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PM Sermon: 3/5/23 

 

I. Passage Boundaries 

 A. The passage extending from 28:3-28:25 seems to be a complete narrative and thematic  

unit. There appears to be a clear break between this passage and chapter 29 that  

follows: the setting shifts from En-dor to Aphek, the principal characters from Saul and 

Samuel to David and Achish, and the action from clandestine visitation to marshalling 

for war. I don’t believe that too much energy need be expended on ensuring that these 

divisions are correct, or at the least, justifiable, but I will consult the scholarly literature 

to be safe and provide the results below. 

 B. Scholarly Input: 

1. Tsumura divides his section David in Philistia (27:1-30:31) into the following 

subsections: 

   a. David and Achish (27:1-12) 

   b. The Philistines Gather for War (28:1-2) 

   c. Witch of Endor (28:3-25) [embedded story] 

   d. The Philistine Rulers and David (29:1-11)   

   e. Amalekite Raid on Ziklag (30:1-31) 

  2. Bergen divides his section The Lord Blesses David the Fugitive but Judges Saul 

   (21:1-29:11) into 15 subsections, including: 

   a. Subsection 12: David Hides from Saul and Resumes Israel’s Conquest of 

    Canaan (27:1-12) 

   b. Subsection 13: David Becomes Achish’s Bodyguard (28:1-2) 

   c. Subsection 14: Saul Consults a Medium (28:3-25) 

   d. Subsection 15: David Is Exempted from Fighting against Israel’s Forces  

(29:1-11) 

  3. Youngblood divides his section The End of the Reign of Saul (28:3-31:13) into  

the following subsections: 

a. Saul and the Medium at Endor (28:3-25) 

b. The dismissal of David (29:1-11) 

c. The defeat of the Amalekites (30:1-31) 

d. The death of Saul and Jonathan (31:1-13) 

  4. Baldwin divides her section David resorts to the Philistines (27:1-31:13) into the 

   following subsections: 

   a. With Achish, king of Gath (27:1-28:2) 

   b. Saul consults a medium (28:3-25) 

   c. David’s providential rejection from the Philistine army (29:1-11) 

   d. David and the Amalekites (30:1-31) 

   e. Saul’s last battle (31:1-13) 

  5. Dale Ralph Davis treats 1 Sam. 28:3-25 in chapter 26 (And It Was Night) of his 

   commentary. 

 C. Given the well defined transition from 28:25 to 29:1 and the narrative/thematic cohesion 

of 28:3-25 as well as the unanimous treatment of 28:3-25 as its own section by the 

scholars I’m consulting, I have decided to treat 28:3-25 as the passage under 

consideration. 

 

II. Overview of 1 Samuel: Wide Context 



A. Chapter 1:  Elkanah the Ephraimite travels annually with his two wives & children to 

worship at Shiloh where his fertile wife, Peninah provokes his childless wife Hannah, 

who prays to the Lord for a son whom she promises to dedicate to the Lord.  Eli the 

priest, after mistaking her silent prayer for signs of inebriation and being corrected, 

verbalizes his desire that her request be granted.  Hannah leaves happily, conceives  

 a son upon returning home, names him Samuel and dedicates him to the service of the 

tabernacle after he has been weaned. 

B. Chapter 2: Hannah declares God’s faithfulness to the humble, His abasement of the 

great, His triumph over the wicked, His rule over creation and His support of His   

 anointed.  Samuel remains to serve in the tabernacle, visited yearly by his father and 

mother who, being blessed by Eli, conceives and bears more children.  Samuel 

continues to grow physically, and develop spiritually receiving favor from the Lord and 

people.  The wickedness of Eli’s sons is described, along with Eli’s rebuke to them and 

the prophecy of the man of God of judgment against Eli’s house, predicting that his sons 

would die.  God promises to raise up a faithful priest for Himself.  It should be noted that 

descriptions of Samuel’s growth are interspersed between the aforementioned accounts 

of Eli’s sons & his rebuke of them. 

C. Chapter 3: Samuel is spoken to by the Lord and the coming judgment on Eli’s house is 

disclosed to him, confirming him as a prophet.  He relates the vision to Eli who accepts 

God’s judgment.  Samuel continues to grow. 

D. Chapter 4: Israel is defeated by the Philistines, and, after bringing the Ark of the 

Covenant to battle to ensure victory, they are defeated again.  Hophni and Phineas are 

killed, the ark is taken, and Eli himself dies when he learns of it.  Phineas’s wife gives 

birth and names the child Ichabod due to the fact that God’s glory had departed, 

attested to by the capture of the ark and the death of her husband and father-in-law. 

 

E. Chapter 5: The Philistines suffer for having the ark in their possession:  the idol of their 

God, Dagon, is knocked over and loses its head and hands, and the people are stricken 

 by a disease that kills some and produces tumors in others.  The Philistines move the 

ark from Ashdod to Gath and, subsequently, Ekron, but it produces the same effect 

wherever it is taken, so the lords of the Philistines determine to return it to its own land. 

F. Chapter 6: After 7 months of possessing the ark, the Philistines consult with their priests 

and diviners as to what should be done with it, and receive an exhortation to send it 

back and so avoid the wrath that the Egyptians suffered in their stubbornness.  They 

counsel them to send it back on a new cart drawn by two cows that had never been 

yoked and with a guilt offering in a box beside it containing 5 golden tumors and mice 

(representing the 5 lords of the Philistines over the five cities: Ashdod, Gaza, Ashkelon, 

Gath & Ekron).  The cows are left alone to pull the cart, after their calves have been 

taken from them, and their route is to serve as a test revealing whether God brought the 

plague on the Philistines or whether it was merely a coincidence.  The cows take the 

cart directly to Israelite territory, to Beth-Shemesh (indicating the God had afflicted the 

Philistines), and the people of Beth-Shemesh rejoice to see it and offer sacrifices.  

However, some look in the ark and 50,070 people die.  So the Beth-shemites entreat 

the people of Kiriath-jearim to take the ark from them. 

G. Chapter 7: The men of Kiriath-jearim receive the ark, bringing it to the house of 

Abinadab and anointing his son Eleazar his son to keep it.  The ark remains there for 20 

years, causing Israel to lament.  Samuel calls them to repent, and they put away their 

idols, gathering at Mizpah at his request where they fast to the Lord. The Philistines 



attack them there, but Samuel intercedes on their behalf and the Philistines are routed, 

having been confused by God’s thunder.  Israel takes back all the cities that the 

Philistines had formerly taken and has peace with the Amorites.  The closing verses of  

 the chapter report that Samuel judged Israel for his entire life, making a circuit from 

Bethel, to Gilgal, to Mizpah and then back home to Ramah where he lived.  Does this 

indicate that tabernacle worship had ceased at Shiloh since the ark was no longer there, 

or merely that someone else had relieved Samuel of his duties there so that he could 

function more effectively as a judge?  It should be remembered that Samuel was an 

Ephraimite, and not of the Levitical line so it would seem that he couldn’t have 

ministered as a priest and it is notable that he was allowed to serve in the tabernacle at 

all.  However, as he offers sacrifices throughout the Scripture in an apparently official 

capacity, so perhaps he had a unique role for which an exception was made in the 

Mosaic code. 

 

H. Chapter 8: Samuel’s sons take over for him in his old age and judge Israel from 

Beersheba, but are unethical and take bribes, so the elders of Israel approach Samuel 

to describe the situation and ask for a king.  Samuel is displeased, but the Lord tells him 

to grant their request, another sin in a long line of disobedience and wickedness, but to 

first inform them of the demands a king will place on them.  Samuel does so, declaring 

that they will cry out to the Lord because of the king’s demands, but that the Lord will 

not listen.  The people persist in their request, however, in order to be like the other 

nations.  Samuel tells the people’s words to the Lord and the Lord again tells him to 

listen to them, so Samuel tells them to depart to their respective cities. 

 

 

I. Chapter 9: Saul is introduced.  Looking with his servant for his father’s donkeys, he 

meets Samuel, who, having been told by God that Saul is the chosen king, invites him 

to the sacrifice & subsequent feast and gives him a reserved portion of the meat. The 

next day he calls Saul & tells him to send his servant on ahead so that Samuel may  

 reveal God’s word to him. 

 

J. Chapter 10: Samuel anoints Saul and informs him that he will be king.  He then relates  

 upcoming events to Saul: 1) 2 men at Zelzah will tell him that the donkeys Saul was 

seeking have been found, 2) men going to God at Bethel will offer him two loaves of 

bread, 3) a group of prophets (in the act of prophesying) will meet him at the Philistine 

garrison & Saul will also prophesy.  God changes Saul’s heart & all the things spoken of 

him come true.  Saul’s uncle asks about Saul’s journey, and when hearing about the 

meeting with Samuel, asks what he said, Saul chooses to withhold the information 

about his coming kingship.  Saul is publicly chosen king, having to be brought from his 

hiding place with the luggage to be “crowned.” Saul returns to his house at Gibeah & 

valiant men led by God accompany him, but a company of “worthless men” despise him 

& reject his kingship. 

K. Chapter 11: Nahash the Ammonite besieges Jabesh-gilead and includes in the terms of 

 surrender the removal of the right eye of all the male inhabitants.  They request a week 

to seek deliverance from some quarter of Israel before they comply.  Saul receives the 

message, and, being moved to godly anger by the Spirit of God, slaughters and 

butchers the oxen with which he has been plowing, sending the pieces throughout Israel 

calling them to follow him or have their oxen suffer the same fate.  330,000 Israelites 



rally to him (30,000) from Judah & defeat the Ammonites. The followers of Saul then 

declare their desire to put the men who despised Saul to death, but Saul forbids it and 

refuses to tarnish the deliverance God had given to Israel. Samuel calls the people to 

Gilgal where they anoint Saul, sacrificing & celebrating to the Lord. 

 

L. Chapter 12: Samuel addresses the people after the coronation and asks regarding any 

 breach of faithfulness on his part to which they answer that there has been none. 

Samuel points to the example of their forefathers who, after being delivered from Egypt, 

sinned and were oppressed by their enemies until they cried out again to God and were 

delivered by the judges. He declares their wickedness in asking for a king and shows 

God’s displeasure by praying for rain and thunder in an unseasonable time to which 

prayer God responds positively. The people fear and confess their wickedness asking 

that Samuel entreat God on their behalf. Samuel tells them not to fear, but to walk in 

obedience and assures them that he will continue to instruct them and not sin against 

the Lord by ceasing to pray for them. He closes with a warning that wickedness will 

bring destruction. 

M. Chapter 13: The duration of Saul’s reign is specified, beginning at age thirty and 

enduring for 42 years. Jonathan & the force of 1,000 with him (2,000 remained with 

Saul) strike the Philistine garrison in Geba, provoking a forceful response from the 

Philistines (30,000 chariots & 6,000 horsemen), which causes the Israelites to hide.  But 

Saul retained a faithful but frightened force in Gilgal.  Saul awaits Samuel’s arrival to 

offer the sacrifice for 7 days, but when he does not come at the appointed time and the 

people are abandoning Saul, he offers the burnt offering.  Samuel arrives immediately 

following the sacrifice & rebukes Saul, declaring that now his house will not endure, but 

that the kingdom will pass to another.  Saul moves to Gibeah with 600 men and 

Philistine raiders come against him.  A note is made regarding Israel’s lack of weapons, 

since the Philistines do not permit them to have blacksmiths and force them to come to 

them for repairs to their tools and farm implements.  Therefore, no weapons are found 

among the Israelites except with Saul & Jonathan. 

N. Chapter 14: Jonathan & his armor bearer defeat the Philistine garrison, and God routs 

the Philistines with an earthquake and confusion, upon which Saul and his army, the 

Hebrews among the Philistines and those who were in hiding pursue them in battle. 

Saul takes an oath brining curses upon anyone who eats before the Philistines have 

been destroyed which makes the people weary.  Jonathan, not aware of the oath, eats 

some honey & when informed of his father’s oath, disagrees with it publicly. The people 

in their hunger take the spoil, slaughtering animals & eating the blood with the meat, so 

Saul commands a central location for slaughtering animals on a great stone. He also 

builds his first altar to the Lord.  Saul determines to go down against the Philistines, but 

his inquiry of the Lord secures no response, so he cast lots to find the one who has 

sinned, bringing about God’s silence. The lot falls to Jonathan who admits what he did 

and accepts death, but the people restrain Saul from killing him.  Saul’s successful 

warfare is described as well as his family & leadership.  The chapter closes with the 

declaration that Saul attached mighty and valiant men to his staff. 

O. Chapter 15: Saul is sent to destroy the Amelekites but sins by sparing Agag & some of 

the spoil.  He is rebuked by Samuel and learns that the kingdom has been taken from 

him.  He pleads with Samuel to return to sacrifice with him.  Samuel does not see Saul 

again until the day of his death and the Lord grieves that He made Saul king. 



P. Chapter 16: The Lord sends Samuel to anoint a son of Jesse as king.  7 are examined 

and rejected, but David, the youngest, is brought and anointed king.  Saul is terrorized 

by an evil spirit and, at the suggestion of his servants, sends for David to play the harp 

for him. He develops a deep affection for David and makes him his armor bearer. 

Q. Chapter 17: The Israelites are camped against the Philistines at Elah, and David, sent 

to check on his brothers and bring provisions for them hears the taunts of the Philistine 

champion Goliath and decides to fight him.  Saul tries to dissuade him but relents, and 

David, refusing Saul’s armor, kills Goliath with a stone and beheads him, after which the 

army of Israel defeats the Philistines.  Saul learns that David is the son of Jesse the 

Bethlehemite. 

R. Chapter 18: Great affection grows between Saul’s son Jonathan and David.  David’s 

success in battle earns him greater praise than Saul from the people and Saul’s 

suspicion. Influenced by an evil spirit, Saul tries to kill David with a spear twice, but 

David escapes. Saul appoints David a commander of a thousand to remove him from 

his sight and David prospers.  Saul offers his daughter, Merab, to David as his wife, but 

David, considering himself unworthy refuses.  He is then offered Michal, Saul’s 

daughter, in exchange for a hundred foreskins of the Philistines, a mission which David 

completes.  Saul’s fear & hatred of David grows, but David grows in Favor with God. 

S. Chapter 19: Jonathan secures Saul’s promise not to kill David, but after David’s 

continued success against the Philistines, Saul again tries to kill David with a spear.  

David escapes from his house with the help of Michal. Saul pursues him and joins the 

prophets he meets at Naioth in Ramah. 

T. Chapter 20: David discloses to Jonathan his fear that Saul seeks his life, and, though 

Jonathan at first doubts, he agreed to help David discover Saul’s attitude.  David plans 

to avoid the feast of the new moon and asks Jonathan to report to Saul that he had 

gone to Bethlehem for the yearly sacrifice.  David makes a covenant with Jonathan to 

spare his house. Jonathan attends the feast, and Saul’s anger is aroused so that he 

even attempts to kill Jonathan who flees.  As a prearranged signal, Jonathan shoots 

arrows into the field where David is hiding and implies to his helper that the arrow is 

beyond him, the sign that David is indeed in danger.  David and Jonathan part in tears. 

U. Chapter 21: David flees from Saul, stopping at Nob for provision and received the old 

show bread and the sword of Goliath from Ahimilech the priest.  He then flees to Achish, 

King of Gath, but when his servants recognize him, he pretends to be insane and 

leaves. 

V. Chapter 22: David flees to the cave of Adullam where his father’s family & everyone 

who is disgruntled come to him.  He gives his parents into the keeping of the king of 

Moab and, being warned by Gad the seer, hides in the forest of Hereth.  Saul is angry 

with the Benjamites, believing that have conspired against him on David’s behalf & is 

told by Doeg the Edomite about David’s visit to Ahimilech, who is then summoned with 

his brothers & household to Saul.  Saul orders them slain, and Doeg carries out the 

command, but Abiathar, son of Ahimilech, escapes to David & tells him what has 

happened. 

W. Chapter 23: David & his men deliver Keilah from the Philistines, but flee when they learn 

the Saul is coming against them and God disclosed that the men of Keilah will surrender 

David.  They go to the wilderness of Ziph at Horesh, and Jonathan comes down to 

encourage David and makes another covenant with him.  The Ziphites tell Saul about 

David’s presence at Horesh & Saul comes down to pursue.  Meanwhile, David has 



moved on to the wilderness of Maon, to which Saul also goes, chasing him around a 

mountain, but news of a Philistine raid causes Saul to withdraw. 

X. Chapter 24: Saul pursues David to Engedi, and enters a cave (where David happens to 

be hiding) to relieve himself.  Despite the urging of his men, David spares Saul, cutting 

off a piece of his robe instead.  David then reveals himself to Saul, showing that he 

spared him.  Saul is convicted of his sin against David, and declares that he will be king, 

making a covenant with David to spare his house.  Saul returns while David goes to the 

stronghold. 

Y. Chapter 25: Samuel dies. David, having protected Nabal’s shepherds, asks him for 

provision, but Nabal refuses, so David determines to attack him.  Abigail, Nabal’s wife 

intercedes and avoids bloodshed.  Nabal is later struck by the Lord and David marries 

Abigail in addition to Ahinoam the Jezreelitess.  Michal had been given by Saul to Palti, 

son of Laish. 

Z. Chapter 26: The Ziphites again betray David’s location (at the hill of Hachilah) to Saul & 

he comes down to search for him.  David and Abishai sneak into their camp at night and 

take Saul’s spear and a jug of water from near his head.  David, standing on the 

mountain, reveals what he has done to Saul.  Saul recognizes David’s kindness (a 

second time) and blesses him.  He then returns. 

AA: Chapter 27: David goes again to Achish, king of Gath & enters his employ for a year 

and 4 months.  David makes raids on other peoples (the Geshurites, Girzites and 

Amelekites) destroying everyone so they won’t tell his deeds to Achish, but tells Achish 

that his raids were on the people of Israel.  Achish believes him and is sure his deeds 

have made him odious to the Israelites so that he will serve Achish forever. 

BB. Chapter 28: The Philistines prepare to fight Israel & Achish takes David as his 

bodyguard.  Saul seeks out the medium at Endor, fearing the Philistines, and has her 

bring up the spirit of Samuel to inquire of him as the to the purposes of the Lord since 

the Lord would no longer answer Saul.  Samuel prophesies David’s ascension to the 

throne and the defeat of Israel and the death of Saul and his sons.  Saul is very afraid, 

and refuses the food offered him by the medium, but eventually relents, eats and then 

goes his way. 

CC. Chapter 29: As the Philistines prepare to fight the Israelites, their lords are upset that 

David and his men are with them, fearing that they will betray them in the battle, and tell 

Achish to send them back.  Achish defends David to the lords of the Philistines, but 

orders him to return.  David professes his loyalty, but returns with his men while the 

Philistines go to Jezreel. 

DD. Chapter 30: While David is away, the Amalekites attack Ziklag and take the spoil and 

the wives and children.  David’s men are bitter over their loss and want to stone David.  

David inquires of the Lord, who assures his victory, and they go on to defeat the 

Philistines, leaving behind 200 men at the brook Besor because they were too weary to 

go on. David is helped by an Egyptian who was in the Amalekite raiding party, but left 

behind because he was sick.  When returning with the spoil, some men don’t want to 

share with the men who stayed behind at Besor, but David overrules them and makes it 

a statute in Israel that the one who remains with the baggage has an equal share with 

the one who goes to battle. David sends gifts to the places in Israel where he and his 

men were accustomed to go. 

EE. Chapter 31: The Philistines defeat Israel and kill Saul’s son.  Saul is wounded and 

orders his armor bearer to kill him, but is refused, so he kills himself.  The armor bearer 

then commits suicide also.  The men of Israel, seeing their defeat and the death of Saul 



and his sons, flee and abandon the cities to the Philistines who occupy them.  The 

Philistines cut off Saul’s head and take his weapons and send them throughout their 

land to announce their victory. They then fasten his body and those of his sons to the 

wall at Beth-shan, but valiant men of Jabesh-gilead take the bodies from the wall and 

burn that at Jabesh, burying the bones beneath the tamarisk tree there, and they fast 7 

days. 

 

III. Narrow Context: 

 A. We might look at chapters 27-31 as a distinct unit within the saga of David and Saul.  

The Philistines, an undeniable presence throughout the entire book, play an especially 

prominent role in these last days of Saul. 

  1. Chapter 27 

a. 1-4: David, convinced that he will not be able escape Saul indefinitely and 

that the paranoid king will give up chasing him if he leaves Israel, 

relocates with his wives and 600 men (including their families) to Philistia 

and enters the service of Achish, king of Gath. 

b. 5-6: David requests a city away from the royal residence and receives 

Ziklag to which he and his men remove. 

c. 7: The total time that David spends in the land of the Philistines is 

reported: 1 year and 4 months. 

d. 8-12: David raids the Geshurites, Girzites and Amalekites, destroying 

everyone (including women and children) so that no one will report his 

activities to Achish. 

 1d. Instead he tells Achish that his raids have been against Judah, the 

  Jerahmeelites and the Kenites. Achish believes that David will  

remain his servant forever since he will now be viewed as an  

enemy by his own people. 

  2. Chapter 28 

   a. 1-2: Philistia prepares for battle against Israel, and Achish informs David 

    and his men that they will join the battle. David responds with what some 

    view as a slightly cryptic (but affirmative) answer and Achish agrees to  

make David his bodyguard for life. 

  3. Chapter 29 

   a. 1-3a: The Philistines gather in Aphek to prepare for war with the Israelites  

    who are camped in Jezreel. During the march, the other Philistine lords  

    discover David and his men and question Achish as to their presence. 

1a. 3b: Achish defends David, insisting that he has been with him 

“years” and served him well. 

 i. Note the time specified by Achish would seem to indicate  

that this episode occurs near the end of David’s sojourn in 

Philistia. 

   b. 4-6: Dissatisfied with Achish’s defense, the Philistine commanders angrily  

    demand that David and his men be sent back, reminding him of the songs  

    that announced David’s prowess (against the Philistines!) and conjecturing 

    that David will buy back Saul’s favor with Philistine lives—Achish   

    complies. 

   c. 7-8: David responds to Achish’s command to return by questioning what  

    he has done wrong and why he can’t fight against his lord’s enemies. 



   d. 9-11: Achish repeats his endorsement of David, but insists that for the  

    sake of peace, he must return the next morning. David complies, returning 

    to the land of the Philistines while the latter go up to Jezreel. 

  4. Chapter 30 

   a.       1-6a: Three days after leaving the Philistine army at Aphek, David and his 

    men return to Ziklag and find that the Amalekites have raided them,  

    burned the city and taken their wives and children. Full of grief over their  

    loss, the men weep until they run out of tears, then turn on David in their 

    bitterness and contemplate stoning him.  

   b. 6b-10: David, however, draws courage from God and inquires of the Lord 

    by means of the ephod carried by Abiathar—should he pursue? The Lord 

    tells David to go after the Amalekites, assuring him that he will recover all 

    the captives. David lights out with his force of 600, subsequently whittled  

down to 400 at the brook Besor as 200 are too exhausted to go on.   

   c. 11-15: Finding an Egyptian servant of an Amalekite who was left behind 

    when he fell ill, David and his men receive his promise to guide them to  

    the Amalekite band in exchange for his life and a promise not to return him 

    to his master. 

   d. 16-20: Finding the Amalekites reveling in their victory David and his men 

    slaughter them from twilight to twilight, destroying all except for 100 young 

    men who escaped on camels. They recover all that was taken and,  

    apparently, additional livestock which they named as “David’s spoil.”      

   e. 21-25: Returning to Besor, the “wicked and worthless” contingent of  

    David’s army voice their opinion that the spoil should not be divided with 

    those who stayed behind. David protests, invoking the reminder of God’s 

    actions on their behalf, and declares that those who fight and those who 

    stay with the baggage shall receive and equal share, a declaration which 

    becomes permanent policy in Israel (foreshadowing David’s eventual 

    ascension to the kingship). 

   f. 26-31: Upon returning to Ziklag, David sends gifts to the places in Israel 

    that his men were accustomed to go, presumably to show gratitude and 

    strengthen the relationships with his friends. 

  5. Chapter 31 

   a. 1-7: The Philistines defeat the Israelites and overtake Saul and his sons 

    as they flee, killing Jonathan, Abinadab and Malchi-Shua. Saul, wounded  

    by archers, tells his armor bearer to kill him. The latter refusing, Saul takes 

    his own life, followed by his armor bearer. The inhabitants of the Israelite  

    cities on the other side of the valley abandon their homes upon seeing the 

    defeat of the Saul’s forces, and the Philistines take up residence their  

    cities. 

   b. 8-13: Coming to despoil the slain by night, the Philistines find the bodies of  

    Saul and his three sons on Mt. Gilboa. They send Saul’s head and  

    weapons throughout the land of the Philistines in a grisly victory tour and 

    declare the news to the temples of their idols and the people. His weapons 

    are displayed in the temple of Ashtoroth and his body fastened to the wall  

    of Beth-shan along with his sons’ bodies apparently. Upon hearing this  

    news, valiant men from Jabesh-gilead (a city that Saul and his forces had  

    rescued from Nahash the Ammonite) walk through the night, remove the 



    bodies from the wall, burn them, bury the bones under a tamarisk tree and 

    fast seven days. 

 

IV. Textual Notes, Questions, Points of Interpretation: 

 A. 28:3:  

  1. The second half of the verse seems to inform the significance of the first. The  

   comment that there were no mediums or spiritists in the land due to Saul’s  

   vigilance, makes the absence of Samuel more than just a passing comment or  

   historical note in the text. The verse appears to inform the reader that there was  

   no legitimate prophetic voice (i.e., Samuel) in the land, nor any illegitimate   

   prognosticators of future events or divine activity. Saul has no apparent guidance 

   to turn to in the face of the problem that is about to unfold in the subsequent  

   verse. 

 B. 28:4:  

  1. Why does this verse open with the word, “so”? On face value, a conjunction like 

   “so” would appear to reference the preceding content, but it’s hard to imagine  

   why the presence of the Philistines would be contingent in some way upon the  

   absence of Samuel or mediums. Unless, perhaps, the Philistines saw this as an  

   opportune time to strike given that Israel appeared to be cut off from its   

   connection to the divine, if indeed the Philistines had sufficient knowledge of the  

   situation. On that score, they certainly seemed to have good intelligence on  

   David’s status within the land. 

  2. The Philistines gather in Shunem and the Israelites gather in Gilboa. Does this  

   passage chronologically follow chapter 29? Here, the Philistines are in   

   Shunem, but in chapter 29 they are mustering in Aphek. One map I consulted  

   locates Shunem some 50 miles northeast of Aphek (closer to 60 miles of travel).  

   It seems odd (to the exclusion of serious consideration) that the Philistines would 

   gather in Shunem to battle the Israelites  and then relocate far to the south before  

   battle was joined. Obviously, the muster in Aphek had to precede the showdown 

   at Shunem and Jezreel.  

   a. It may be that 29:1-11 is a flash back to earlier events, namely the   

    exclusion of David and his men from the Philistine forces. 

   b. The main action would appear to be the movement of the Philistine army 

    against Israel and Israel’s defense. Within that larger narrative structure, 

    then, we would have these two asides featuring Saul and David,  

    respectively. What would be the purpose of presenting Saul’s aside first, 

    especially if David’s aside preceded the former in time? 

    1b. Does the narrator, guided by the Holy Spirit, desire to focus first on 

     the final spiritual blow to the rotting stump of Saul’s dynasty before 

     showing God’s providential exclusion of David from a battle against 

     the people he is meant to rule through the hostility and suspicion of 

     the Philistine commanders (if that is, indeed, the main thrust of 

     chapter 29)? 

 D. 28:5: Saul, faced with a formidable force (29:2 speaks of hundreds and thousands) is 

  understandably afraid. Indeed, the narrator makes a point to further elaborate on his 

  fear, “his heart trembled greatly.” 

 E. 28:6: In his fear, Saul turns to the Lord for guidance. 

  1. The persistence of Saul’s spirituality in juxtaposition with his obvious rebellion, 



   might make an interesting case study. 

   a. 13:8-12: In the face of Samuel’s delay, he offers the burnt offering in Gilgal 

    to seek the favor of the Lord in disobedience to the Lord’s regulations for 

    sacrifice. 

   b. 15:1-31: Saul disobeys God’s command to destroy all of the Amalekites  

    and the spoil they took from them, and claims that choicest of the spoil  

    was spared to offer a sacrifice to God. When informed that the kingdom 

    has been taken from him, he urges Samuel to worship with him   

    nonetheless. This is clearly done to keep up appearances (15:30), but 

    Saul includes the phrase “that I may worship the LORD your God.” 

   c. 17:37: He blesses David before his battle with Goliath with the words, “Go, 

    and may the LORD be with you.” 

   d. 19:1-6: When Jonathan successfully intercedes for David, Saul vows, “As 

    the LORD lives, he shall not be put to death.” 

   e. 19:18-24: Though not of his own volition, Saul prophesies when he  

    attempts to capture David in Ramah (in violation of his previous vow). 

   f. 22:14-23:7: After ordering the priests of the Lord slain at nob, Saul sees 

    David’s relocation to Keilah as a gift from the Lord: ““God has delivered  

    him into my hand, for he shut himself in by entering a city with double  

    gates and bars.” 

   g. 23:19-23: Saul blesses the Ziphites when they betray David’s location to 

    him with the words, “May you be blessed of the LORD, for you had  

    compassion on me.” 

   h. During a brief moment of seeming repentance, Saul blesses David with  

    the words, “May the Lord therefore reward you with good in return for what 

    you have done to me this day” after recognizing that the Lord has   

    delivered him into David’s hands. He also asks David to enter into  

    covenant with him, swearing by the Lord. 

   i. Saul, having been explicitly told that his dynasty will not endure and that  

    the kingdom has been taken from him, continues to imagine that God is  

    working on his behalf, bless others in God’s name, swears by God, and  

    here, seeks God’s guidance.  

    1i. We could certainly suggest that some or all of Saul’s “spirituality” is  

     a holdover from the culture he was raised in, but I don’t know if that  

     explains it in toto. There seems to be a desire to hold the blessing  

     of God without be willing to approach that blessing by the   

     prescribed path of trusting  obedience. 

  2. Not surprising to the reader, God does not respond to any of Saul’s legitimate 

   attempts to seek him: dreams (an established method of communication between 

   God and His people), Urim (a divinely instituted method for priestly inquiry of the 

   Lord) or prophets (the spokesmen and representatives of the Lord to His people). 

 F. 28:7: 

  1. Stymied in these legitimate attempts to hear from God, Saul once again  

   combines rebellion and spirituality by turning to sources that God has forbidden 

   in order to hear from God. 

   a. Lev. 19:31: Do not turn to mediums or spiritists; do not seek them out to  

    be defiled by them. I am the Lord your God. 

   b. Lev. 20:6: ‘As for the person who turns to mediums and to spiritists, to  



    play the harlot after them, I will also set My face against that person and  

    will cut him off from among his people. 

   c. We have already been informed that Saul had engaged in a campaign to 

    rid Israel of those who attempt to communicate with the spiritual world 

    outside of the means that God has established. 

  2. Apparently, Saul’s work was incomplete, because there is still a medium at  

   Endor. 

   a. One map I consulted places Endor about 10 miles north of Jezreel. 

    Presumably, Saul would have had to skirt the Philistine position in  

    Shunem to reach it, which may say something of his desperation. 

    1a. Several other maps seem to have similar locations for Endor. 

   b. Why do Saul’s servants know of this woman if their king had labored to 

    remove her ilk from the land? Was she on the “hit list” but still alive  

    because other contingencies (pursuit of David, threat of Philistines, etc.)  

    had slowed the campaign of spiritual cleansing? Were they not sufficiently 

    on board with the cause? That last question seems to imply, though, that 

    they just didn’t fully “own” Saul’s agenda. However, Saul clearly knew that 

    there were still mediums about, he just couldn’t pinpoint their location the 

    way his servants could. Was this just his understanding that even the 

    best interventions have a weak spot and no policy enforcement can achive 

    100% success? Or did Saul desire to appear busy about the work of  

    ensuring national obedience to God, while wanting to keep all his options 

    on the table when it came to obtaining the “divine” perspective? 

 G. 28:8: 

  1. What was the reason for Saul’s disguise? The woman’s suspicion (28:9) and 

   terror when she learned his true identity (28:12) seem to indicate that he merely 

   wanted to avoid ruining the encounter by disclosing himself. 

   1a. He may also have wanted to ensure that no one in Israel outside of his 

    staff would know his hypocrisy and defiance of Torah regulation by  

    seeking out spiritual channels that the Lord had expressly forbidden. 

  2. Notice that Saul does not ask her to inquire of the Lord, but rather to conjure up 

   someone who can speak for God. 

 H. 28:9: 

  1. The woman’s suspicion drives home the irony. The one who had attempted to 

   follow God’s will by removing mediums from Israel is willing to use them for his 

   own purposes. How often do we see both this kind of “rules for thee, but not for 

   me” attitude among elites as well as a spiritual arrogance that leads us to employ 

   ungodly methods to achieve, at least from our perspective, godly ends? 

 I. 28:10:  

  1. Saul once again juxtaposes piety with lawbreaking by swearing to her by the 

   Lord that she will not be punished for the illegal activities taken under his request. 

   a. Notice that only his authority as king, which should be used to maintain 

    Torah regulations, can ensure that they do not touch one who deserves 

    punishment. Saul has abused his authority throughout his time in office  

    and will remind us of his character by doing it again. 

 J. 28:11: 

  1. Apparently reassured by his oath, the medium asks who he wants summoned 

   and is told to “bring up” Samuel. 



  

 K. 28:12: 

  1. Why does the medium not guess Saul’s identity at the mention of Samuel’s  

   name? Why does she only realize who’s behind the disguise when Samuel 

   actually appears? Does Samuel speak Saul’s name without having it recorded 

   in the text? Does the fact that Samuel actually appears convince her that the 

   requester must be someone with special status and authority? In light of 28:13, 

   however, does she even realize that it is indeed Samuel? 

 L. 28:13-14: 

  1. Saul reassures her of her safety and calls her back to the matter at hand, 

   wanting to know what she sees. The description convinces him that it is indeed 

   Samuel. 

  2. What does the term “divine being” mean in this context? 

  3. Saul does homage to the prophet he did not obey while the latter was alive. Once 

   again he maintains the trappings of spirituality and respect for God-ordained 

   structures without actually being willing to submit to them. 

 M. 28:15-19: 

  1. Notice that while Saul needed the medium’s explanation to know that Samuel 

   had indeed come, Samuel addresses Saul directly. 

  2. We must question why this forbidden practice actually works to accomplish the 

   objective of a rebellious king.  

   a. It is notable that God does not strip Satanic practices of their efficacy, but 

    instead forbids them to His people. Whether in His granting Satan freedom 

    to afflict Job, or the accuracy of Balaam, or the power of Pharaoh’s  

    magicians to imitate some of the miracles performed by Moses, we see  

    that in accomplishing his purposes, God allows His enemy to exercise 

    power in the world. This does not mean that every spell cast by a witch 

    will have the intended effect, but it does mean that practices aligned with 

    the “prince of the power of the air” can be efficacious by God’s allowance. 

   b. It is also notable that God is clearly steering this evil practice to his own 

    ends. He obviously wants Saul to see the end approaching and know that 

    it is an end that has been engineered by the God whom Saul has rejected. 

    1b. The words of Samuel in 1 Sam. 15:22-23 come home in a poignant  

     way in this encounter: 

     i. “Has the Lord as much delight in burnt offerings and   

      sacrifices 

      As in obeying the voice of the Lord? 

      Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, 

      And to heed than the fat of rams. 

      23 “For rebellion is as the sin of divination, 

      And insubordination is as iniquity and idolatry. 

      Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, 

      He has also rejected you from being king.” 

  3. There are two uses of the interrogative pronoun “why” in Samuel’s discourse: 

   a. 28:15: “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” This could be 

    purely factual, however, it could play into the meaning of the second 

    usage that follows below. 

   b. 28:16: “Why then do you ask me, since the LORD has departed from you 



    and has become your adversary.” 

    1b. This is in response to Saul’s answer to the first “why”. That answer 

     being, essentially, “I want God to tell me what I should do about this 

     Philistine problem.” Once again, Saul’s spiritual blindness is  

     emblematic of our fallen perspective. If we rise above materialism  

     to give credence to the spiritual realm, then our innate response is 

     to make that spiritual realm “work” for us (which is, I believe, the  

     most apt explanation of witchcraft). Saul has repeatedly rejected 

     God’s commands, he has opposed God’s anointed (though how  

     much he knew about David’s anointing, if anything, is unclear), he 

     has murdered God’s priests, he has sought God through expressly 

     illegal means, and now he wants God to tell him how to handle his 

     human enemy. Saul’s true danger is so much greater—God is his 

     enemy! Samuel makes that point painfully plain in his second 

     interrogative. 

  4. Samuel spells it out in no uncertain terms that God is not coming to rescue Saul 

   (not even through the instrument of prophetic counsel). God is coming to judge. 

   He has withdrawn his guiding, shepherding presence from Saul and has fully 

   adopted the stance of opposition. Samuel, having grieved over Saul and having 

   died before the day his words at Gilgal came to pass, has come back from the  

   grave in fantastic fashion to tell Saul that they have now come home to him. 

   a. The Lord has done accordingly as He spoke through me; for the Lord has  

    torn the kingdom out of your hand and given it to your neighbor, to David.  

    18 As you did not obey the Lord and did not execute His fierce wrath on  

    Amalek, so the Lord has done this thing to you this day. 

   b. What God said he would do before David’s anointing, before David’s 

    appearance at court, before David’s fame became a threat, before Saul’s 

    wrath led him to pursue David and seek him out among the thousands of 

    Judah, before all the misdeeds that Saul did in an effort to hold the shreds 

    of his tattered kingdom together He is now bringing to pass. 

    1b.  Samuel seems to be saying, in essence, “I am God’s spokesman. 

     My life on earth was spent communicating His will and commands 

     to His people. You have refused to listen to His commands and to  

     heed His will. He has no other words for you—no words of   

     guidance, no words of hope. He has already made it clear to you  

     that he is tearing the kingdom away from you and giving it to your  

     neighbor. I have no message from God for your predicament  

     because God has already spoken and you refuse to hear. There is  

     nothing that you “should” do about the Philistines because there is  

     nothing that you can do about them. They are an inexorable   

     instrument of God designed and destined to bring about your final  

     judgment. You can’t do anything about them; you can only fall  

     before them.”   

  5. Samuel does add some words from God to bear on this situation, however, but 

   there is no comfort in them. Not only will Saul fall by the hand of Philistines, but 

   God will bring His judgment home in an unmistakable way: Israel will fall in battle 

   and Saul’s three sons will die. 

  6. Does the phrase “therefore tomorrow you and your sons will be with me” give any 



   indication of Saul’s eternal destiny, or is it merely a declaration that they will be 

   in the land of the dead? 

   a. I lean toward the latter. The Old Testament seems to express the afterlife 

    more in terms of physical death. However, I would like to hear what others 

    think about the possibility. 

 N. 28:20-25: 

  1. Saul is undone by Samuel’s words, falling full upon the ground. 

  2. Are the mundane interventions undertaken by the medium and Saul’s servants  

   intended to provide an ironic backdrop to the judgment pronounced by Samuel? 

   a. They are acting to calm his fears and sustain his life when he stands  

    condemned and ready to die. None of this matters.  

    1a. Does the medium mean only to remind Saul of his oath when she  

     mentions that she took her life in her hand by listening to the words  

     Saul spoke to her, or is she trying to convince him by her example  

     to listen to her urging to eat and strengthen himself? It almost  

     seems that way.  

    2a. Whatever the medium’s motive, and despite the best motives of the  

     courtiers are in trying to strengthen their king in his present  

     distress. None of it is what he needs. 

  3. Is the presence of night, though a very factual aspect of the narrative, meant to 

   symbolically underscore the gravity of Saul’s (and his people’s) situation? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

V. Linguistic Considerations 

 A. Listened to a reading of the passage in Hebrew. 

 B. Translation Comparison 

   

Verse NASB KJV NIV ESV 

28:3 And Saul had 
removed from the 
land those who 
were mediums 
and spiritists. 

And Saul had put 
away those that 
had familiar 
spirits, and the 
wizards, out of the 
land. 

Saul had expelled 
the mediums and 
spiritists from the 
land. 

And Saul had put 
the mediums and 
the necromancers 
out of the land. 

28:4 So the Philistines 
gathered together 
and came and 
camped in 
Shunem 

And the 
Philistines 
gathered 
themselves 
together, and 
came and pitched 
in Shunem 

The Philistines 
assembled and 
came and set up 
camp at Shunem 

The Philistines 
assembled and 
came and 
encamped at 
Shunem. 

28:5 When Saul saw 
the camp of the 
Philistines, he 
was afraid and his 
heart trembled 
greatly. 

And when Saul 
saw the host of 
the Philistines, he 
was afraid, and 
his heart greatly 
trembled. 

When Saul saw 
the Philistine 
army, he was 
afraid; terror filled 
his heart. 

When Saul saw 
the army of the 
Philistines, he 
was afraid, and 
his heart trembled 
greatly. 

28:8 Conjure up for 
me, please, and 
bring up for me 

I pray thee, divine 
unto me by the 
familiar spirit, and 

“Consult a spirit 
for me,” he said, 
“and bring up for 

“Divine for me by 
a spirit and bring 
up for me 



whom I shall 
name to you. 

bring me him up, 
whom I shall 
name unto thee. 

me the one I 
name.” 

whomever I shall 
name to you.” 

28:13 And the woman 
said to Saul, “I 
see a divine being 
coming up out of 
the earth.” 

And the woman 
said unto Saul, I 
saw gods 
ascending out of 
the earth 

The woman said, 
“I see a ghostly 
figure coming up 
out of the earth.” 

And the woman 
said to Saul, “I 
see a god coming 
up out of the 
earth.” 

28:14 An old man is 
coming up, and 
he is wrapped 
with a robe. 

An old man 
cometh up; and 
he is covered with 
a mantle 

“An old man 
wearing a robe is 
coming up,” 

“An old man is 
coming up, and 
he is wrapped in a 
robe.” 

28:15 Why have you 
disturbed me by 
bringing me up? 

Why hast thou 
disquieted me, to 
bring me up? 

“Why have you 
disturbed me by 
bringing me up?” 

“Why have you 
disturbed me by 
bringing me up?” 

28:16 and has become 
your adversary 

and is become 
thine enemy? 

and become your 
enemy? 

and become your 
enemy? 

28:20 Then Saul 
immediately fell 
full length upon 
the ground and 
was very afraid 
because of the 
words of Samuel 

Then Saul fell 
straightway all 
along on the 
earth, and was 
sore afraid, 
because of the 
words of Samuel 

Immediately Saul 
fell full length on 
the ground, filled 
with fear because 
of Samuel’s 
words. 

Then Saul fell at 
once full length on 
the ground, filled 
with fear because 
of the words of 
Samuel. 

28:21 and saw that he 
was terrified 

and saw that he 
was sore troubled 

and saw that he 
was greatly 
shaken 

and when she 
saw that he was 
terrified 

28:25 Then they arose 
and went away 
that night. 

Then they rose 
up, and went 
away that night. 

That same night 
they got up and 
left. 

Then they rose 
and went away 
that night. 

 

 B. Principal words & phrases 

  1. 28:16: “your enemy” =  ך ֶֽ  ָער 

   a. Strongs = ָער: Derived from  עּור (to rouse oneself, awake, awaken, incite): 

    a foe (as watchful for mischief) 

   b. BDB: enemy, adversary, foe 

   c. Other instances: 

    1c. The only other instance in the entire NASB OT is Ps. 139:20:  

     “For they speak against You wickedly, And Your enemies take  

     {Your name} in vain.  

  2. 28:13: “divine being” = ים ִ֥  ֱאֹלה 

   a. Strong’s = ים   gods in the ordinary sense; but specifically used (in the :ֱאֹלה 

    plural thus, especially with the article) of the supreme God; occasionally  

    applied by way of deference to magistrates; and sometimes as a superlative 

   b. BDB:  

    1b. plural:  rulers, judges, divine ones, angels, gods 

    2b. plural intensive, singular meaning: god, goddess, godlike one, works 

     or special possessions of God, the (true) God, God 

   c. Other instances: 

    1c. 1 Samuel: Almost all 102 instances refer to God, exceptions below: 



     i. 1 Samuel 4:8 - NAS – "Woe to us! Who shall deliver us from  

      the hand of these mighty gods? These are the gods who  

      smote the Egyptians with all {kinds of} plagues in the  

      wilderness.  

     ii. 1 Samuel 5:7 - NAS – When the men of Ashdod saw that it  

      was so, they said, "The ark of the God of Israel must not  

      remain with us, for His hand is severe on us and on Dagon  

      our god."  

     iii. 1 Samuel 6:5 - NAS – "So you shall make likenesses of your  

      tumors and likenesses of your mice that ravage the land,  

      and you shall give glory to the God of Israel; perhaps He will  

      ease His hand from you, your gods, and your land.  

     iv. 1 Samuel 7:3 - NAS – Then Samuel spoke to all the house  

      of Israel, saying, "If you return to the Lord with all your heart,  

      remove the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you  

      and direct your hearts to the Lord and serve Him alone; and  

      He will deliver you from the hand of the Philistines."   

     v. 1 Samuel 14:15 - NAS – And there was a trembling in the  

      camp, in the field, and among all the people. Even the  

      garrison and the raiders trembled, and the earth quaked so  

      that it became a great trembling.  

     vi. 1 Samuel 17:43 - NAS – The Philistine said to David, "Am I a  

      dog, that you come to me with sticks?" And the Philistine  

      cursed David by his gods.  

     vii. 1 Samuel 26:19 - NAS – "Now therefore, please let my lord  

      the king listen to the words of his servant. If the Lord has  

      stirred you up against me, let Him accept an offering; but if it  

      is men, cursed are they before the Lord, for they have driven  

      me out today so that I would have no attachment with the  

      inheritance of the Lord, saying, 'Go, serve other gods.'  

  3. 28:8: “Conjure” = [׃כ קסומי]י־)־ ֳסמ  (׃ק ָק   

   a. Strong’s = ָקַסם: A primitive root; properly to distribute, that is, determine by 

    lot or magical scroll; by implication to divine 

   b. BDB = to practice divination, divine 

   c. Other instances: 

    1c. 1 Samuel 6:2 - NAS – And the Philistines called for the priests and  

     the diviners, saying, "What shall we do with the ark of the Lord?  

     Tell us how we shall send it to its place."  

     2c. 2 Kings 17:17 - NAS – Then they made their sons and their  

     daughters pass through the fire, and practiced divination and  

     enchantments, and sold themselves to do evil in the sight of the  

     Lord, provoking Him.  

    3c. Deuteronomy 18:10 - NAS – "There shall not be found among you  

     anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire,  

     one who uses divination, one who practices witchcraft, or one who  

     interprets omens, or a sorcerer,  

    4c. Deuteronomy 18:14 - NAS – "For those nations, which you shall  

     dispossess, listen to those who practice witchcraft and to diviners,  



     but as for you, the Lord your God has not allowed you {to do} so.  

  4. 28:3 

   a. “[the] mediums” = ות  ָהֹאֹבִ֥

    1a. Strong’s = אֹוב: From the same as ָאב (father) (apparently through  

     the idea of prattling a father's name); properly a mumble, that is, a  

     water skin (from its hollow sound); hence a necromancer  

     (ventriloquist, as from a jar) 

    2a BDB: water skin bottle, necromancer, one that has a familiar spirit 

    3a. Other instances: 

     i. Leviticus 19:31 - NAS – 'Do not turn to mediums or spiritists;  

      do not seek them out to be defiled by them. I am the Lord  

      your God. 

     ii. Leviticus 20:6 - NAS – 'As for the person who turns to  

      mediums and to spiritists, to play the harlot after them, I will  

      also set My face against that person and will cut him off from  

      among his people. 

     iii. Leviticus 20:27 - NAS – 'Now a man or a woman who is a  

      medium or a spiritist shall surely be put to death. They shall  

      be stoned with stones, their bloodguiltiness is upon them.' """  

     iv. The examples in this passage are the only ones in 1 Sam. 

     v. 2 Kings 21:6 - NAS – He made his son pass through the fire,  

      practiced witchcraft and used divination, and dealt with  

      mediums and spiritists. He did much evil in the sight of the  

      Lord provoking {Him to anger.}  

     vi. 2 Kings 23:24 - NAS – Moreover, Josiah removed the  

      mediums and the spiritists and the teraphim and the idols  

      and all the abominations that were seen in the land of Judah  

      and in Jerusalem, that he might confirm the words of the law  

      which were written in the book that Hilkiah the priest found in  

      the house of the Lord.  

   b. “[the] spiritists = ים ִ֖ ֹענ  דְּ  ַהי 

    1b. Strong’s = י ֹענ  דְּ    ;properly a knowing one ;(to know) ָיַדע From :י 

     specifically a conjurer; (by implication) a ghost   

    2b. BDB: a knower, one who has a familiar spirit 

    3b. Other instances 

     i. See “spiritist(s)” in V.B.4.3a above 

     ii. Deuteronomy 18:10-11 - NAS – There shall not be found  

      among you anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass  

      through the fire, one who uses divination, one who practices  

      witchcraft, or one who interprets omens, or a sorcerer, or  

      one who casts a spell, or a medium, or a spiritist, or one  

      who calls up the dead.  

  5. 28:4: At a cursory glance, the “So” as rendered by NASB is a translation of   ַוי and 

   does not appear to me to be necessitated by the context, but I would like to see 

   what the commentators have to say on the matter.   

      

VI. Scholarly Input 

 A. Tsumura: 



  1. Points out the dischronologized nature of the story and notes that several  

   reasons have been posited for the placement of the passage: 1) Budde and 

   others say that it was removed by an editor offended by its content and later 

   restored but in the wrong place, 2) McCarter points out that Samuel’s speech 

   regarding Saul’s disobedience of God’s command to extirpate the Amalekites 

   may serve as a praeparatio for David’s attack on the Amalekites in chapter 

   29. Tsumra seems to feel that it was deliberately done by a narrator using an 

   organizing principal other than chronology and following an alternating pattern 

   of AXBY:  

   A) David: 28:1-2: The Philistines prepare for battle 

   X) Saul: 28:3-25: The embedded narrative of the medium at Endor 

   B) David: 29:1-30:31: Providential dismissal from the fight against Israel and 

        victory over the Amalekites 

   Y) Saul: 31:1-13: Final defeat 

   “Thus the overall story tells us that the last battle between Saul and the  

   Philistines at Gilboa was initiated by the Philistines with whom David was then 

   associated, but that David did not participate in the battle. On the other hand,  

   Saul and his sons and much of the Israelite army perished in the battle.” 

  2. On the consultation with the female necromancer, as Tsumura refers to her, he 

   quotes Miscall: “Thus the story depicts the futility of conjuring the dead since this 

   results in an announcement of death. To speak with the dead is to join the dead.” 

  3. Posits that “this story does not support the view that God sometimes uses even 

   pagan religious practices for his own purpose, rather that something very  

   unusual even from the perspective of the female necromancer occurred through  

   God’s power.” 

  4. On Saul’s consultation with the medium, points to the prohibition in Deut. 18:11; 

   Lev. 19:31; 20:6, 27. “The very need for such prohibitions is an indication that the 

   problem of necromancy and of religious practices related to the dead was   

   widespread in ancient Canaan. The reason Saul opposed these magical   

   practices is presumably because he himself was well aware of its assumed  

   efficacy on which the Biblical prohibition to magic was based.” 

  5. On “mediums”, points out that it occurs 11 times in the OT always paired with ob  

   as a hendiadys.  

  6. Points out that the three methods of dreams, Urim and prophets were normally  

   used in Israel when seeking divine guidance. 

  7. Translates v. 7: “And Saul said to his servants, ‘Search for me a woman who  

   serves the lady of the ob spirits so that I may go to her and seek the divine will  

   through her.’” 

  8. Says, “In other words a female necromancer is a woman who serves the lady of 

   netherworld and communicates with the spirits of the dead.” 

  9. Places En-dor, which also appears in Josh. 17:11, 4.5 miles northeast of  

   Shunem and identifies it as modern Khirbet ef safsafe. He notes, as I saw when 

   consulting maps, that it was on the other side of the Philistine camp from Saul’s 

   position on Mt. Gilboa. 

  10. Points out that necromantic rituals usually took place at night and that it was the  

   time when the solar deity was supposedly active in the underworld as the lord 

   of the spirits of the dead. 

  11. Points out the irony of Saul using the oath, “the LORD lives” in his promise to  



   medium while he is seeking guidance from the spirit of the dead, “though he  

   himself might not have been aware of the contradiction.” 

  12. In contrast with some other scholars that he references, maintains that the flow of 

   vv. 8-11 is natural as it is. Also points out that there’s no description of the  

   invoking of the spirit and states, “Perhaps it is because it was so illicit that the  

   writer did not want to even mention the actual act.” 

  13. Points out that there’s a break between the woman’s loud shouting and her 

   employment of the interrogative adverb “Why”. Indicating that it’s not that she 

   shouted “why” in a loud voice, but that she shouted and then asked Saul “why”. 

  14. On the medium’s surprise: “This suggests that something about Samuel’s   

   appearance surprised the woman. Something unexpected might have happened  

   outside her control after Saul asked her to bring up Samuel in v. 11b. One might  

   surmise that some unknown thing happened before “she shouted in a loud voice”  

   (v. 12a) and before she turned to Saul again in v. 12b. This was certainly an  

   extraordinary event for her. It may be that the ordinary divining powers were not  

   employed at this time or rather that a power stronger than her divining powers  

   may have been at work in bringing up the spirit of Samuel. Even if the spirit was  

   brought up by her actions (see v. 15 “You disturbed me”), it might not have  

   appeared or acted like the spirits of the dead like ob or repaim which she was  

   comfortable handling as a necromancer.” 

  15. Points out that we don’t know what in the calling up of Samuel caused the  

   woman to recognize Saul’s identity. Posits that it may have been that when the  

   spirit arose, she heard it call Saul by name. 

  16. On the term “to disturb”, points out that it also appears in Is. 14:9 where sheol is  

   said to be stirred up and the shades (repaim) to be roused. 

  17. On Samuel’s appearance, states: “The author certainly intends us to believe it is  

   really Samuel. Only he would have been able to give that message. And we have 

   to assume that God permitted the witch to call Samuel up in this case even  

   though he might not normally have allowed it.” 

  18. On v. 16: “Samuel’s answer only reinforces God’s judgment against Saul, ‘The  

   LORD has turned away from you.’” 

  19. On “You and your sons shall be with me,” “In other words, Saul will join the  

   community of the dead by entering the netherworld (sheol) which seems to have  

   been the abode both of the righteous and the rejected.”  

  20. Points out that Saul hadn’t eaten any food “probably to purify himself as  

   preparation for meeting Samuel. He was a very religious person as seen in the  

   earlier episodes even though he had already been rejected by the Lord.” 

  21. States: “What matters for us, however is not weather our conduct is religiously  

   proper or not, but to know what the will of the Lord is and to act accordingly.” 

  22. On the medium or the female necromancer, gives several different possible  

   translations of eset ba’alat ob (lit. “a woman of lady of ob spirit”). It could be a  

   woman who has an ob spirit, a woman who practices ob, a woman of an ob spirit,  

   but he suggests that ba’alat ob is referring to a solar goddess. “It is noteworthy  

   that like the Mesopotamian Shamash, the Ugaritic solar goddess Shapshu  

   played the important role of psychopompe, that is the one who brings the spirit of  

   the dead up or down. In text 1.161, a Ugaritc text for the funeral of king   

   Niqmaddu, it is very likely that she went down to the underworld with the newly  

   dead king as she does in the Ba’al myth where she helped Anat bury the dead  



   Ba’al, searched him out in the netherworld and restored him to his throne from  

   the realm of the god of death. Thus the solar deity in daily travel from west to  

   east through a subterranean tunnel during the night took with him or her ‘the  

   spirits of the deceased as well as the offerings for those already dwelling in the  

   netherworld.’ [J.C. de Moor] It may be that in ancient ‘popular’ religion in Israel,  

   the solar goddess assumed the role of psychopompe as she did in ancient  

   Canaan since as she had to go back through the earth at night from west back to 

   east she could bring spirits back with her. It would be no surprise that the sun  

   goddess were the patron deity of the female necromancer in this chapter,   

   therefore I would like to suggest that eset ba’alat ob means ‘a woman who  

   serves the Lady of the dead spirits’, ‘the Lady’ referring to the sun goddess as  

   ruler or guide of the spirits in the nether world.” 

 B. Bergen 

  1. Opens this section of his commentary by pointing out that another writer   

   considered this perhaps the darkest moment in Saul’s life, it being the deliberate  

   violation of one of the gravest prohibitions in the Torah. Points out that this sin  

   was a capital offense and that less than 24 hours afterward, he was dead: “a  

   sobering reminder of the swiftness and surety of the Lord’s punishment for any  

   who violate the divine word.” 

  2. Sees v. 3 as establishing the Samuel had been dead long enough to be   

   appropriately mourned and that the writer indicated that Saul had made a   

   commendable effort to obey the law by removing the mediums and spiritists from  

   the land. “This note establishes Saul’s clear understanding that it was forbidden  

   for Israelites to consult these individuals, a fact necessary for understanding the  

   severity and speed of the punishment meted out to him.” Seems to make much  

   of the idea that it was the consulting of the medium that precipitated Saul’s death. 

   Wonder if that is accurate as God is bringing to a head his declared judgment at  

   Gilgal. While it overlaps with the violation of the law, not sure that the latter is the  

   principle cause for judgment. 

  3. On the Philistines encampment on Shunem: “Shunem was located on a hill next  

   to the Via Maris, the major trade route passing through the Promised Land. The  

   Philistines desired to control this region which included the valley of Jezreel since 

   it would provide them with considerable revenue from caravans using the   

   highway.” 

  4. On the Israelite encampment: “Saul gathered all the Israelites and set up camp at 

   Gilboa, likely a mountain just south of Shunem that overlooked the the Via Maris  

   and the valley of Jezreel through which it passed. From that vantage point, Saul  

   could view Philistine troop movements in relative safety, however Saul was not  

   prepared to cope with what he observed. When he saw the size of the Philistine  

   army, he was afraid, terror filled his heart.”  

  5. Notes the different ways that Saul legitimately tried to seek the Lord and points  

   out regarding the Urim that it could only be used with the assistance of an   

   Aaronic priest. “. . . Saul had slain many of the Aaronic priests, and the only  

   named surviving priest from Nob, one who possessed and ephod had fled to  

   David.” Points out also that Saul couldn’t receive an answer from the prophets  

   because Samuel was dead and he had lost the support of the groups of the  

   prophets of which Samuel had been the leader. 

  5. Points out also that Endor is modern Khirbet safsafe. 6 miles away and 2 miles 



   northeast of the Philistine camp. 

  6. On Saul’s disguise: “A measure of Saul’s desperation and his willingness to sin  

   against the Lord is seen in the fact that he went to the medium even though he  

   had to steal his way past the Philistine camp to get there. In order to make the  

   journey as safe as possible, however, Saul disguised himself putting on other  

   clothes. The absence of royal clothing and jewelry insulated him from scrutiny by  

   Philistine soldiers patrolling the roads in the area and shielded his true identity  

   from the medium. In order to reduce the journey’s risks even further Saul waited  

   until after the sun had set to begin the trip and he was accompanied by two body  

   guards.” 

  7. On Saul’s oath: “To calm the woman’s fears Saul swore to her by the Lord that  

   she would not be punished for her activities. Before the informed reader, Saul’s  

   words to the medium are just one more manifestation of his lifelong spiritual  

   incongruities, literally, ‘By the life of YHWH, there will not occur for you a   

   transgression in this matter.’ In fact, Saul’s oath invoked the Lord to grant   

   immunity to one who broke the Lord’s command and turned God against himself. 

   Such an oath was not only foolish but actually blasphemous.” 

  8. On the appearance of Samuel, notes that questions arise at this point in the  

   narrative as to whether or not the medium actually made contact with a spirit  

   being and, assuming she did, whether or not is was actually Samuel. He   

   maintains that the plain statement of the Hebrew text is that she did see Samuel,  

   that the medium reacted to Samuel’s appearance as though the encounter was  

   genuine. 

  9. Points out that Samuel did not provide Saul with the information Saul was   

   requesting, but picks up where he left off the last time they were together, at  

   Gilgal. 

  10. “Saul’s present sin was private and concealed in darkness, however, its   

   consequences would be public and massive.” Notes that the Lord handed over  

   Saul’s sons and the nation of Israel. 

  11. On Saul’s fast, refers to Klein who suggest that it was in preparation for the  

   conjuring session. 

  12. Draws a contrast between the food that the medium provides and what Abigail  

   provided for David. States: “The comparison of the women’s gifts invites a  

   comparison of the women. Whereas Saul was nurtured by a woman under the  

   Lord’s curse, David was nurtured by a woman under the Lord’s blessing.” 

 C. Youngblood 

  1. Notes that the reminder that Samuel had died and the observation that Saul had 

   expelled the mediums and spiritists from Israel both figure prominently in the rest 

   of the chapter. 

  2. On Saul’s consulting the medium: “Under such circumstances it is not surprising 

   that Saul, out of sheer desperation would resort to a forbidden source of   

   information, a medium. Fearful of Philistine strength, he wanted to know how to  

   proceed.” 

  3. Also points out that Endor was dangerously close to where the Philistines were 

   encamped. 

  4. Like Bergen, points out several reasons for meeting at night: 1) Since the   

   netherworld was a place of darkness, it would be the proper setting for   



   communicating with the dead, 2) Necromancers probably preferred to do their  

   work at night, 3) Saul would have found it easier to conceal his identity. 

  5. Regarding the medium informing Saul that the Israelite king had cut off the  

   mediums from the land: “Her words to Saul drip with irony, ‘You know that   

   spiritists are no longer allowed here.’ Saul will later compound that irony by  

   asking the wraith that he believes to be Samuel to ‘tell me what to do.’” 

  6. Seems to believe that the woman must have been clairvoyant because she 

   must have been able to see through Saul’s disguise when she was in her 

   trancelike state. 

  7. Points out that the irony continues in that “Saul, previously afraid because of 

   the Philistine threat and soon to be afraid because of Samuel’s words tells the  

   necromancer not to be afraid.” 

  8. Seems to see some significance in the difference in the lists of the legitimate  

   means of seeking the Lord in vv. 6 and 15: “Saul tells Samuel that God does not  

   answer him either by prophets or by dreams, perhaps omitting Urim to hide his  

   slaughter of the priests of Nob, and perhaps listing prophets first in the hopes  

   that the prophet Samuel will now fill that vacuum.” 

  9. Points out as I believe Bergen did that although Saul uses the general word  

   “God” in v. 15, Samuel characteristically refers to the word “Lord” in vv. 16-19,  

   seven times in all.  

  10. Sees in the medium’s discourse to Saul about the food, she is pointing out that 

   she obeyed him in calling up Samuel (at great risk to herself), now he should 

   obey her in having something to eat. 

 D. Baldwin: 

  1. Points out that with the mention of Samuel’s death Saul is “deprived of the great  

   prophet’s guidance which he had earlier disregarded” and then also points out  

   that he had cut off the mediums and spiritists from the land: “By his own action  

   and obedience to the law, Saul had rightly cut himself off from the resort of those  

   who did not know the Lord. The fact that he now regrets this indicates how far he  

   has departed from his earlier commitment. He had the worst of both worlds.” 

  2. Says that the fact that the Philistines had come so far north indicates their   

   dominance over Saul’s kingdom and their intention to move further east to the  

   Jordan. Says that Saul’s choice of Mt. Gilboa gave him a vantage point from  

   which he could track the movements of the enemy on the western slopes of the  

   Hill of Moreh across the valley. 

  3. In discussing the legitimate means of seeking God, asserts that the prophets  

   would have been those who were trained in Samuel’s school. 

  4. In speaking of Saul’s desire to speak with Samuel, states: “Despite the finality  

   of Saul’s last confrontation with Samuel (1 Sam 15:10-35), Saul still longed for  

   the word of the Lord which he had received through the prophet who had first  

   anointed him and proclaimed him king. He must have hoped that Samuel would  

   somehow reverse the judgment which he had pronounced in much the same way  

   as some of our contemporaries refuse to take seriously the dark side of the word  

   of God.” 

  5. On Saul’s oath to the medium: “Inconsistently Saul swears ‘as the Lord lives’ that 

   she will be safe while he himself endeavors to reverse the word of the same  

   living Lord pronounced against himself.” 

  6. On the appearance of Samuel: “The incident does not tell us anything about the 



   veracity of claims to consult the dead on the part of mediums because the  

   indications are that this was an extraordinary event for her and frightening one  

   because she was not in control. 

  7. On the interchange between Samuel and Saul: “Saul is asking for guidance when  

   his course of action is obvious—he has to fight the Philistines. What he really  

   wants is reassurance that he will win the battle. Is this not the whole purpose of  

   prophets and counselors, to give a reassuring message? Samuel however does  

   not in any way change the message he had spoken to Saul when he lived at  

   Ramah. He is still the prophet of the Lord and he speaks in the name of the Lord, 

   reiterating that word seven times over in these four verses.” 

  8. Baldwin sees in the reasoning to get Saul to eat (“hearken to me as I have  

   hearkened to you”) an amplification of the accusation of Samuel (“because you  

   did not hearken to YHWH, therefore YHWH has done this to you this day”). 

  9. In her rather lengthy reflection on this passage, states: “Indeed, Saul had asked  

   for guidance from the Lord. What he had not fully taken in was the fact that he  

   had already received the guidance that was appropriate in his circumstances. No 

   amount of further requesting could change the information he had already been  

   given.” 

  10. States: “God’s word stood and could not be altered. He should have believed that 

   instead of thinking that by further consultation he could reverse its judgment. The 

   Lord did not answer him because there was no more to be said.” 

 E. Davis 

  1. Speaks on the Philistine’s intention: “They plan to fight on ground where chariots 

   can fight to advantage to control the trade route through the plain of Esdraelon  

   and to cut off Saul from his northernmost tribes.” 

  2. Regarding Saul’s oath: “The reader must not miss the irony. Saul swears the  

   oath by Yahweh, by Yahweh’s life, as he seeks help from a source the Yahweh  

   has condemned. For all his degeneration, Saul is orthodox to the last.” 

  3. Does not believe that the calling up of Samuel is a hoax. 

  4. Points out that while some have posited that the woman’s scream is one of  

   surprise, indicating that she did not anticipate the appearance of Samuel, and  

   that therefore her practice must have been built on smoke and mirrors, it might  

   have been the sudden recognition that it was Saul who had employed her that  

   caused her to scream. 

  5. Like others, points out that “Yahweh forbids Israel to use these means not  

   because they do not work but because they are wicked.” Quotes Yehezkel  

   Kauffman in his footnotes: “The laws ban divination on the ground that it is an  

   abomination. They nowhere intimate that it is vain.” 

  6. Sees God as permitting this ritual to work so that Samuel could “speak His word  

   of truth and doom to Saul. Yahweh’s word was spoken even though it came  

   via an illegitimate method.” 

  7. On the “hopeless misery” of Saul’s situation: “Certainly as king, responsible for  

   the leadership of Yahweh’s people, Saul would normally have the privilege of  

   Yahweh’s direction for battle. Now, however, he can heart the shouts of   

   Philistines but not the voice of Yahweh. He faces the crisis of his life, and God  

   has nothing to say to him. Some of the saddest words in all scripture are printed  

   in 1 Samuel 28:15.” 



  8. As others, points to the dischronoligization of the passage as indicated by the  

   geographic position and seems to indicate that it is done because God wants to  

   put David’s trial in perspective. States: “David’s trouble is no light one, he is  

   caught among the enemies of God, but Saul’s is far worse, he is without the word 

   of God. Burdens appear lighter when seen in their proper context.” 

  9. Spends quite a bit of time distinguishing between Saul’s crisis of being   

   objectively cut off from God and the feeling of genuine believers who feel that  

   they have been forsaken by God. Refers to Ps. 13 and points out that where Saul 

   turns to illegitimate means to deal with God’s silence, the true believer keeps 

   looking to and crying out to the God he feels has abandoned him. 

  10. In making much of the fact that it was night when Saul and his servants left the 

   house of the medium, reminds the reader that it was night when Judas went out 

   from the last supper. He also reminds the reader that Jesus on the cross went  

   into the darkness in order to rescue His people. Reminds us to turn to the one  

   who endured the darkness for us. “They got up and went away that night, but  

   there is a light that shines in the darkness.” 

 

VII. Main Point 

 A. The main point of this passage in my opinion is that God is faithful to His word. Since  

  that word here was His declaration in 1 Sam. 15 that he would tear the kingdom away  

  from Saul and give it to his neighbor (now revealed to be David), we see a faithfulness 

  also to his holiness and justice and to His own honor and reputation. Saul has abused 

  the authority given to him by God for the performance of God’s will to his people, and  

  God will not allow that to go unrequited. Though less pronounced in the passage, God 

  is obviously showing His faithfulness to David as the removal of Saul will open the way 

  for David’s deliverance and ascension to the throne. All of Saul’s attempts to obtain 

  guidance from God for his own purposes serve to underscore the inexorability of God’s 

  will. It can not be turned aside by human effort or cunning—it will be accomplished  

  because God is sovereign. Though no hope is left for Saul, God nevertheless   

  communicates hope to us who can be warned by Saul’s negative example. 

 

VIII. Sermon Ideas 

 A. “Enemy” as one who is “watchful” for mischief. 

 B. Seeking what we desire from God like shaking the magic 8 ball over and over again. 

 C. Warning as mercy. 

  1. WWII atomic bomb illustration? 

 D. Refer back to 1 Sam. 15, esp. 22-23 

 E. Saul’s pious rebellion or rebellious piety (see notes for examples) 

 F. Contrast in the future kings of Israel: those who sought out mediums & spiritists like 

  Manasseh, and those who followed the example of David. 
   


