
2Only a harp-
player

1 Samuel 16:14–23

T
here must be few people reading this book who

have never experienced some kind of turmoil in

their lives. When trouble descends on us we

become agitated are at a loss to know how to calm

ourselves. In my case, when such things happen to me I try to

get somewhere on my own, put my feet up, close my eyes and

listen to some soothing music—music like the slow movement

of Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto, or the second movement of

Beethoven’s Appassionato Piano Sonata—or maybe part of

Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto. I have found that, for me, that

kind of music sometimes soothes my troubled mind. The

playwright William Congreve said, ‘Music has charms to

soothe a savage breast.’ This is still true, but certain kinds of

music can do the opposite!

David often passed through great times of affliction so he

cried out to God, ‘O Lord, how long?’ (see Psalm 6:3, Psalm

79:5, Psalm 89:46).

THE ABSENCE OF GOD (16:14)

There were often periods in King Saul’s life when he was greatly

tormented; perhaps he was even afflicted with madness. The
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Bible tells us that this was caused by two things: ‘The Spirit of

the Lord had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the

Lord tormented him’ (1 Samuel 16:14).

But how could the Spirit of the Lord have departed from the

king, because the Scriptures clearly teach that the moment a

person becomes a true believer in the Lord Jesus Christ he or she

receives the gift of the Holy Spirit (see 1 Corinthians 6:19)? Also

in Romans 8:9 Paul tells us that from the time a person becomes

a real believer in the Lord Jesus Christ a complete change comes

over them, ‘You … are controlled not by the sinful nature but by

the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does

not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ’.

From these, and other passages, it is evident that once a person

belongs to the Lord Jesus Christ they have been marked with a

seal, the promised Holy Spirit (Ephesians 1:13). He is a gift

which can never be taken away from them because when

salvation comes into someone’s life, it is there for ever.

So how did it come about that Saul lost the Spirit of the Lord

and he became aware of the absence of God? The answer is that

King Saul lived before the Holy Spirit was poured out upon the

believers on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–4). Up until that

time the Holy Spirit only dwelled in people on a temporary

basis.

We can see how this happened in the life of Samson. He was

a judge in Israel who had been appointed and empowered by

God for the great task of leading the people into right ways.

However, because of his own foolishness, there came a period

in his life when the Spirit left him. He was then so far away from

God that he was unaware that the Lord had left him (Judges

16:20).
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When the Spirit of the Lord departed from Saul something

even worse happened: ‘an evil spirit from God tormented him’.

The king’s servants assumed that this evil spirit had come in the

place of the Spirit of the Lord, and they assumed that it had

come from God. It is more likely that these verses mean the

Lord had allowed an evil spirit to enter Saul. Whatever the case,

the sad thing is that this distress could have been avoided. It

only came about because Saul disobeyed the Lord’s commands

(see 1 Samuel 15).

THE REMEDY SUGGESTED (16:15–18)

Saul’s servants stepped in when the king’s madness overcame

him but they did not say, ‘Let’s send for Samuel and

wholeheartedly repent of our sins.’ Instead they advised the

king, ‘Let us look for someone who can play the harp. He will

play when the evil spirit from God comes upon you, and you

will feel better’.

It seems when people are in trouble all they desire is to be

made to feel better! None of us likes to feel ill and certainly it is

very uncomfortable when we are under conviction of sin. It is a

fearful thing to be reminded that God is angry with sinners,

that he cannot look upon sin, and that he is going to bring

judgement upon those who disobey him. Instead of having the

root of the problem dealt with, most people just ‘want to feel

better’ and they certainly do not want their sinful past to be

uncovered. They just want their symptoms treated so that they

can go back to their easy, comfortable lifestyle once again.

Jeremiah was concerned about this same attitude in the

people of his day. He said that the prophets and the priests were

only in the job for the money. God said to Jeremiah: ‘They dress
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the wound of my people as though it were not serious. “Peace,

peace” they say, when there is no peace’ (Jeremiah 6:14). Micah

tells his hearers, ‘If a liar and deceiver comes and says, “I will

prophecy for you plenty of wine and beer,” he would be just the

prophet for this people!’ (Micah 2:11). Then in the New

Testament we read, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we

die.’

We, in our day, are no better than those of Israel. If all we

want out of life is to be made to ‘feel better’, then we are in a

very sorry state indeed. If our motto is ‘eat, drink and be merry,

for tomorrow we die,’ we must be brought to see that death is

not the end. After death we will all have to face the judgement.

We all have to stand before the throne of God.

As the servants of Saul debated this question of how to

soothe the king’s spirit one of them remembered the ideal

person. He told the others, ‘I have seen a son of Jesse of

Bethlehem who knows how to play the harp.’ They quickly

became certain that this was the answer to their need; they had

found a skilled musician.

Although David had other qualities, it was for his musical

ability that they sought him out. The servant entered into great

detail about David. He said that ‘he is a brave man and a

warrior. He speaks well. He is a fine-looking man; and then,

almost as an after-thought he added, ‘and the Lord is with

him.’

THE TRAINING COMMENCED (16:19–23)

When the king heard about David’s harp-playing skills he was

sent for. Was David standing by, at home, waiting to be called

for some great service? No. He was with his sheep. Although
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some while beforehand he had been anointed as the future king

of Israel, this did not make him too proud to return to his job of

looking after his flock.

Here we see the humility of David. We also observe that he

was reliable and he had a responsible attitude to his work.

David was so much like the Lord Jesus Christ in this respect.

The Lord humbled himself (Philippians 2:8), he was

thoroughly steadfast in all his work; and when he was called

upon to leave this earth he prayed, ‘My Father, if it is possible,

may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will’

(Matthew 26:39).

However, David was not the only one who was called upon

to have faith in God; Jesse was also called by God. And, like his

son, he also responded to the call, and he sent his valuable son

to the king. Jesse immediately ‘took a donkey loaded with

bread, a skin of wine and a young goat and sent them with his

son David to Saul’ (16:20). These were very generous gifts, and

David entered the king’s service with these provisions to

sustain him.

This young shepherd never once showed any sign that he

begrudged the king his job. He never said, ‘I should be king.

God has chosen me for that task.’ Instead he served the king

loyally and energetically. We know that this was the case

because Saul liked David very much and eventually Saul

appointed David to become one of his armour-bearers. In fact,

before long, Saul sent Jesse a message to request that David be

allowed to remain in the king’s service. He told David’s father,

‘I am pleased with him.’ So here again, we have yet another

picture of the Lord Jesus in David’s willing service of his

master.
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The service that David rendered was that of playing the harp

whenever Saul had a bout of melancholy. David was so very

patient. He was not in a hurry to use his other skills. He was

content to be a harp player, even though he was a brave man

and a warrior, even though he was a good speaker and a fine-

looking man.

David’s playing had the desired effect; his music made the

king feel better. Later on in his life he became noted for his fine

songs. He composed very many of the Psalms which we find in

the Bible, and his works have brought much comfort and

strength to many people down through the ages.

Did David ever consider that he was wasting his time serving

in the king’s household? Certainly not. While he was there, he

gradually learned all of the procedure of the royal palace. God

had placed him in that position so that he could learn the art of

kingship. The Lord knew what he was doing when he arranged

for David to occupy this post. We, too, as God’s servants

should never feel that we are wasting our time in doing

mundane Christian duties. We should rejoice that we are

counted worthy to be of use in the Lord’s service. In Psalm

84:10 we read, ‘I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of

my God than dwell in the tents of the wicked.’
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FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. How would you try to help and challenge those people who say,

‘This life is all there is, so why worry?’ (see Luke 2:49 and

2 Corinthians 5:10)

2. Look up some of the Bible references to pride and humility and

discuss how far you and your friends have moved away from pride to

‘walking humbly with your God’. (see 1 Samuel 17:42; Proverbs

16:18; Matthew 23:11–12; 1 Peter 5:5–6)

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. Think about things like aromatherapy that are sometimes

suggested as a remedy for a troubled mind. What do you do when

you are feeling uncertain and distressed?

2. Make a list of your own talents and skills and consider which ones

the Lord would place at the top of his list. Do your acquaintances

speak about you as Saul’s servants spoke of David—‘the Lord is with

[you].’ (see 1 Samuel 16:18)
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