anointed and 
be without guilt?” 10 David also said, “As the LORD lives, surely the LORD will strike him, or his day will come that 
he dies, or he will go down into battle and perish. 11 “The LORD forbid that I should stretch out my hand against the 
LORD’S anointed; but now please take the spear that is at his head and the jug of water, and let us go.” 12 So David 
took the spear and the jug of water from beside Saul’s head, and they went away, but no one saw or knew it, nor did 
any awake, for they were all asleep, because a sound sleep from the LORD had fallen on them.  1 Samuel 26:9-12 
(NASB95) 
 David had the benefit of having the Spirit of God to guide him in his life experiences.  
David was led to the right action by a simple application of logic.  It was a fact that God had 
instructed Samuel to anoint Saul as king.  It was a fact that God had decided that Saul’s family 
would not continue as the reigning family.  It was a fact that God had decided that Saul’s reign 
had come to an end.  However, it was not a fact that God had decided that Saul’s life should end 
at that time.  The prerogatives of what was going to happen in Saul’s life and death belonged to 
God since God had initiated a call on Saul’s life.  It would have been presumptuous for anyone 
to usurp that right that only God had.   
 It was certainly understandable that Abishai would think that it was the right thing to do 
to take advantage of what he considered to be an obvious opportunity to honor (respect) David 
and make a way forward for him to begin his reign as king.  David might have even fallen into 



that same line of thinking since he knew that God had already anointed him as king.  It is so easy 
when we know what should happen (David would be king) and how it could happen (Saul would 
die) that we ignore God’s timing in the matter.  Sometimes the most difficult thing that God calls 
us to do is to “wait upon Him.”  His timing is always flawless and when we run ahead of Him we 
usually suffer the consequences of poor timing.   
 While David showed respect to God by not harming Saul, he took the opportunity to send 
a strong message to Saul by removing his spear and water jug.  To Saul the spear represented his 
attempt to defend himself against anything that might try to harm him.  We recall how Saul held 
the spear in his hand when he was holding court in his official role as king.  In that case, it was 
used somewhat as a scepter or symbol of his ruling authority.  The fact that David removed the 
spear was a message to Saul that he had lost not only his protection from God but that he would 
no longer be able to defend himself and that his reign (which was largely symbolic at that point) 
was coming to an end with the removal of what he was using as his scepter.  
 The water jug held what was necessary for physical life in the arid wilderness.  With the 
removal of the water from Saul we see the symbolism that Saul’s very life was in David’s hands 
in that David removed the symbol but not his actual life.   
 From a purely practical point of perspective it seems highly improbable that two people 
could walk among three thousand people without someone waking up while they were there.  
This improbability was also recognized by the historian and he told us the reason that this could 
happen.  God had intervened on behalf of David and Abishai by causing a deep sleep to come 
upon all of those who were with Saul.   
 The story of what happened next is familiar to us.  David and his accomplices went to the 
safety of the next hill and then called out to the army of Saul and their leader Abner.  It was 
likely that it was dawn or nearly so.  David taunted Abner for his failure to adequately protect his 
king from someone coming into the camp who could have killed the king.  David held up the 
spear and the water jug as proof of Abner’s neglect.  Abner did not recognize the voice and 
asked who would make such accusations in the presence of the king.  Apparently, Abner had so 
little respect for David and his courage that he did not even post a sentry to protect his army and 
his king from harm.  Why should anyone respect or consider David a serious threat in 
comparison to the three thousand men that Abner commanded?   
 On the other hand, Saul did recognize David’s voice and he and David engaged in a 
“long distance” conversation.  Saul, ever the politician, referred to David as “my son” in a false 
attempt to show respect.  David continued to show the respect he had for Saul which he had 
validated by not allowing Abishai to kill Saul.  David then asked why Saul was trying to kill him 
when he had done nothing to harm Saul.  David pointed out that Saul’s disrespect for David had 
forced him to seek help among the heathen nations and the enemies of Israel.   
 When a society produces a situation in which a particular segment of that society feels 
disrespected, then there is a tendency for some in that segment to turn away from the 
conventional values and seek help in other places.  We have seen this in the rise of certain 
segments of the prison population embracing the Muslim religion rather than Christianity.  In 
some cases the failure of the church to lead the nation in showing respect has resulted in a 
realization that we had missed a great opportunity to reach out and help those who are not well 
respected by society in general.   
 
Remorse – 26:21 
21 Then Saul said, “I have sinned. Return, my son David, for I will not harm you again because my life was precious 
in your sight this day. Behold, I have played the fool and have committed a serious error.”  1 Samuel 26:21 



(NASB95) 
 It is difficult to know if Saul was serious in his expression of remorse and his confession 
of having sinned against David.  This was likely an emotional response borne out of a feeling of 
guilt from having been shown to be such a petty person in comparison to the graciousness that 
David had shown to him.  Based on the actions that followed, David was not naive enough to 
start trusting someone who had repeatedly shown how untrustworthy he was.  While David 
respected the person of Saul as the one whom God had initially set as king of Israel, he could not 
accept (respect) or trust Saul’s actions.  David was learning a great lesson in all of this and that is 
that he could always fully trust in God.   
 
Trust in God – 26:22-25 
22 David replied, “Behold the spear of the king! Now let one of the young men come over and take it. 23 “The LORD 
will repay each man for his righteousness and his faithfulness; for the LORD delivered you into my hand today, but I 
refused to stretch out my hand against the LORD’S anointed. 24 “Now behold, as your life was highly valued in my 
sight this day, so may my life be highly valued in the sight of the LORD, and may He deliver me from all distress.” 25 

Then Saul said to David, “Blessed are you, my son David; you will both accomplish much and surely prevail.” So 
David went on his way, and Saul returned to his place.  1 Samuel 26:22-25 (NASB95) 
 In David’s respect for Saul, he would not allow himself to keep the spear of Saul even 
with its symbolic value in showing that the rule of Saul was effectively over.  It would not take a 
genius to figure out that the incident that had just happened and had played out before three 
thousand witnesses would firmly fix in the minds of these men the obvious conclusion of “who 
should be the leader of Israel.”  This gracious act of sparing Saul’s life by David when killing 
him would have been understandable created great respect for David.  We can be sure that they 
shared that account of what happened with their families and their neighbors so that when David 
did ascend to the role of king he was readily accepted by those who knew the kind of man he 
was.   
 One of the certain lessons that we see from the account of this incident was that David let 
his determination of value be guided only by what he knew to be those things that were in 
agreement with God’s values.  In the times in which we live where many have no reference for 
values other than what the government tells them or what their friends think, we need the surety 
of knowing that there are absolutes when it comes to truth and values.  The standard was very 
clear to David as he eventually wrote in Psalms 119 in which he extolled the value and truth of 
God’s word in 176 verses.  In the same way, we must let God’s Word be our standard by which 
we determine how we handle conditional and unconditional respect.   
 If God declares certain practices to be abominations and abhorrent to Him, then we must 
not be guilty of refuting Him by saying that doing such things is OK with us.  We have not been 
given the authority to repeal God’s commandments and when we ignore them, then we must be 
prepared to suffer the consequences for doing so. The other side of this coin is that when we do 
respect God by walking in His ways that we can enjoy the benefits such respect.  


