
When Risk -Taking can Pay Off 
(1 Samuel 14:1-23) 

 
Introduction:- 
 
In the Christian life, one could argue that our call to exercise faith is closely linked to the need 
to also be a “risk-taker” for the kingdom of God. I have a friend who went through theological 
college with me in Sydney in the middle to the late 1960’s, who tells me that throughout his 
ministry and many exciting faith ventures, that he has been motivated by one word, which 
sits prominently on his desk, and that is the word “risk”. In this respect, I will always recall the 
famous quote from arguably the greatest boxer of all time, Muhammad Ali, when he said, “He 
who is not courageous enough to take risks, will accomplish nothing in life.” One could also 
argue that the great hall of faith in Hebrews Chapter 11, is made up of people who exercised 
their faith, by courageously taking great risks for the kingdom of God. And in our passage 
today, we are confronted with a person who could well have been included in the hall of fame 
passage of Hebrews chapter 11, who could have truly merited the words of Hebrews 11:32-
34, “who through faith conquered kingdoms, escaped the edge of the sword, whose weakness 
was turned to strength, and who became powerful in battle, and routed foreign armies.” Let 
us now look a little more closely at this passage today, in order to find encouragement and 
blessing from it.  
 
1.  First we are introduced to the Plan, Leaders, and Place (verses 1-5) 
 
At the beginning of this section in verse 1, Jonathan secretly said to his young armour-bearer, 
“Let us go over to the Philistine outpost on the other side.” But he did not tell his father Saul, 
perhaps because he thought that such a bold venture of faith would not receive Saul’s 
approval, added to the fact that Jonathan may have feared that Saul would prefer to keep 
them sitting under the pomegranate tree without taking a risk of faith. And so in this setting, 
Jonathan was on the move, but Saul was passive and sitting. This same scenario would 
anticipate the story of David and Goliath a little later on in 1 Samuel 17, when Saul would 
remain sitting in his tent, whilst the bold and courageous David would confront the Philistine 
giant and champion Goliath. In fact, in the present story, verse 2 tells us that Saul was located 
under the pomegranate tree on the edge of Gibeah. With him were gathered about 600 
soldiers, plus Ahijah the priest (verse 3). Why does the writer resurrect Ahijah’s family tree? 
Perhaps a subtle connection is being made with the priestly family of Eli, and the time in which 
the glory of God had departed from Israel through Eli’s actions. As Ralph Davis (Looking on 
the Heart, Baker 1994, pp. 136-137) puts it, the writer might be saying more than appears. 
“Here are the leaders: sitting there is Saul, whose dynasty has been rejected (1 Samuel 13:13-
14), assisted by Ahijah, whose priestly line has been rejected (1 Samuel 2:30-33). Further, 
since Samuel has left Saul he has no authorized prophetic tradition; he has a rejected priestly 
line instead. What help can such a king and priest give?” Finally, in verses 4-5, a note about 
geography and topography is given, in order to indicate the difficulty of the task ahead for 
both Jonathan and his armour bearer, as they approach the Philistine outpost. One cliff is 
called Bozez (= “slippery”), and the other is called Seneh (= “thorny”). And between these rock 
outcroppings, the Wadi Suwenit cuts a deep trough toward the Jordan with steep banks on 
either side.  And so the writer says: Here is the plan in verse 1 (which is a secret); Next, here 
are leaders in verses 2-3 (who are flawed and rejected); and finally, here is the place in verses 
4-5 (which is seemingly impossible). This will now lead us into the next section, which will 
address the issue of the “secret” for the carrying out of such a mission.  
 



2.  Secondly, we are presented with a Road Map to freedom (verses 6-14)  
 
At the present moment, under the difficulties which Covid-19 is presenting to the land of 
Australia, the state of Victoria is pleading for “a road map to freedom”, which they feel may 
be seen in the neighbouring state of New South Wales. Now in this passage, we arrive at the 
secret for a road map to freedom, especially seen in verse 6, at the beginning of this section. 
What then is the secret to freedom? It basically consists of the conviction of faith, acting upon 
what has already been revealed about the will of God with regard to the Philistines at 1 
Samuel 9:16, when Israel’s first king was both chosen and equipped to defeat the Philistines. 
Jonathan knew this information, and if the enemy was to be defeated, then someone needed 
to take a bold and courageous initiative, that would at the same time involve a certain amount 
of risk, expressed in Jonathan’s words, “Perhaps the Lord will act in our behalf. Nothing can 
hinder the Lord from saving, whether by many, or by few.” By putting things in this way, 
Jonathan was not undermining the issue of faith, but was seeking to confess the balance 
between the power of God, and the freedom of God to act when and where he desired. And 
so Jonathan was not quite sure what would eventually happen, but sometimes faith will take 
the form of a desire, an instinct, or a feeling, which becomes the whisper of the Spirit within 
us. And as with this case, it is often what God wants us to do. And so perhaps the word 
“perhaps”, should drive our faith more than it does in our walk with God, and in so doing, we 
may be pleasantly surprised as to what God can do and achieve through us! On this basis, we 
certainly do not need the visitation of an angel, or some outstanding sign from heaven!  And 
Jonathan was not going to die wondering and waiting, as with the dithering Saul under the 
pomegranate tree, spending more time counting his army, instead of getting on with the job. 
Further, in verse 7, Jonathan received the support of his loyal armour-bearer in all of this, with 
the words “Do all that you have in mind”, which is similar to Samuel’s words to Saul back at 1 
Samuel 10:7, “Do whatever your hand finds you to do, for God is with you”, after receiving 
the Spirit for a similar task. On this basis, perhaps Jonathan’s instinct in verse 6 was also Spirit 
inspired after all! Jonathan also realized that if the Philistines were to be defeated it had to 
be in small doses – one outpost after another. And this the way that Jesus asks us to follow 
him, by proving faithful in the small things of life, for the kingdom of God is built brick by brick, 
and not with the large and spectacular. And as we prove faithful in the small things, he gives 
us greater things to do. And so Jonathan got on with this task, avoiding the need to ask 
permission!  Jonathan’s confidence in the Lord would have also been boosted by his initial 
success at Gibeah, in the previous chapter, and so his further words, “Nothing can hinder the 
lord from saving, whether by many or by few”, had a particular relevance to himself and his 
armour-bearer on this occasion, as a contrast to Saul and his 600 troops, who continued to 
sit under the pomegranate tree at Migron. Further, the challenge of deliberately making 
oneself visible to the Philistines (verse 8), by climbing a hill called “slippery” on hands and 
feet, was a risky business indeed, as the Philistines at the top could have easily seen them, 
and picked them off with spears and arrows, but they eventually made it. The only sign that 
Jonathan asked from the Lord, was one of invitation from the Philistines themselves. Should 
they say, “come up to us”, then that would be the sign that the Lord has given them into their 
hands. A sign that in itself, required great faith. And so, both Jonathan and his armour-bearer 
showed themselves openly to the Philistine outpost, to which the Philistines replied, “Come 
up to us, and we will teach you a lesson!” Never did they think that Jonathan and his armour-
bearer would dare to take up this challenge, given the enormity of the task in even reaching 
the Philistines. But when they did, it was the arrogant and complacent Philistines who were 
on the receiving end of their own lesson, when some twenty Philistines lost their lives that 
day. Here again we are reminded of William Carey’s immortal words, “Expect great things 



from God … Attempt great things for God.” Even two people can be a majority, when God is 
on our side! As the Hymn writer puts it, “We shall not fear the battle, if God will be our guide.” 
 
3.  Thirdly and finally, we discover that head-counting and ritual were no longer needed 
(verses 15-23) 
 
As a result of the actions of Jonathan and his armour-bearer at this Philistine outpost, two 
results followed.  There was both a threefold “panic” and a threefold “confusion” amongst 
the Philistine army, resembling the situation back at 1 Samuel 7:10, on the occasion when 
Samuel interceded on behalf of Israel with the whole burnt offering, which was immediately 
followed by the Lord thundering with a loud thunder against the Philistines, throwing them 
into such a “panic”, that they were routed before the Israelites. And now here on this 
occasion, in verse 15, we read that a threefold “panic” or “terror” then struck the whole 
Philistine army, accompanied by an earthquake, sent from God. Again, the writer wants to 
make it clear that the Lord Himself is achieving this victory against the Philistines through his 
servants Samuel and Jonathan. But what a lethal combination are “panic” and “confusion!” 
The initial “panic” that was accompanied by the earthquake upon the entire Philistine army 
at verse 15, then led to a “very great confusion” at verse 20, so much so that the Philistines 
ended up striking each other with their swords! And this is what “panic” does in our own lives. 
Suddenly all manner of clear and rational thinking deserts us, and as a result, we fall prey to 
“confusion”, often leading to devastating outcomes, as with the Philistines, in this account. 
But when Saul saw the resulting commotion, instead of taking immediate advantage of the 
Philistine confusion, he stayed under his tree, and then first ordered a full parade of his troops 
to work out who was not present (verse 17), followed then by his approach to Ahijah the 
priest, to fetch the Ark of God, presumably in order to perform some kind of ritual, that may 
have also involved the obtaining of a message from God through lots cast from the ephod of 
the priest. In this way, Saul was seeking his own sign from God, as to whether or not he should 
join the battle. But at the last minute, the noise of the panic became so great, that Saul 
decided that he no longer needed any sign. Thus he stops Ahijah from performing the ritual, 
and then joins the battle. But as with 1 Samuel 13:8-15 in the previous chapter, Saul did not 
wait for guidance, when he saw the turmoil of the Philistine camp. And so an implied criticism 
may be present here, in that in contrast to Jonathan, Saul did not base his actions on the 
Lord’s will. Saul and his troops were joined by Israelite defectors as well as by those who had 
fled and hidden themselves in the hill country of Ephraim. And so the end result is well 
summed up at verse 23: “So the Lord saved Israel on that day” (cf. Exodus 14:30).  In this 
respect, Jonathan’s earlier words at verse 6 proved to be true. “Nothing can hinder the Lord 
from saving, whether by many, or by few,” as Jonathan also sought the Lord’s will in this 
matter. And as Ralph Davis (Looking on the Heart, Baker 1994, p. 139) well puts it, ‘This 
salvation did not begin in royal mathematics (as with Saul’s 600 troops at 1 Samuel 14:2), but 
with a faith that was willing to say, “Perhaps the Lord will act for us.”’  And finally, God himself 
decided to act in this way, when he sent His only begotten Son to die for our sins upon the 
cross of Calvary; that through the sacrifice of the one, many would be made righteous 
(Romans 5:19).   
 
 
Conclusion:- 
 
Like Jonathan in his day, God is pleased to use each one of us in small ways in order to bring 
in His kingdom. In this respect, let us never forget that when God is on our side, even one 
person can be a majority, and achieve great things. But in order for this to happen, each step 



requires our obedience to God and his will for our lives. Finally, Jonathan’s actions were 
inspired by a conviction of God’s purpose and power to save Israel. And so, if he did not try, 
he would never know what might have happened through him. Therefore, maybe we also 
need to follow our instincts more than we do, and to allow Jonathan’s “perhaps” to motivate 
our lives and faith into more concrete action and risk-taking for the kingdom of God, instead 
of procrastinating and making excuses like Saul, especially when God has already given us His 
blueprint for mission, especially found in the great commission at Matthew 28:18-20. In this 
case, as with Jonathan, let us get on with the task that has already been given to us, for with 
God, nothing is impossible.   Amen.  
 
 
Prayer:- 
 
Our Father in Heaven, 
 
We give you thanks for the lessons that we learn from passages such as we have been 
considering today. We thank you for the example of Jonathan, who was not prepared to sit 
on the side-lines, but was prepared to turn his faith into risk and action, for the sake of your 
kingdom. Forgive us when we put off some action in response to what we feel you are calling 
us to do. Deliver us from idleness and procrastination, and help us to see how great our God 
is, who calls us to that task, and the importance of our mission, rather than how great the 
challenge may appear before us. And like Jonathan, may you grant us success in the small 
tasks of life, as well as in the bigger tasks, and may we discover a fresh delight and 
understanding of the importance and blessing of doing the small things well, that you have 
set us to do, in establishing your kingdom on earth.   These things we ask, giving you thanks 
in Jesus name,   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


