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The Tragic End of Saul: The Battle of Mt. Gilboa 
I Samuel 31 

From the NLT, with slight rephrasing from the Hebrew, bolding for emphasis and [comments in brackets]  
By Bill Bjoraker, Ph.D.  

  
 For those of us who know the previous Saul-David stories, this story comes almost as a 
relief…we knew it was coming. Samuel’s final prophetic word of judgment would be fulfilled. But yet, we 
are not ready for this pitiful death when it happens. It is in fact tragic. The storyteller does not rush to 
the next stage of Israel’s history. There is no gloating by David and his followers.  The reality of this 
tragedy is permitted to have its say— the self-destruction of the first king of Israel, “Yahweh’s 
Anointed,” and the humiliation and desecration of his corpse by the pagan enemies of Israel ….the 
storyteller wants us to ponder the meaning. 
 
 Note on context: The major engagement of forces takes place in the Jezreel Valley, to the 
northwest of Mt. Gilboa. The level ground of the valley would have given the Philistines opportunity to 
deploy their iron chariots, one of their greatest strategic advantages over the Israelites. In the route of 
the Israelites that ensues, Saul’s forces retreat to the high ground of Mt. Gilboa, where the Philistine 
chariots would have greater difficulty maneuvering. But the Philistines send contingents of archers—the 
bow being the ideal weapon to use against an army in flight—who exact heavy casualties from the 
Israelite army.  Beth Shean was a city never conquered by the Israelites under Joshua (Josh.17:11-12; 
Judg.1:27), it was still a non-Israelite city in the time of Saul, with pagan temples. 
 
  

 
Mount Gilboa is about 20 miles southwest of the Sea of Galilee. 
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 1 Now the Philistines attacked Israel, and the men of Israel fled 
before them and were slaughtered on the slopes of Mount Gilboa. 2 
The Philistines closed in on Saul and his sons, and they killed three of 
his sons—Jonathan, Abinadab, and Malkishua, the sons of Saul. 3 The 
fighting grew very fierce around Saul, and the Philistine archers 
pressed hard upon Saul and wounded him severely. 
  4 Saul groaned to his armor bearer, “Draw your sword and kill 
me before these uncircumcised Philistines come to run me through and 
taunt and torture me.” 
   But his armor bearer would not do it, for he feared greatly. So 
Saul took his own sword and fell on it. 5 When his armor bearer 
realized that Saul was dead, he fell on his own sword and died beside 
the king. 6 So Saul, his three sons, his armor bearer, and his 
troops all died together that same day [a sentence to be 
spoken slowy…to take in the magnitude of its tragedy] 
   
 7 When the Israelites on the other side of the Jezreel Valley and 
beyond the Jordan saw that the Israelite army had fled and that Saul 
and his sons were dead, they abandoned their towns and fled. So the 
Philistines moved in and occupied their towns. 
   
 8 The next day, when the Philistines went out to strip the dead, 
they found the bodies of Saul and his three sons on Mount Gilboa. 9 
So they cut off Saul’s head and stripped off his armor. Then they 
proclaimed the good news of Saul’s death in their pagan temple and to 
the people throughout the land of Philistia. 10 They placed his armor 
in the temple of the Ashtoroth [fertility goddesses of the 
Canaanites], and they fastened his body to the wall of the city of 
Beth-shan. 
  11 But when the people of Jabesh-gilead heard what the 
Philistines had done to Saul, 12 all their mighty warriors traveled 
through the night to Beth-shan and took the bodies of Saul and his 
sons down from the wall. They brought them to Jabesh, where they 
burned the bodies. 13 Then they took their bones and buried them 
beneath the tamarisk tree at Jabesh, and they fasted for seven days. 
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"Death of Saul" by Marc Chagall, 1956. 

 
 
Spiritual Observation Questions 

1. Describe the situation. How would the main characters have felt? 
2. What were Saul’s options, and choices in the battle?  
3. Why does Saul ask his armor-bearer to kill him? 
4. Why did his armor-bearer “fear greatly” of killing him?  
5. How does Saul die?—with courage? With self-pity? …Other? 
6. What is behind Saul’s desire not to be killed by “these uncircumcised”? 
7. Normally, protecting a fallen warrior was an essential demand of honor in battle, 

and protecting the body of the king would have been a high priority. Why was this 
not done for Saul? 

8. Why do the Philistines cut off Saul’s head, and put his armor in their temple? 
9. What parallel or symmetry do you observe between the death of Saul and the 

death of Goliath?  Why is this so tragic? 
10. What parallel’s can you draw with the death of Eli and his sons? 
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11. Why do the people of Jabesh-Gilead risk harm to retrieve the bodies of Saul and 
his sons? (Recall the story of chapter 11). 

12. The honorable men of Jabesh burned the bodies of Saul and his sons. The normal 
Jewish practice was burial not cremation. Why the change here? 

13. The last time we saw Saul under a tamarisk tree, he was holding a spear in his 
hand, complaining that everyone was siding with David (22:6). Now in the last 
verse of this story, the last verse in the Book of I Samuel, now under a tamarisk 
tree is where his bones are buried. What symbolism do you observe here? 

14. The harsh truth can be stated regarding Saul— “Live like a Philistine; die like a 
Philistine. Use your spear like Goliath; lose your head like Goliath.” What are 
your feelings and thoughts about this statement? 

15. How did Saul come to this state, this downward spiral? … from consulting the 
dark occult world, to suicide? 

16. David is far away during the battle. Why might this be important? 
17. What did the death of Saul, and their military victory over Israel mean to the 

Philistines, theologically? Why? 
18. What does this defeat mean for Israel? There is now a waiting going on in 

Israel…what are they waiting for? What is their hope? 
19. Where do you think Saul is spending eternity? Why? 

 
 
Spiritual Application Questions 
 

1. What progression do you see in Saul’s life? Has this progression ever been afoot 
in your life, or in the life of someone you know? There is a sinister sequence to 
sin — “lust when it is conceived, brings forth sin; and sin, when it is 
accomplished, brings forth death” (As James 1:14-15). How can the progression 
from > Defiance> Disobedience > Deception >Death be stopped? 

2. Do you think suicide is an unpardonable sin? Why or Why not? 
3. Today, there is a movement in our society to affirm physician-assisted suicide. 

Can this be death with dignity? Should this be a human right?  
4. The Puritans stressed the importance of “dying well.” What relation between 

living well and “dying well” is typified in Saul’s life and death? How can we 
prepare to die well? 
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A "word cloud" is a mixture of technology and art; it gives greater prominence and 
size to the words that appear more frequently in the text. This is a word cloud for 
the book of 1 Samuel. 
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Death Comes Even for Kings 
For God ’s sake, let us sit upon the ground ���  
And tell sad stories of the death of kings: ��� 
How some have been deposed; 
some slain in war; ���  
Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed; ��� 
Some poison ’d by their wives;  
some sleeping kill ’d; ���  
All murder ’d: for within the hollow crown ���  
That rounds the mortal temples of a king 
���Keeps Death his court and there the antic sits , ��� 
Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp, ��� 
Allowing him a breath, a little scene, ���  
To monarchize, be fear ’d and kill with looks, ���  
Infusing him with self and vain conceit ,  
As if this flesh which walls about our life ���  
Were brass impregnable, and humour ’d thus ���  
Comes at the last and with a little pin ��� 
Bores through his castle wall ,  and farewell king! 
 
–William Shakespeare ���  
Richard II, Act Three 


