
Story Number 88

THE BATTLE – SAUL AND JONATHAN

After the successful battle against Ammon, where Saul had over three

hunded thousand men, he selected three thousand for a main army,

keeping two thousand at Michmas and Mt. Bethel while his son Jonathan

took charge of the other thousand at Gibeah. 1 The rest he sent home.

Jonathan attacked the local Palestinian (Philistine) governor at Geba.

This infuriated the Palestinians, who prepared for war with thirty thousand

chariots, six thousand horsemen and an enormous army of infantry, and

camped at Michmas east of Beth Aven. Saul moved from there and tried

to assemble all Israel at Gilgal, but the Israelites were terrified, many hid

themselves in caves and holes in the ground, while others escaped across

the Jordan to Gilead.

Meanwhile Saul remained with an army at Gilgal and waited as

instructed for seven days for Samuel to come and sacrifice. But Samuel

did not turn up, and the people began to scatter. In a panic, Saul himself

offered up the Olah sacrifice, and just as he finished Samuel appeared!

Saul went to meet and greet him, and Samuel asked what happened.

Saul explained ‘I saw that the people were scattering, you had not arrived

at the agreed time, the enemy were gathered at Michmas, and I had not

turned to God for help, so I offered up the Olah.’

Samuel was furious. ‘You have been utterly foolish. You did not

observe God’s instructions, and as a result your reign will not be

1. In the region of Benjamin there was a place called ¼6K%Jy (Geba) and at least
one place, possibly two, called ¼( L6 D%Hy (Gibeah), which are sometimes confused in
the original text, not to mention ¼3¼} ¼6 D%Hy (Gibeon). We are not certain where they
exactly were, the English may not be correct, but we have done the best we can.
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established on a permanent basis. God wanted a man who would listen to

him and appointed him king over his people, but you did not listen!’ 2

Samuel then left Gilgal and went to Gibeah.

Saul and his son Jonathan, with Ahijah the High Priest (Eli’s grandson)

who brought the Ark, were left with about six hundred men, and went to

Geba. Meanwhile the enemy sent out from their camp at Michmas (further

north) three groups in different directions, so as to make a three-pronged

attack. 3

Next some background. The Palestinians had ruled over Israel, and

among other things had not allowed them to have any smiths who might

make metal weapons (swords, spears and lances 4) for them. Farmers

had to go to the Palestinians and pay heavy prices to have their ploughs

and similar tools sharpened. As a result, at the time of the battle none of

the six hundred men at Geba had any metal weapons (swords or spears)

except Saul himself and his son Jonathan.

It appears that two cliffs facing one another jutted out over a deep

chasm, with Saul’s tiny army of six hundred on one cliff (which emerged

from Geba to the south) facing the enemy’s tens of thousands on the other

(which emerged from Michmas to the north).

Without saying a word and without anyone knowing, Jonathan took his

armour bearer (the equivalent of a caddie in golf) to the other side, saying

that God can rescue with many or with few.

He asked God for a sign: ‘We will show ourselves to the enemy, and

if on seeing us they say “Stay there till we come to you” we will wait. If

2. Saul should have stood firm in his faith and waited, leading and not following
the people.

3. The text give a full geographical description, but since we do not know the
exact locations we cannot produce a map, without which it would be confusing.

4. It is not certain if ¼>¼-H4F+ is a spear (thrown) or a lance (held and thrust).
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however they say “Come up to us” we will do so, it will be a sign that

God has delivered them into our hands.’

They did this, and when the enemy saw them they said ‘Come up here

and we will teach you something!’ Jonathan and his caddie climbed up on

hands and knees and Jonathan killed soldiers one after another, while his

caddie following him finished them off. They killed about twenty men that

way; the enemy saw them fall down dead but did not see Jonathan or his

caddie, and they had a great shock, took fright, and fled.

From the other side Saul’s observers saw the flight of the enemy who

were in chaos and even killing one another. Saul’s men chased after them,

and all the deserters who had left him and gone to hide, seeing the enemy

running away came out and joined him.

Saul cursed anyone who would eat anything that day until evening, and

made the people accept the curse. That day in the forest there was date-

juice (so-called ‘honey’) on the ground 5 but nobody dared to taste it,

because of the curse.

Jonathan rejoined the army. Seeing the date juice, he dipped his stick

into it then took some off the stick with his hand and ate it. He was very

tired, his eyes were closing, but immediately on tasting it his eyes opened

wide. Someone told him off: ‘Your father made the people accept a curse

on anyone who ate anything, and the people are all weary.’

Jonathan had not heard the curse as he was not there when it was made.

‘My father has made difficulties’ he said, ‘See how a small taste has

woken me up! Had the people eaten some of the spoil, they would have

killed far more of the enemy.’

The people were very weary, and in the evening when the curse was

over they killed the enemy’s animals that they found and ate the meat

with the blood, a serious sin. Saul, when he heard about this, put a stop

5. Probably from dates that had fallen from the trees and been trodden on.
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to their eating with the blood. 6

Saul then said ‘Let us chase the enemy all night till morning and not

leave any alive’ and the people agreed, but he first asked God if he should

do this and if he would succeed. However, God gave no answer.

To Saul this meant that someone in the army had sinned, and he

decided to cast lots to find out who it might be. ‘If it is even my son

Jonathan he will die’ said Saul rashly. First he cast lots between himself

and Jonathan on one side and the people on the other, and the lot fell on

him and his son. Then he cast lots between himself and Jonathan and the

lot fell on Jonathan. So Saul asked Jonathan ‘What have you done?’

‘I tasted a little date juice from the end of my stick’, he replied. ‘Here

I am, I must die.’

Saul decided to keep his word and put his son to death, but the people

objected strongly. ‘Heaven forbid that a man who has just effected God’s

tremendous rescue of the whole people today should suffer the slightest

harm’ they said, and they rescued Jonathan from Saul.

Saul then attacked the enemy, who went back home. The war against

the Palestinians continued throughout Saul’s reign.

6. The details have been omitted as the whole story is too long.
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