
Story Number 100

THE DEATH OF SAUL

The battle between the Palestinians and Israel began. The former were

far stronger, the Israelites suffered heavy casualties and (with Saul) fled.

The enemy caught up with many of them and killed Saul’s eldest son,

David’s friend Jonathan, and two of his brothers. Archers shot at Saul and

wounded him fatally, but he did not die immediately. He was afraid that

the enemy would find him and torture him – remember what they did to

Samson – and asked his caddy (‘armour bearer’) to finish him off. 1

The caddy was afraid to do this, so Saul fell on his own sword. Seeing

that Saul was apparently dead, the caddy fell on his own sword and died.

But Saul had botched it; though slowly dying he was still alive, and afraid

the enemy would reach him before he died. What happened we will see

later, but he died before the enemy found him.

The next day the enemy came to strip the corpses, and found those of

Saul and his sons dead on Mount Gilboa. They took all their weapons and

put them in one of their temples, then cut off Saul’s head and sent it

round the country to demonstrate their victory. They then impaled the

bodies of Saul and his sons on the wall of Beth-Shan. 2

We remember that when Saul first became king he rescued the town of

Jabesh-Gilead from the Ammonites. To the inhabitants of Jabesh he was

their great hero, and when they heard what the enemy had done they

walked all night to Beth-Shan, took down the bodies of Saul and his sons

1. Hebrew >I2 L( means to put to death a living person, to kill.

>>}2 means to finish off quickly someone who is already slowly dying.

2. This version in the Book of Samuel. The Book of Chronicles says Beth-Dagan,
the temple of their idol Dagan, but from what follows this seems less likely.
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from the wall, and carried them back to Jabesh where they buried them.

They then fasted for seven days.

After his victory over the Amalekites, David returned to Ziklag, and

only two days later a man with torn clothes and earth on his head (signs

of mourning) arrived and bowed down to David. David cross-examined

him, and it emerged that he was an Amalekite resident who had escaped

from Saul’s camp. He told David of the defeat in the battle and that Saul

and Jonathan were dead. When David asked him how he knew they were

dead he told him how he knew.

He had happened to be on Mount Gilboa and found Saul leaning on his

spear, 3 with the enemy just arriving. Saul asked him who he was, and

he told him he was an Amalekite. Saul then asked him to finish him off

quickly, and seeing that he was dying anyway, the man did this.

[It was appropriate that since Saul’s great sin was his laxity dealing

with the Amalekites, it should be an Amalekite who finished him!]

The Amalekite concluded his story, that he took off Saul’s crown and

bracelet and now brought them to David.

David and his men were shocked, tore their clothes and fasted till

evening, mourning for Saul, Jonathan and the victims who had died in the

battle, and for the people of Israel who had suffered such a defeat.

David suprisingly told the Amalekite that he had condemned himself

to death, by admitting having assaulted God’s anointed; he then told

someone to kill the Amalekite, which he did.

David then composed a long dirge over Saul and Jonathan, cursing

Mount Gilboa where they died. When he heard how the men of Jabesh had

buried Saul he gave them a special blessing. Much later he exhumed the

bodies of Saul and Jonathan and reburied them in Saul’s father’s tomb.

3. Spear? Earlier it said sword. It really makes no difference.
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APPENDIX

Why did David have the Amalekite killed?

The man had obeyed the king, saved him from being tortured by the

enemy, had ‘killed’ only a dying man, and had brought the news to David.

Though an Amalekite, he had not come in joy but in mourning. David

should have thanked him for the trouble he took – why not?

It appears that there were two things. One was that David himself had

refused to kill Saul and refused to allow Abishai to kill him when he had

the opportunity, even though Saul was trying all the time to kill him,

because Saul was a messiah, God’s anointed, and therefore in a way holy.

He had even repented for cutting off a piece of Saul’s coat, because it

belonged to the anointed one. A man who admitted having finally

assaulted Saul, even though he had been asked to do it, deserved to die.

Against this, in mitigation (but not a full excuse) was the fact that he

had obeyed the king’s instruction.

The second thing was that the man was an Amalekite, and David

believed in killing all Amalekites that he could catch.

Against this were the circumstances that the man had voluntarily come

to him, had brought him important news, and had done him no harm.

It is only a suggestion, but probable, that David considered the two

together, the fact that the man was an Amalekite together with his having

assaulted God’s anointed, in deciding to have him killed.

–––––––––––––
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