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Big Idea: Rebellion against the Lord culminates in humiliating defeat,
but the demise of the Lord’srebellious servants is to be lamented, not celebrated.

The Text in Context

Chapter 31 returns the focus of the story to Saul and picks up where chapter 28 left off. Samuel’s prophecy of Saul’s impending
death and of Israel’s defeat (28:19) is fulfilled. In 2 Samuel 1 the focus returns to David. There is a flashback at the beginning of
the chapter: verse 1 informs us that this episode takes place on the third day after Saul’s death, while 1 Samuel 31 ends at
least a week after Saul’s death.

This account of Saul’s death and David’s response to it, like the other episodes recorded earlier, is designed to prove David’s
right to the throne and to vindicate him from charges of wrongdoing. Saul’s divinely ordained defeat and death (1 Sam. 28; 31)
contrast with David’s God-ordained victory (1 Sam. 30). But David’s motives can be questioned, and his role in Saul’s death
may be unclear to many. After all, David is officially working for Achish the Philistine at the time of the battle and has even
been seen marching with the Philistines as they prepare to engage Saul’s troops in battle. Furthermore, David somehow ends
up with Saul’s royal insignia in his possession (2 Sam. 1:10). Does David aid and abet Israel’s enemies? Is he somehow
responsible for Saul’s death? The story makes it clear that he is not at Gilboa; in fact, during the battle he is way down south,
killing Amalekites, Israel’s archenemies, and distributing loot from the victory to the people of Judah. The royal insignia come
to him by accident, though one may surmise that this is by God’s providential design. For the perceptive observer, this
acquisition is a reminder that David is God’s chosen successor to the throne and a foreshadowing of his reign over Israel.
Nevertheless, David does not interpret the incident in that manner. The death of Saul and his sons clears the pathway to the
throne for David, but he does not celebrate. When he finds out about Saul’s death, he executes the man who claims to have
killed the king. He also composes a lament for Saul and Jonathan as a somber testimony of his loyalty. As his first act after
being enthroned in Hebron, he will later reward the men of Jabesh Gilead for their loyalty to Saul (1 Sam. 31:11–13; 2 Sam.
2:1–7). The narrator absolves David of any involvement in Saul’s death and demonstrates David’s continuing loyalty to Saul as
he prepares to fulfill his God-ordained destiny.

Historical and Cultural Background

In David’s lament he remarks that Jonathan’s “love” for him was “more wonderful than that of women.” This certainly does
not suggest or imply that David and Jonathan had a homosexual relationship, as some have suggested. David uses “love” here
in the sense of loyalty or allegiance within a covenantal context, an idiom that one finds in ancient Near Eastern literature.
David’s point may be that Jonathan’s allegiance to him was even stronger and more enduring than the romantic love between
a man and woman. Another option is that Jonathan’s loyalty meant more to him than even the romantic love he experiences
from women.



Interpretive Insights

31:1 Now the Philistines fought against Israel; the Israelites fled before them. The description of Israel’s defeat echoes 1
Samuel 4:10: the only other passage in 1 Samuel where the Philistines “fight” and Israel “flees.” On that earlier occasion, the
ark was captured, and the priest Eli and his sons died. On this occasion, Israel’s king and three of his sons are killed. In both
cases dynasties (one priestly, the other royal) experience divine judgment in fulfillment of the Lord’s prophetic decree through
his prophet Samuel.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 31–2 Samuel 1
▪ Saul’s death is humiliating and disastrous.
▪ Though the death of Saul and his sons has cleared the pathway to the throne, David mourns and honors Saul and 

Jonathan.

31:2 they killed. This is only the second time in 1 Samuel that the narrator uses this verb (nakah, “smite, kill”) to describe the
Philistines’ killing Israelites. The other occasion was when the ark was captured (4:2). The picture of the Philistines’ smiting
Israel is tragically ironic since the verb has been used several times of Israel, Jonathan, Saul, or David’s killing Philistines (7:11;
13:3–4; 14:31; 17:26, 49–50, 57; 18:6, 27; 19:5, 8; 21:9; 23:2, 5).

31:4 Saul said to his armor-bearer. This incident is reminiscent of the account of Abimelech’s death (cf. Judg. 9:54). Both
Abimelech and Saul, knowing death is inevitable, command their armor-bearer to kill them, using the words “Draw your
sword.” Like Abimelech, Saul is guilty of mass murder (Judg. 9:5; 1 Sam. 22:18) and deserves his fate. In contrast to Abimelech,
Saul is the chosen servant of God, but in the end, he falls so far from God’s ideal for him that he dies like one of the most evil
characters on the pages of the Former Prophets.

31:6 So Saul and his three sons and his armor-bearer and all his men died. This report is particularly tragic when one recalls the
story of Jonathan and his armor-bearer, recorded in 1 Samuel 14. On that occasion Jonathan and his courageous armor-bearer
ignite a victory for Saul’s army, but now Saul, Jonathan, and a terrified armor-bearer all die in defeat.

31:9 They cut off his head. Ironically, Saul is now in the role of Goliath, and the Philistines are in the role of David
(1 Sam. 17:51).

to proclaim the news. For the second time in 1 Samuel, reference is made to a message being sent (basar). When the ark was
captured, a messenger announced to Eli the news of Israel’s defeat at the hands of the Philistines (4:17), and here the
Philistines proclaim the news of their victory over Israel. Once again, the narrator links the two events.

31:11 the people of Jabesh Gilead. The men of Jabesh undoubtedly perform this courageous act out of loyalty and devotion
to Saul (cf. 2 Sam. 2:4b–7), who earlier rescued them from the cruel Ammonite conqueror Nahash (cf. 1 Sam. 11). This brief
account adds to the tragic dimension of this episode: it reminds us of Saul’s finest hour in the aftermath of his darkest one.
The conqueror of Nahash is reduced to ashes and bones.

31:12 they burned them. If Saul’s sin and confession with respect to the Amalekite spoil echoed Achan’s sin and confession
(see the comment above on 15:24), then it is possible that the burning of his and his sons’ corpses echoes Achan’s death
(Josh. 7:25).

31:13 tamarisk tree. This is the second reference to a tamarisk tree in 1 Samuel (the only other mention of the tamarisk in the
entire OT is in Gen. 21:33). On the first occasion, Saul was sitting under a tamarisk tree holding his spear just before
slaughtering the priests of Nob (22:6). Now the murderer of God’s priests is reduced to bones and buried under a tamarisk
tree.



2 SAMUEL 1

1:1 After the death of Saul, David returned from striking down the Amalekites. As the focus shifts back to David, the narrator
contrasts dead Saul with victorious David. Furthermore, David has defeated the Amalekites, whom Saul has refused to
annihilate, thus bringing about his eventual demise (28:18–19).

1:10 I stood beside him and killed him. Some are troubled by the contradictions between the account of Saul’s death in 1
Samuel 31:3–4 and the Amalekite’s version of what happened in 2 Samuel 1:6–10. But the narrator’s account must be given
preference. It is likely that the Amalekite fabricates his story in an effort to please David and gain his favor.

1:12 They mourned and wept and fasted. The narrator goes out of his way to emphasize the depth of David’s grief by heaping
up verbs that indicate lamentation. This is the only place in the Old Testament where all three of these verbs are used together.

the nation of Israel. The Hebrew text has “house of Israel,” an expression that is used in the Former Prophets in only two
passages before this. In Joshua 21:45 the narrator remarks that God fulfilled his promises to Israel by giving them the land,
while in 1 Samuel 7:2–3 he tells how the “house of Israel” lamented their sin and Samuel then assured the “house of Israel”
that genuine repentance would result in deliverance from the Philistines. Here the phrase once more shows up in a context of
lamentation, but this time the “house of Israel” has met defeat at the hands of the Philistines in a tragic reversal of past
victories.

1:15 strike him down! This verb (paga‘) is used in this sense in only one other passage in 1-2 Samuel (in 1 Sam. 10:5 it has the
sense of “meet,” with no violent connotation). In 1 Samuel 22:17–18 it is used of striking down the priests at Nob; in verse 18
Saul commands Doeg to “strike down” priests who are innocent of wrongdoing. Here David commands one of his men to
“strike down” an Amalekite who, as far as David can tell, is guilty of murdering God’s anointed king. Saul’s unjust crime stands
in sharp contrast to David’s just retribution. Furthermore, Saul orders the death of the priests because he perceives them to be
loyal to David. But David’s command of execution is an expression of his loyalty to Saul, further demonstrating the injustice of
Saul’s action against the priests.

So he struck him down, and he died. When divine providence delivered Saul into his hands, David, the rightful king in waiting,
resisted the temptation to exploit the situation, for he did not dare to attack God’s anointed (cf. 1 Sam. 24:4–7; 26:7–11,
23–24). Why then should he allow an Amalekite to get away with dishonoring the Lord’s anointed one?

1:17 David took up this lament. David’s lament is the third poem to appear in 1-2 Samuel. The first, Hannah’s thanksgiving song
(1 Sam. 2:1–10), anticipates the victory of the Lord’s anointed king (v. 10). The second, the women’s victory song (1 Sam. 18:7),
celebrates the military success of Saul and David. But this third poem marks a tragic reversal: David mourns the death of the
Lord’s anointed.

1:19 How the mighty have fallen! These words appear three times in the lament and express its primary theme (see vv. 25, 27).
The appearance of the verb “fall” in a militaristic sense recalls the earlier disaster when Israel fell before the Philistines, the ark
was taken, and Eli fell over and broke his neck when he heard the horrible news (1 Sam. 4:10, 18). But there is also tragic irony
here, for on three earlier occasions the verb “fall” was used for humiliating Philistine defeats (5:3–4; 14:13; 17:49, 52).

Theological Insights

We have pointed out the parallels between the account of Saul’s death and the story of the ark’s capture (1 Sam. 4; see the
comments above on 31:1, 2, 9–10). With Israel’s defeat at Gilboa, the tragic defeat at Aphek/Ebenezer has been repeated.
Saul’s death clears the path for David to ascend the throne, but that theme is not the emphasis of these chapters. The defeat
at Gilboa is not cause for celebration. The mood is one of loss and humiliation, as David’s lament expresses. Surely this tone of
sadness and embarrassment resonates with exilic readers of the story, for they are experiencing loss and humiliation as well.
They know all too well that rebellion against God brings judgment, and judgment in turn brings death and lamentation (see
Lam. 1–5).



Teaching the Text

1. Rebellion against God culminates in humiliating divine discipline. Saul rebelled against God and forfeited his dynasty and
royal position. Abandoned by God’s Spirit, he became fearful of David and persisted in his efforts to kill him. His most heinous
act was the murder of the Lord’s priests at Nob for allegedly committing treason against him. God stopped communicating
with Saul and regarded him as an enemy (1 Sam. 28:16). In his final message to Saul, the Lord announced that he would hand
Saul and his army over to the Philistines, and that Saul and his sons would die (28:19). This prophecy is realized at Mount
Gilboa. God’s disciplinary judgment is severe, as the horrible details recounted in chapter 31 testify. The gruesome description
of how the Philistines treat the bodies of Saul and his sons is especially sobering. The account illustrates the truth of Hebrews
10:31— “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God”—and of Galatians 6:7: “Do not be deceived: God cannot
be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.”

2. The demise of God’s rebellious servants is to be lamented, not celebrated. Even though Saul’s death is the result of divine
discipline and clears the way for David to take the throne, David does not celebrate. David has expected the Lord to deal
decisively with Saul (26:10) and has even appealed to God for vindication (24:15), but when Saul’s death finally arrives, David
does not gloat or express any kind of vindictive satisfaction. Instead, he eulogizes Saul and mourns his death. For David, Israel’s
loss outweighs any personal gain he might derive from Saul’s death. His reaction is a reminder that the demise of God’s
rebellious servants is to be lamented, not celebrated. After all, the Lord chose and anointed Saul, and Saul won victories for
Israel and delivered the nation from its enemies on several occasions. His demise is tragic and antithetical to God’s ideal for
Saul (13:13). But lamentation is appropriate for other reasons. Saul’s demise has broader consequences. Three of his sons die
as well, including Jonathan, David’s faithful friend and covenant partner. In fact, divine discipline humiliates the entire
community (2 Sam. 1:19), and the reality of Israel’s loss and humiliation grips David at a deep emotional level (1:12). In the
end, the demise of God’s rebellious servants is to be lamented, because it shatters God’s ideal for the individual, often causes
innocent people to suffer as well, and brings shame to the entire covenant community.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), 194–199.


