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Govern Yourself 

Self-Regulation + Intrinsic Motivation 

1 Samuel 24  —  David Spares Saul in the Cave 

 

“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind.” 

Romans 12:2  —  Series Spine Verse 

Transformation is an inside job. What God builds within you is what the world receives from you. You 
cannot give what you don’t have – and you cannot hide what you do have. 

Series Core Statement 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

To govern is not to suppress. It is not to perform. To govern means to rule from the inside 
out — to be the authority over your own responses, decisions, and direction. A governed 

person is not controlled by their emotions, their circumstances, or other people's opinions. 
They are led by what God has already established within them. 

 

S E S S I O N  O V E R V I E W  

David is hiding in a cave. Saul — the man who has been hunting him, who has 

thrown spears at him, who has sent armies to kill him — walks into that same cave to 

relieve himself. David’s men whisper: this is the moment. The Lord has delivered your 

enemy into your hands. And David, in the darkness of that cave with a knife in his hand 

and every justification available to him, cuts off a corner of Saul’s robe and walks away. 

That is self-regulation. And it is also intrinsic motivation — because David’s 

restraint is not driven by fear of consequences or the presence of an audience. It is driven 

by who he is on the inside. 

 

 



O P E N I N G  

“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind.” 

— Romans 12:2 

Last week Joseph taught us what it looks like to know yourself. Tonight David teaches us 

what it looks like to govern yourself. Knowing and governing are not the same thing. You 

can know what you feel and still let it run you. The work of self-regulation is what happens 

in the space between the feeling and the response. David’s cave is the most vivid picture 

of that space in all of Scripture. 

 

T E A C H I N G  —  1  S A M U E L  2 4  

T H E  T E X T :  1  S A M U E L  2 4 : 3 ‑ 7  

“Now it happened, when Saul had returned from following the 
Philistines, that it was told him, saying, “Take note! David is in the 

Wilderness of En Gedi.” 2 Then Saul took three thousand chosen men 
from all Israel, and went to seek David and his men on the Rocks of 

the Wild Goats. 3 So he came to the sheepfolds by the road, where 
there was a cave; and Saul went in to attend to his needs. (David and 

his men were staying in the recesses of the cave.) 4 Then the men of 
David said to him, “This is the day of which the Lord said to you, 

‘Behold, I will deliver your enemy into your hand, that you may do to 
him as it seems good to you.’ ” And David arose and secretly cut off a 
corner of Saul’s robe. 5 Now it happened afterward that David’s heart 

troubled him because he had cut Saul’s robe. 6 And he said to his 
men, “The Lord forbid that I should do this thing to my master, 
the Lord’s anointed, to stretch out my hand against him, seeing 

he is the anointed of the Lord.” 

— 1 Samuel 24:3–7 

There are at least three things happening in David in this cave that we need to 

name. 

First: he feels the temptation fully. He does not pretend the moment isn’t what it 

is. His men are right — this is an extraordinary opportunity. David has a knife. Saul is 

vulnerable. The justification is there. David does not suppress the awareness of what he 

could do. He feels it. He even acts on a portion of it — he cuts the corner of the robe. And 

then something inside him stops. 



Second: he is conscience-stricken. Not because someone caught him. Not because 

Saul woke up. The text says David was troubled in his own heart for what he had done. 

That is an interior moral compass operating independently of external observation. That 

is intrinsic motivation in its deepest form — not doing right because you will get caught if 

you don’t, but because something inside you knows the difference and it will not let you 

rest if you cross the line. 

David’s restraint had no audience. Saul didn’t see it. His men 
didn’t understand it. Only God witnessed it. And it was enough. 

That is intrinsic motivation — doing right when no one is 
watching. 

Third: David speaks it out loud. In verse 6 he says to his men, ‘The Lord forbid that 

I should do such a thing to my master, the Lord’s anointed.’ He names his conviction. He 

does not just feel it — he articulates it. And in articulating it, he stabilizes it. He makes it 

real in the room. Self-regulation is not a private, silent act. It often requires naming what 

you choose, out loud, so the choice becomes more than a feeling — it becomes a 

declaration. 

Then consider what David does next. He steps out of the cave and calls out to Saul. 

He confronts the situation from a position of moral authority rather than violence. He 

had the power to end it and chose not to. And that choice — the restraint, the self-

governance, the refusal to let his wound make his decision — becomes the foundation of 

everything that follows in his life. 

T H E  E M O T I O N A L  I N T E L L I G E N C E  C O N N E C T I O N  

Viktor Frankl wrote that between stimulus and response there is a space, and in 

that space is the human being’s power to choose. The cave is that space made physical. 

Everything is set up for one response. And David chooses a different one. Not because he 

lacks courage. Because he has something rarer: the capacity to govern what he feels. 

Intrinsic motivation operates in the same space. David’s restraint is not driven by 

strategy or reputation management. It is driven by a deeply internal sense of who he is in 

relation to God. He calls Saul ‘the Lord’s anointed’ — he is operating from a God-centered 

framework that is bigger than his personal grievance. That framework is what keeps his 

knife in its sheath. 



Inside Out means this: the transformation of your responses begins not with 

changing your circumstances but with governing what happens in the space between what 

you feel and what you do. You cannot always choose the cave. But you can choose what 

you do in it. 

 

D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  

 

1.  David had every justification to act. His men even gave him theological cover — ‘The 
Lord has delivered your enemy into your hands.’ Have you ever been in a situation where 
the justification was real and the opportunity was there, but something inside you said 
stop? What was that something? 

2.  David was conscience-stricken by cutting the corner of the robe — not because he got 
caught, but because his own interior compass troubled him. How active is that interior 
compass in your life right now? Are there places where you have been ignoring it? 

3.  David names his restraint out loud: ‘The Lord forbid that I should do such a thing.’ He 
makes it a declaration. Is there a decision you need to make out loud right now — a 
restraint you need to name to someone so it becomes real? 

4.  Intrinsic motivation means doing the right thing when no one is watching. What does 
your life look like in the cave — in the moments when no audience is present? Is the person 
you are in private consistent with who you are in public? 

5.  David’s self-regulation in the cave became the foundation of his moral authority later. 
Is there a situation in your life right now where the restraint feels costly, but the long-term 
fruit of that restraint could be significant? What would it look like to choose the robe corner 
instead of the kill? 

 

C L O S I N G  D E C L A R A T I O N  

I govern what I feel. I do not suppress it — I bring it to God.  
Between what happens to me and how I respond, there is a 
space. And in that space, God is at work.  I will not let my 

wound make my decision. I will not let my moment of power 
become my moment of destruction.  I do right when no one is 

watching. Because the One who matters most is always 
watching.  I am being transformed — from the inside out. 

 

 



T H I S  W E E K ’ S  P R A C T I C E  

This week, identify one situation where you feel a strong emotional pull — to react, to 

retaliate, to take what is available to you. In that moment, pause. Ask: what does my best 

self — the self governed by God — choose here? Name it out loud, even if only to yourself. 

 


