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Big Idea: Those rejected by God forfeit his guidance and must face the inevitability of judgment.

The Text in Context

The narrator briefly suspends the story of David’s escapades while based in Philistine territory and turns his
attention back to Saul. In chapters 29–30 he resumes David’s story before again focusing on Saul in chapter 31. The
switch back and forth between the two principal characters reflects their geographic separation, yet also
foreshadows their contrasting destinies. David and Saul are now moving on different paths: David will move closer
to assuming the throne of Israel, while Saul’s place of residence will soon become the grave (cf. 28:19).

In chapter 28 we find the culmination of Saul’s self-destruction. When he disobeyed God by failing to wipe out the
Amalekites (chap. 15), he sealed his fate and became God’s enemy (28:16–19). From that time forward until 28:6,
there is no record of Saul’s consulting the Lord; he never even had another audience with Samuel during the
prophet’s lifetime (15:35). Neither did he receive divine revelation, except for the occasion when God overwhelmed
him with his Spirit and turned him into a prophet for a day in order to protect David (19:23–24). Saul eventually
killed the Lord’s priests at Nob, apparently with no concern that he was cutting himself off from the divine
revelation they could provide (cf. 22:10, 13, 15). 

Indeed, the one priest who did escape, Abiathar, later used an ephod to mediate divine revelation on David’s behalf
(23:9–12; 30:7–8). When fearful Saul finally does inquire of the Lord, it is quite appropriate that the Lord refuses to
answer (28:6). The contrast in the story between God’s silence and his willingness to respond to David’s inquiries
(23:1–4, 9–12; 30:7–8) highlights a fact that became apparent as far back as chapters 15–16: God has rejected Saul
but chosen David. In chapter 28 the repetition of Samuel’s prophecy and his specific identification of David as the
one mentioned in more vague terms on that earlier occasion (cf. 28:17 with 15:28) simply confirms what we have
known to be true from the time of David’s anointing (16:12). The announcement of Saul’s impending defeat (28:19)
functions as the sentence of death that prepares us for the tragic account recorded in chapter 31.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 28:3–25
▪ Saul forfeits divine guidance because of his opposition to God.
▪ When God finally does speak, he reiterates his rejection of Saul and announces the king’s impending death, in fulfillment

of his earlier decree.

Historical and Cultural Background

In the introduction to this episode, the narrator informs us that Saul, in fulfillment of the Mosaic law (Deut. 18:9–
13), has “expelled the mediums and spiritists from the land” (v. 3; cf. v. 9). In its most basic sense, the Hebrew word
translated “medium” (’ob) appears to refer to a pit used by a medium to conjure up the spirits of the dead. By
extension the word can refer to the spirit that is conjured up by use of the pit (cf. Lev. 20:27; Isa. 29:4). However, in



several other texts the term refers to the person who is a medium (agent), especially when it is plural and paired
with “spiritists” (see Lev. 19:31; 20:6; Deut. 18:11; 1 Sam. 28:3, 9; 2 Kings 21:6 = 2 Chron. 33:6; 2 Kings 23:24; Isa.
8:19; 19:3). In 1 Chronicles 10:13 (referring to Saul’s visit to the medium) the word seems to refer to the medium
herself. As we see in 1 Samuel 28, these mediums try to conjure up the spirits of the dead (cf. Isa. 8:19). The spirit
would speak in a low voice from the pit (Isa. 29:4), perhaps even through the vocal apparatus of the conjurer (Lev.
20:27 may imply this). The word translated “spiritist/s” (or “knowing one/s”) never appears in isolation: it is always
paired with “medium,” suggesting that the phrase refers to a single person, a medium/spiritist that is “in the know,”
as it were. Special knowledge about the future through contact with the dead is in view.

When called up from Sheol, the underworld residence of the dead, Samuel seems perturbed and asks Saul why he
has “disturbed” him (v. 15). This same verb appears in Isaiah 14:9, where it describes how the arrival of the
dethroned king of Babylon causes Sheol to be “all astir.” Sheol in turn “rouses” the deceased kings who sleep there.
The word also appears in a fifth-century BC Phoenician tomb inscription, which warns the reader not to “disturb”
the one lying in the coffin (Tabnit, a former king of Sidon). Does Samuel really appear to the medium and speak to
Saul? A straightforward reading of the text indicates that he does. He delivers a legitimate prophecy that honors
God and is later fulfilled.

Through the séance Saul only learns that his rejection has come to a head (tomorrow you and your sons shall be
with me in v.19). Thus, the story depicts the futility of conjuring the dead, since this results in an announcement of
death; to speak with the dead it to join the dead. So, this story does not support the view that God sometimes uses
even pagan practices for his own purpose. Rather, something very unusual even from the perspective of the female
necromancer, was used for God’s purpose to declare his judgement on Saul. In Leviticus 19:31, “Do not turn to
medium or necromancers; do not seek them out, and so make yourself unclean by them: I am the Lord your God.” 

According to verse 6, the Lord does not respond to Saul’s attempts to discover the divine will. Dreams, Urim, and
prophets are legitimate means of divine revelation in ancient Israel, in contrast to mediums/spiritists. The Urim and
Thummim may have been marked lots or objects that would provide a simple “yes” or “no” answer. One thinks that
this device would easily yield an answer, so it is puzzling why Saul receives none. But based on a parallel from
ancient Assyria, it may be that one needs to receive the same answer multiple times in succession for an answer to
be legitimate. This would more readily explain why Saul can receive no answer.

Interpretive Insights

28:3 Now Samuel was dead. The note is foreboding; it casts the pall of death over the story that follows. The first
major character to appear in the book is dead and gone; now it is Saul’s turn to die and leave the stage.

mourned for him and buried him. The next time the terms “mourned” and “buried” occur in the story, they are used
of Saul (1 Sam. 31:13; 2 Sam. 1:12; 2:4–5).

Saul had expelled the mediums and spiritists from the land. Since this is in accordance with the Mosaic law, Saul’s
expulsion of the mediums is commendable. However, the narrator does not include this observation here to cast
Saul in a positive light. On the contrary, this observation only reinforces the narrator’s indictment of Saul: it shows
that when the king consults the medium at Endor, he is committing an act he knows to be in violation of God’s law.

28:4 set up camp. The only other time the Hebrew text states that both the Philistines and Israelites “set up camp”
in preparation for war is in 1 Samuel 4:1, just before Israel’s defeat and Eli’s death. The parallel is ominous, for on
that occasion Israel suffered a humiliating defeat, just as they will in the upcoming battle (see 28:19).

28:5 terror filled his heart. This is particularly foreboding. The only other time in 1-2 Samuel this expression is used
is in the case of Eli, whose heart trembled over the fate of the ark of God, just before the news of its capture
prompted his fatal accident (see 4:13).



28:6 He inquired of the LORD, but the LORD did not answer him. The only other time this verb (sha’al, “ask”) is used of
Saul’s inquiring of God is in 14:37; as here, that text informs us that the Lord did not answer him. By way of contrast,
when David inquired of the Lord, he received a quick reply (23:1–4).

28:8 Consult a spirit for me. Saul’s use of the verb “consult” (qasam) eerily echoes Samuel’s words to him on the
occasion of his rejection as king: “rebellion is like the sin of divination [qesem]” (15:23). In the Lord’s sight, Saul’s
disobedience is tantamount to divination, a forbidden practice in which, ironically, he is now engaging.

28:14 wearing a robe. The reference to Samuel’s prophetic robe (me‘il) is ironic and foreboding, for it recalls how
Saul tore Samuel’s robe (15:27), an incident that occasioned part two of Samuel’s decree of judgment against Saul
(15:28), a message that he will soon repeat to the king (28:17).

28:17 to David. In detailing the fulfillment of his prediction, Samuel uses past-tense verb forms for a rhetorical
purpose. Though the transfer of the kingdom has not actually transpired yet, it is as good as done, for Saul will die
the next day (v. 19).

28:19 The LORD will deliver both Israel and you into the hands of the Philistines. There is an ironic contrast between
this statement and the Lord’s assuring words to David in 23:4. We also see poetic justice here: Saul has tried to kill
David by the hand of the Philistines (18:17, 21, 25), but now the Lord will deliver Saul into the hands of the
Philistines.

you and your sons. The inclusion of Saul’s sons in the judgment announcement signals the end of his dynasty
(13:13–14) and echoes the earlier judgment upon Eli and his sons (2:34).

The Medium’s Surprise
How are we to explain the medium’s reaction to Samuel’s appearance? Apparently, she does not suspect that her
client is Saul until Samuel actually appears. The mere mention of Samuel’s name (v. 11) does not cause her to come
to this conclusion. It is probable that the conjured spirit does not normally appear (at least as vividly as Samuel
does), but simply speaks. It is also likely that a conjured spirit does not typically arrive accompanied by “gods” (see v.
13b, where the Hebrew reads, “gods/spirits I see coming up from the ground”). For the spirit invoked to appear in
such a startling manner and with such fanfare, the client must be of special importance. Who else but the king of
Israel could elicit such a response from the grave?

28:22 let me give you some food. There may be a contrast between this scene, which follows Saul’s final meeting
with Samuel, and his first meeting with the prophet. On that first occasion, Samuel invited Saul to share a meal with
him in preparation for his anointing as king (9:19–10:1). But on this second occasion, it is a medium who invites Saul
to eat right after Samuel has announced his impending death.

Theological Insights

God’s decree of judgment against Saul is seemingly delayed, but finally it arrives. As Saul’s demise approaches, he
first experiences God’s silence, an appropriate punishment for one who has failed to carry out God’s orders and
who later kills the Lord’s priestly mediators. As Saul disobeys the Lord one last time by consulting an outlawed
medium, the Lord finally speaks, at Saul’s request, through the prophet Samuel. If Saul somehow thinks he will
receive guidance or consolation from Samuel, he is mistaken. Samuel reminds Saul of his sin and of God’s decree
of judgment, which will be fulfilled on the next day. Saul’s experience is a sober reminder that God’s word is
reliable. His unconditional decree of judgment (15:27–29) is certain of fulfillment. This story should resonate with
the exiles, for they too have experienced the consequences of sin and the outworking of God’s decree of judgment.
But the Lord is about to open the door of restoration, and they need to make sure they do not repeat the mistakes
of the past.



Teaching the Text

1.   Disobedience can cut off the communication lines with God. This principle is related to one that has
already appeared in 1 Samuel, in the story of Eli and his sons (2:12–36), who forfeited their special priestly
position and dynasty because of disobedience, and in chapters 13 and 15, where Saul forfeited his dynasty
and kingship due to disobedience. In those instances, disobedience deprived Eli and Saul of special privileged
positions granted by God. Being called to a special position, like Eli and Saul were, did not insulate them from
divine discipline. 

2.   When God announces judgment unconditionally, the fulfillment of the decree is certain. This theme has
also appeared earlier in the story (see chaps. 4 and 15). As illustrated in the account of the fall of Eli and his
sons, God’s unconditional decree of judgment cannot be averted. Though much time has passed, and the
fulfillment of the decree seems to be delayed, Saul too meets his demise. Both Eli’s and Saul’s stories
demonstrate that God’s word is reliable and must be taken seriously.

Illustrating the Text

Disobedience creates a communication barrier between God and the sinner

Quote: How to Pray, by R. A. Torrey. In this wise and ever-fresh classic (1900), scholar and preacher Torrey
(1856–1928) addresses how sin can hinder prayer.

Sin hinders prayer. Many a man prays and prays and prays and gets absolutely no answer to his prayer.
Perhaps he is tempted to think that it is not the will of God to answer, or he may think that the days when
God answered prayer, if He ever did, are over. So the Israelites seem to have thought … that the Lord’s hand
was shortened that it could not save, and that His ear had become heavy that it could no longer hear… Many
and many a man is crying to God in vain, simply because of sin in his life. It may be some sin in the past that
has been unconfessed and unjudged, it may be some sin in the present that is cherished, very likely is not
even looked upon as sin; but there the sin is, hidden away somewhere in the heart or in the life, and God
“will not hear.”

God’s unconditional decrees are reliable

Literature: The Pilgrim’s Progress, by John Bunyan. More than once in this work and in particular in one of the
scenes in the Interpreter’s House, Bunyan stresses that “judgment” is not a bad word; it means that what we do
matters to God, who is not benign and indifferent. God loves us enough to let our failures catch up with us. He lets
us suffer the consequences of our bad choices so that our characters are refined and we come to understand our
failings. Thus God’s unconditional decrees work for accountability.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text
Commentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 182–187.




