
 
 

Session 12: Saul’s Death 
Introduction 
 
Watch this video that traces the geography of the battle between Israel and the Philistines at Mt. 
Gilboa and recounts Saul’s tragic downfall throughout 1 Samuel.   
 
 

The Battle at Mt. Gilboa 
1 Samuel 31:1-13 
 
Background Notes: 

• Mt. Gilboa is only about 20 mi. from the southern tip of the Sea of Galilee.  The Philistines are 
pressing to the extreme north and threatening the safety of the entire nation.  When they 
occupy the towns along the Jordan and to the east (31:7), they are occupying the heart of 
Israelite territory.  This constitutes a true low point in Israelite-Philistine conflict.  (See map) 

• “Uncircumcised fellows” is a derogatory term for a non-Israelite.  See 1 Sa 14:6, 17:26,36, 2 Sa 
1:20. 

• Abuse or mutilation of a dead corpse, particularly an enemy’s, occurred in the ancient world (at 
least occasionally).  However, the Archaeological Study Bible (p. 439) contends this was done in 
a way “that seemed especially appalling to ancient peoples.”  As somewhat of a parallel, the 
Philistines had disgraced Samson by gouging out his eyes at the end of his life, and David had cut 
off Goliath’s head after he killed him.  By placing Saul’s armor in their gods’ temples, they were 
stating that their gods had given them victory in battle.   

• Jabesh Gilead was the first town that Saul saved when he became king.  This constituted Saul’s 
successful start as king (chapter 11).  It’s likely the people of Jabesh Gilead never forgot the debt 
they owed to King Saul, which moved them to spare Saul’s body from further disgrace. 

• Burial was the common practice in ancient Israel.  By cremating Saul’s remains and burying his 
bones, the people of Jabesh Gilead were preventing any other abuse from the Philistines. 

• Fasting was often a sign of mourning, particularly at someone’s death.  David and his men also 
did this once they heard of Saul’s death (2 Sa 1:12). 

• 2 Samuel 1 provides further details about Saul’s death: Saul asked an Amalekite to finally kill him 
after he had fallen on his sword and was painfully hanging onto life.  David would end up killing 
this Amalekite for killing the Lord’s anointed.  After this, David would go up to Hebron to be 
proclaimed king of Judah, and 7.5 years later, king of Israel. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TJtf8g7JW7E


Small-Group Discussion: Where did Saul end up spiritually? 
 
One of the most perplexing and difficult questions of this whole book is evaluating Saul’s spiritual 
life, especially if he died a believer or not.  Your group’s task will be five-fold: 
 

1. Establish the basis and extent to which a person can even enter this discussion and so 
determine faith or unbelief, based on the passages provided below. 

2. Read the various quotations that assess Saul’s spiritual state at the time of his death. 
3. Resolve the tension or debate, as far as possible (or not possible), in assessing Saul’s spiritual 

status at the end of his life.  Take into account not only this chapter but his spiritual rise and 
decline throughout the entire second half of the book. 

4. Discuss what connection, or lack thereof, exists between suicide and a rejection of faith.  (If 
time allows.) 

5. Prepare to share your small group’s analysis with everyone. 
 
Passages: How can people judge faith or nonbelief? 
 

• 1 Samuel 16:7 
 

• Romans 10:10 
 

• Revelation 2:23b 
 

• Matthew 7:15-23 
 

• Matthew 23:13-15  
 

• James 2:14-26 
 
 
Quotations from commentators: 
 

1. “The first book of Samuel closes with a tragedy—the death of Saul and of David’s beloved 
friend Jonathan. The greater tragedy, however, is that anyone should live out their years 
foolishly and then face death without God.  …. How tragic! His final concern was for his 
public image and not for his relationship with God. Even when facing death, he offered no 
prayer of repentance and sorrow over a wasted life; no plea for help; no cry for pardon. 
Having lived the life of a fool, he did not, as some still foolishly imagine happens, become 
wise at the end. … Suicide is no small problem in our day. Like Saul, so many who are dealing 
with the pressures of life view suicide as the only way out of their troubles. But suicide is 
murder, a last act of hopelessness that denies God’s involvement in our lives. … To this day 
there is no greater tragedy than when an individual compromises on what God has said and 
turns his back on God. Many play the part of a fool, living out their days without Jesus Christ 

and without any hope of a life to come.”1 

 
1 John R. Mittelstaedt, 1, 2 Samuel, 2nd ed., The People’s Bible (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 
2002), 171–174. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/pb09sa?ref=Bible.1Sa31.7-13&off=2630&ctx=acted+like+a+fool.%E2%80%9D%0a~To+this+day+there+is


2. “Saul himself was wounded by the archers.  He was sure that death was near.  Now his 
concern was that the Philistines might find him still alive and might torture and mock him.  
Note that Saul still talked like a religious man.  He did not want the heathen (“these 
uncircumcised”) to make sport of him.  Why did he bother when he had become a heathen 
man at heart?”2 

3. “If a person confessed the Christian faith, there should be no question as to whether we 
offer a Christian burial.  Personally, I find it quite interesting, significant to be sure, that David 
blessed those who buried Saul.  You will remember that Saul fell on his own sword when his 
three sons died in battle against the Philistines and Saul himself was critically wounded.  
When David was informed about those who buried Saul, he relayed a message to the men 
responsible for his burial: ‘The LORD bless you for showing this kindness to Saul your master 
by burying him’ (2 Samuel 2:5).  David does not see Saul’s unfortunate death as an 
opportunity to subject the former king’s corpse and reputation to shame.  Instead, he 
commends and blesses those who offer him a proper burial (1 Samuel 31:11-13).  It is not 
evident to me that Saul was a believer.  Neither is it my purpose to suggest that pastors 
today perform funerals for those who denied the faith.  However, if King David encouraged a 
proper burial for suicides, it certainly behooves us as Christian pastors today to do the same.  
If there is any doubt about whether a member was a believer at the time of his suicide, we 
ought to hold a funeral.  Err on the side of grace.”3 

4. “Saul’s latter years do not negate his earlier greatness, but they do magnify how far a 
disobedient person may decline spiritually, emotionally and politically.”4 

5. “It is not for us to say whether there was not in those last sad moments, as he lay on the 
earth, a melting of that heart which had so long striven against God. As in many other 
instances, there is no light thrown on the inner experience of the soul in its most sacred 
relations to God. The case of the thief on the cross may suggest the possibility of a cry from 
the heart to which the mercy that endureth for ever responds. But it is for us to stand in awe, 

and take to ourselves the solemn lesson of this sad and perverted life.”5 

 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Respond: “No one ever has the business of saying whether a person died a believer or unbeliever 
and thus is in heaven or hell.  That’s something only God knows.” 
 

 
 
 
 

 
2 Werner Franzmann, Bible History Commentary: Old Testament (Milwaukee: WELS Board of Parish Education, 
1980), 380. 
3 Peter Preus, And she was a Christian: Why Do Believers Commit Suicide? (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing 
House, 2011), 29-30. 
4 Paul House, Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 238. 
5 H. D. M. Spence-Jones, ed., 1 Samuel, The Pulpit Commentary (London; New York: Funk & Wagnalls Company, 
1909), 564. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/tpc09?ref=Page.p+564&off=873&ctx=circumcised%E2%80%9D+alien%3f+~In+this+commingling+

