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I.	An	Introduction	to	the	Book	of	Samuel	
	

The	Historical	Dimension		

Authorship	
	

Within	the	landscape	of	academic	study	conducted	on	the	books	of	

Samuel,	no	definitive	answer	has	been	provided	regarding	the	identity	of	

the	author.	If	we	go	along	with	scholarly	consensus,	the	author	is	

anonymous.	Linguist	and	Old	Testament	scholar,	David	Tsumara,	is	

forthright	in	saying	that	“we	do	not	know	who	wrote	the	books	of	Samuel.”	

Tsumara	argues,	“The	books	of	Samuel	have	been	composed	and	edited	in	

several	stages.”1	Concerning	the	anonymity	and	the	multiplicity	of	authors	

and	editors,	Bill	T.	Arnold’s	conclusions	were	similar.	After	positing	the	

anonymity	of	“authors,”	Arnold	would	go	on	to	posit	the	involvement	of	

“many	hands…in	the	writing,	compiling,	arranging,	and	editing	process,	all	

anonymously.”	As	such,	so	says	Arnold,	it	is	“impossible	to	refer	to	an	

‘author’	of	these	books.”2		

Dating	
	

If	the	books	of	Samuel	were	authored	and	edited	over	an	extended	

period	of	time,	dating	them	may	present	somewhat	of	a	challenge.	

According	to	Arnold,	a	large	consensus	of	biblical	scholars	holds	that	three	

“narrative	units”	were	used	to	produce	the	books	of	Samuel.	These	three	

																																																								
1	David	T.	Tsumura,	The	First	Book	of	Samuel.	27	vols.	The	New	International	
Commentary	on	the	Old	Testament	(NICOT).	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	Eerdmans,	2009.	11.	
2	Arnold,	Bill	T.	1	and	2	Samuel:	The	NIV	Application	Commentary	from	Biblical	Text--	
to	Contemporary	Life.	1st	ed.	The	NIV	Application	Commentary.	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	
Zondervan,	2003.	
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existing	narratives	(known	as	The	Ark	Narrative”,	“History	of	David’s	Rise”,	

and	“Succession	Narrative”	or	“Court	History”)	had	“an	independent	

history”	before	being	included	by	the	final	edition	of	the	book	of	Samuel.”3		

In	reference	to	“History	of	David’s	Rise,	Alter	indicates	that	“no	one	knows	

with	certainty	when	the	main	part	of	the	original	narrative	was	written.”	

Yet,	Alter	believes	that	“there	is	good	reason	to	place	it,	as	a	recurrent	

scholarly	view	does,	quite	close	to	David's	own	time,	in	the	first	half	of	the	

tenth	century	B.C.E.	(Gerhard	von	Rad	proposed	the	court	of	Solomon	as	

the	setting	for	the	composition	of	the	story.)”4	Tsumara	agrees,	arguing,	“in	

view	of	1	Sam.	27:6…the	final	editing	of	the	books	of	Samuel	was	‘probably	

made	no	later	than	the	late	10th	century	B.C.’”	5	This	goes	against	Noth’s	

thesis,	where	he	maintained	that	the	work	was	completed	in	the	middle	of	

the	6th	century	BC,	“soon	after	562	BC	and	before	the	decree	of	Cyrus	in	

538	BC.	”6		

Deuteronomistic	Editing	
	

There	are	scholars	who,	according	to	R.	P.	Gordon,	argue	the	

existence	of	a	“Deuteronomistic	school”	involved	in	the	editing	process.	

This	argumentation	is	based	on	Martin	Noth’s	theory	of	a	“Deuteronomistic	

History.”	Gordon	summarizes	Noth’s	theory	as	“a	continuous	history	of	

Israel	from	the	settlement	in	Canaan	to	the	demise	of	Judah	in	the	early	

sixth	century	BC.”	Accordingly,	Joshua-2	Kings	(with	the	exception	of	Ruth)	
																																																								
3	Arnold,	27.	
4	Alter,	Robert.	The	David	Story:	A	Translation	with	Commentary	of	1	and	2	Samuel.	
New	York:	W.W.	Norton,	2009.	xii	
5	Tsumara,	11.		
6	Gordon,	R.	P.	1	&	2	Samuel.	Edited	by	R.	N.	Whybray.	Old	Testament	Guides.	
Sheffield,	England:	JSOT	Press,	1984.	15.	
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is	“the	work	of	a	single	Deuteronomistic	compiler…using	a	variety	of	

sources	and	archival	records…freely	insert[ing]	his	own	commentary	and	

amplifications,	and	was	responsible	for	the	overall	structure	of	the	history.”	

For	Noth,	“this	history	did	not…begin	at	Joshua	1:1”;	rather	he	“reckoned	

that	the	book	of	Deuteronomy	in	its	present	form	includes	a	substantial	

prologue	(Dt.	1-3[4])	and	a	supplement	(parts	of	Dt.	31-34)	whose	primary	

function	is	in	relation	to	the	ensuing	history	rather	than	to	the	

Deuteronomic	laws	and	exhortations	which	they	encase.”7	However,	

Gordon	proceeds	to	note	that	there	is	“common	agreement”	that	

“Deuteronomistic	editing	in	the	books	of	Samuel	is…slight	in	comparison	

with	the	other	books	that	make	up	the	Deuteronomistic	History.”	Gordon	

speculates	that	the	“probable	reason”	for	this	is	because	“the	

Deuteronomistic	compiler	was	working	with	large	literary	blocks,	such	as	

the	‘Succession	Narrative’,	which	he	saw	fit	to	join	together	with	minimal	

editorial	comment	inserted	or	appended.”8	As	far	as	minimal	editing	is	

concerned,	both	Tsumura,	9	as	well	as	Robert	Alter,10	agree	with	Gordon.	

According	to	Longman	and	Dillard,	Noth’s	proposals	were	“widely	adopted”	

and	“the	starting	point	for	many	subsequent	discussions,”	but	they	did	not	

go	without	criticism.	Longman	and	Dillard	point	to	Noth’s	failure	to	take	

“sufficient	account	of	the	importance	of	God’s	promises	to	David	

throughout	the	DH”	as	one	of	the	major	criticisms.	Longman	and	Dillard	
																																																								
7	Gordon,	14-15.		
8	Gordon,	18.	
9	Tsumura,	31-32	
10	“The	compelling	conclusion	is	that	the	Deuteronomistic	editors	did	no	more	with	
the	inherited	narrative	than	to	provide	some	minimal	editorial	framing	and	
transition	(far	less	than	in	the	Book	of	Judges)	and	to	interpolate	a	few	brief	
passages.”	Alter,	xii	
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contrast	the	“note	of	optimism”	in	light	of	“the	eternality	of	the	Davidic	

covenant”	to	“Noth’s	negative	reading.”11	For	example,	Gerhard	von	Rad’s	

“misgivings,”	according	to	J.	Robert	Vannoy,	was	Noth’s	conjecture	that	

“the	basic	idea	of	the	Deuteronomic	History	was	to	provide	theological	

explanation	for	the	Exile	as	a	necessary	act	of	Yahweh’s	justice.”12	A.	

Graeme	Auld	underlines	another	significant	flaw	in	Noth’s	thesis:	the	

“complete	silence	in	the	books	of	Samuel	about	the	leadership	of	Joshua.”	

Auld	finds	this	fact	“puzzling	because	Joshua	is	integral	to	every	part	of	the	

book	that	bears	his	name…to	a	much	greater	degree	than	Samuel.”	As	such,	

according	to	Auld,	“the	view	that	Joshua	to	Kings	were	composed	together,	

from	beginning	to	end,	as	a	connected	history”	is	“render[ed]	

implausible.”13		

Circumstance	
	

One	of	the	major	topics	in	1	and	2	Samuel	is	the	shift	in	Ancient	

Israel’s	political	and	religious	structure.	As	Tsumara	notes,	

“Samuel…functions	as	the	link	between	judgeship	and	kingship….	the	

transition,	first,	from	the	priest	Eli	to	the	judge	Samuel,	then	from	the	judge	

Samuel	to	the	king	Saul,	then	from	Saul	to	David,	who	founded	the	dynasty	

which	would	last	as	long	as	the	kingdom	of	Judah.”		Israel’s	change	in	

political	structure	had	been	a	result	of	the	geopolitical	changes	of	

surrounding	nations.	Around	1200-1100	B.C.,	“many	small	kingdoms	(e.g.	
																																																								
11	Longman,	Tremper,	and	Raymond	B.	Dillard.	An	Introduction	to	the	Old	Testament.	
2nd	ed.	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	Zondervan,	2007.	156-157.	
12	Vannoy,	J.	Robert,	and	Philip	Wesley.	Comfort.	1-2	Samuel:	Cornerstone	Biblical	
Commentary.	Carol	Stream,	IL:	Tyndale	House	Publishers,	2009.	5.	
13	Auld,	A.	Graeme.	I	&	II	Samuel:	A	Commentary.	The	Old	Testament	Library.	
Louisville,	KY:	Westminster	John	Knox	Press,	2011.	17.	
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Israel,	Moab,	Ammon,	and	Edom)	formed...and	replaced	“the	great	empires	

of	the	preceding	period,	such	as	the	Egyptian	and	Hittite.”14	Tsumara	

argues	that	the	migration	of	the	Philistines	into	southern	Palestine,	around	

1200	B.C.	was	a	large	contributing	factor	to	Israel’s	structural	change.	The	

Philistines	had	“introduced	iron	into	daily	life.”	No	more	than	a	century	

later,	in	the	11th	century	B.C.,	“the	Philistines	had	monopolized	iron	

metallurgy.”15	Gordon,	too,	argues	that	“Israel’s	subservience	to	their	

Philistine	rivals	and	the	ever-present	threat	of	further	indignities	with	

hostile	neighbors…was	largely	responsible	to	the	political	expedient	of	

monarchy.”16	Bruce	K.	Walkte	identifies	the	following	events		“tectonic	

shifts,”	of	which	there	are	three:	“(1)	Liturgical	worship	shifts	from	Shiloh	to	

Jerusalem,	(2)	Israel’s	leadership	changes	from	episodic	warlords	to	the	

eternal	kingship	of	David,”	and	“(3)	Israel	is	transformed	from	a	tribal	

league	to	a	unified	kingdom	capable	of	exercising	imperial	power	over	

neighboring	states.”	According	to	Walkte,	these	shifts	“determine	the	

contours	of	Israel’s	history	for	the	next	four	centuries	and	lay	the	

foundation	for	the	next	great	transformation	of	God’s	kingdom	from	a	

people	with	a	geopolitical	identity	to	their	true	heavenly	identity.”	17	

	

																																																								
14	Tsumara,	33.	
15	Tsumara,	36.		
16	Gordon,	41.	
17	Walkte,	Bruce	K.,	and	Charles	Yu.	An	Old	Testament	Theology.	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	
Zondervan.	2007.	624.	



	 8	

The	Literary	Dimension	

Author’s	Intent	
	

According	to	Tsumura,	the	authors’	purpose	“is	to	highlight	the	

establishment	of	the	monarchy,	(chs.	8-12)	and,	then,	the	preparation	of	

David	to	sit	on	the	royal	throne	after	Saul,	(chs.	16-21)… Thus,	1	Samuel	

sets	the	principle	that	the	king	in	Israel	is	to	be	subject	to	the	prophet	

through	whom	God	conveys	his	word.	In	other	words,	the	obedience	to	the	

word	of	God	is	the	necessary	condition	for	a	king	acceptable	to	the	God	of	

Israel.”	18	According	to	A.	Graeme	Auld,	the	authors	of	First	and	Second	

Samuel	had	these	“textual	facts”	to	deal	with.	Auld	lists	the	following	as	

textual	facts:	“Saul,	king	of	Israel,	was	killed	in	battle	with	Philistines.	He	

was	not	succeeded	by	his	sons,	but	by	his	former,	and	popular,	army	

commander,	David.	This	David	captured	Jerusalem,	brought	the	ark	to	

Jerusalem	from	the	borderlands	between	Israel	and	Philistines,	and	was	

promised	by	his	God	a	sure	royal	house	and	firmly	established	throne.”		

Auld	argues	that	the	authors	were	“indebted	an	earlier	source,”	but	it	was	

necessary	to	“all	of	these	textual	facts	into	a	new	context.”	By	doing	so,	

argues	Auld,	they	“answer	many	of	the	questions	left	open”	from	the	

earlier	source.	19	

	

																																																								
18	Tsumara,	73.	
19	Auld	lists	the	following	as	questions	answered	by	1	and	2	Samuel:	“If	anointed	
David	started	a	long	royal	line,	why	has	that	not	been	true	of	anointed	Saul?	Did	
David	have	anything	to	do	with	Saul’s	death?	What	was	the	relationship	between	
Saul	and	David?”		Auld,	12.	
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Threefold	Division	
	

The	book	of	1	Samuel	is	usually	classified	as	having	a	tripartite	

division.	For	instance,	Tsumura	divides	1	Samuel	into	three	major	stories:	

“the	‘Story	of	Samuel’	(1:1–7:17),	the	‘Story	of	Saul’	(9:1–15:35),	and	the	

‘Story	of	Saul	and	David’	(16:1–31:13).”	He	labels	chapter	8	as	“a	

transitional	section	on	the	introduction	of	the	monarchy.”20	Another	

example	is	Dale	Ralph	Davis’	expository	commentary	of	1	Samuel;	he,	too,	

makes	a	threefold	division.21		

The	Literary	Structure	of	1	Samuel	28	

The	Death	of	Samuel	&	The	Absence	of	Medians	
as	Framing	Devices	

	
There	are	a	couple	of	important	details	to	note	in	the	opening	of	this	

pericope.	In	28:3,	we	are	told	that	(A)	Samuel	was	dead	and	buried	in	

Ramah,	his	hometown	and	(B)	Saul	had	expelled	the	“mediums	and	

spiritists”	from	the	land.	Interestingly	enough,	(A)	had	already	been	

reported	earlier	in	25:1.	Yet,	the	narrator	saw	fit	to	remind	us.	However,	(B)	

is	new	information.	Auld	comments	that	“both	[are]	separate	pieces	of	

information	are	simply	necessary	for	understanding	what	follows.”22	

Walton,	Matthews,	and	Chavalas’	reach	a	similar	conclusion:	“In	this	

instance	Saul’s	ban	is	paralleled	with	the	death	of	Samuel	to	demonstrate	

																																																								
20	Tsumara,	65.	
21	Davis,	Dale	Ralph.	I	Samuel:	Looking	on	the	Heart.	Fearn,	Ross-shire,	Scotland:	
Christian	Focus,	2014.	12	
22	Auld,	325.	
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that	he	had	no	means	at	his	disposal,	whether	legitimate	or	illegitimate,	to	

divine	God’s	will.”23	

	

Use	of	Odd	Chronology	
	
	 Chronologically	speaking,	according	to	Tsumura,	1	Samuel	28	is	“out	

of	place.”	According	to	1	Samuel	28,	says	Tsumura,	“the	Philistines	are	

already	at	Shunem	in	Jezreel	and	Israel	is	encamped	on	the	mountain	

regions	of	Gilboa.”	Yet,	in	1	Samuel	29,	“the	Philistine	forces	are	assembled	

at	Aphek	in	the	Sharon,	far	south	of	the	plain	of	Jezreel,	and	go	up	to	

Jezreel	only	in	v.	11,	and	Israel	is	still	encamped	“at	the	spring	in	Jezreel”	

(v.1),	at	the	foot	of	Mt.	Gilboa.”	Tsumura	concludes	that	1	Samuel	28	

“chronologically…follows	ch.	30.”	24	According	to	Tsumura,	various	

attempts	have	been	made	to	account	for	this	chronological	displacement.25		

Tsumura	attributes	Karl	Budde	(and	others)	with	the	suggestion	“that	this	

episode	was	once	removed	from	its	original	context	just	before	ch.	31	‘by	a	

Deuteronomically	oriented	editor	who	was	offended	by	its	content	(cf.	

Deut.	18:10–12).’	But,	later,	another	editor	restored	it	at	the	wrong	place	in	

the	narrative.”	Tsumura	contrasts	this	view	with	that	of	H.	P.	Smith,	who	

																																																								
23	Walton,	John,	Mark	W.	Chavalas,	and	Victor	Harold.	Matthews.	The	IVP	
Background	Bible	Commentary:	Old	Testament.	Downers	Grove,	IL:	InterVarsity,	
2000.	318.	
24	Tsumara,	615.	
25	Chronological	displacement	is	a	phrase	used	by	David	A.	Glatt	to	describe,	“the	
phenomenon	whereby	an	author	or	redactor	intentionally	presents	an	event	outside	
of	what	he	knew	was	its	original	(or	previously	documented)	chronological	context.”	
For	an	extended	discussion,	see		Glatt,	David	A,	"Chronological	displacement	in	
Biblical	and	related	literatures"	(1991).	
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thought	the	view	ignores	“the	fact	that	this	account	was	written	with	the	

scene	of	Saul’s	death	in	mind,	and	that	it	intended	to	ignore	the	history	in	

which	it	is	now	embedded.”	26	Tsumura	believes	that	“a	sophisticated	use	

of	the	technique	of	narrative	discourse”	may	be	at	work.	On	the	basis	that	

“language	is	mono-dimensional	in	contrast	to	the	multi-dimensional	reality	

of	life,”	Tsumura	argues,	“narrative	descriptions	may	be	

‘dischronologized’…with	the	author	using	an	organizing	principle	other	than	

chronology.”	1	Samuel	28,	for	Tsumura,	is	a	case	in	point:	“the	narrator’s	

concern	is	mainly	on…Saul	and	David,	and	not	the	geographical	positions	of	

the	army.”	27	

	 	

																																																								
26	Smith,	Henry	Preserved.	A	Critical	and	Exegetical	Commentary	on	the	Books	of	
Samuel.	Edinburgh:	T.	&	T.	Clark,	1899.	238.		
27	Tsumara,	615.	
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An	Outline	of	1	Samuel		
I. Samuel:	A	prophet,	priest,	and	Israel’s	Final	Judge	(Ch.	1-8)	

a. The	circumstances	of	Samuel’s	birth	(1:1-20)		
b. The	LORD	will	raise	a	faithful	priest	(2:1-36)	
c. The	circumstances	of	Samuel’s	call	to	prophetic	office	(3:1-
4:1a)	

d. Israel’s	humiliating	defeat	by	the	hand	of	the	Philistines	and	
the	capture	of	the	Ark.	(4:1b-22)	

e. The	Ark	in	the	hands	of	the	Philistines	(5:1-12)	
f. The	Ark	returns	to	Israel	(6:1-21)		
g. Israel	defeats	the	Philistines	at	Mizpah	(7:1-17)		
h. Israel	demands	a	king	to	judge	them	(8:1:17)	

II. Saul,	Warrior	and	King	(Ch.	9-16)		
a. Samuel	anoints	Saul	as	King	(9:1-10:16)	
b. Saul’s	reception	as	King	of	Israel	(10:17-27)	
c. By	The	Time	The	Sun	is	Hot:	Saul	delivers	Jabesh-gilead	
(11:1-11)	

d. Who	Said	Saul	should	not	reign:	Saul	confirmed	as	King	of	
Israel	(11:12-15)		

e. Samuel’s	final	address	(12:1-25)	
f. Saul	is	rebuked	by	Samuel	(13:1-15)	
g. No	blacksmiths	or	weapons	in	Israel	(13:16-22)	
h. Jonathan	is	victorious	over	the	Philistines	(13:23-14:14)	
i. The	LORD	delivers	Israel	from	the	Philistines	(14:15-23a)	
j. Jonathan	is	spared	from	Saul’s	recklessness		(14:23b-46)	
k. A	summary	of	Saul’s	Kingship	(14:47-52)	
l. The	LORD	regretted	that	He	made	Saul	king	over	Israel	
(15:1-34)	

m. A	New	and	Future	King:	Samuel	anoints	a	son	of	Jesse	(16:1-
13)	

n. David	ministers	to	Saul	(16:14-23)	
III. A	Tale	of	Two	Kings:	Saul’s	Decline	and	David’s	Rise	(Ch.	17-24)	

a. Goliath	the	Philistine	challenges	Israel’s	ranks	(17:1-11)	
b. Jesse	sends	David	to	provide	rations	for	his	three	older	
brothers	(17:12-19)	

c. David	rises	to	Goliath’s	challenge	(17:20-30)	
d. David	slays	Goliath	(17:31-58)	
e. Jonathan	and	David	(18:1-5)	
f. Saul	in	David’s	shadow	(18:6-19)	
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g. David	marries	Michal,	the	daughter	of	Saul	(18:20-30)	
h. Saul	attempts	to	seize	David,	but	he	escapes	(19:1-21)	
i. Jonathan	covenants	with	David	(20:1-29)	
j. Saul’s	anger	burned	against	Jonathan	(20:30-42)	
k. David	takes	consecrated	bread	Ahimelech.	Doeg,	the	chief	of	
Saul’s	shepherds,	takes	note			(21:1-6)	

l. David	disguises	himself	and	flees	to	Achish,	king	of	Gath	
(21:8-15)	

m. 	Saul	orders	the	execution	of	Ahimelech	and	all	the	other	
priests	of	Nob.	Only	Abiathar,	son	of	Ahimelech,	escapes.	
(22:1-21)	

n. David	delivers	Keilah	from	the	Philistines,	then	flees	into	
the	wilderness	(23:1-14)	

o. Saul	in	pursuit	of	David	(23:15-29)		
IV. The	End	of	Saul	(Ch.	24-31)	

a. David	refuses	to	kill	Saul	(24:1-22)	
b. Samuel’s	death.	Nabal	is	inhospitable	toward	David	and	his	
men	(25:1-17)	

c. Abigail	intercedes	on	behalf	of	Nabal’s	folly	(25:18-35)	
d. The	LORD	strikes	Nabal	and	David	takes	Abigail	as	his	wife	
(25:36-44)	

e. David	spares	Saul	a	second	time	(26:1-25)	
f. David	flees	to	Philistine	territory	(27:1-28:2)	
g. Saul	asks	a	Median	in	Endor	(28:3-14)	
h. Samuel	from	beyond	the	grave	and	Saul’s	last	supper	
(28:15-25)	

i. The	Philistines	mistrust	David.	Achish	sends	David	away	in	
peace	(29:1-11)	

j. David	overtakes	the	band	of	Amalekites	(30:1-20)	
k. The	Spoils	are	divided	(30:21-31)	
l. The	Death	of	Saul	and	his	sons	(31:1-13)	
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The	Text	

1	Samuel	28:3-14	(NIV)	
3	Now	Samuel	was	dead,	and	all	Israel	had	lamented	him	and	buried	him	in	
Ramah,	his	own	city.	And	Saul	had	removed	from	the	land	those	who	were	
mediums	and	spiritists.	4	So	the	Philistines	gathered	together	and	came	and	
camped	in	Shunem;	and	Saul	gathered	all	Israel	together	and	they	camped	
in	Gilboa.	5	When	Saul	saw	the	camp	of	the	Philistines,	he	was	afraid	and	his	
heart	trembled	greatly.	6	When	Saul	inquired	of	the	Lord,	the	Lord	did	not	
answer	him,	either	by	dreams	or	by	Urim	or	by	prophets.	7	Then	Saul	said	to	
his	servants,	“Seek	for	me	a	woman	who	is	a	medium,	that	I	may	go	to	her	
and	inquire	of	her.”	And	his	servants	said	to	him,	“Behold,	there	is	a	woman	
who	is	a	medium	at	En-dor.”	8	Then	Saul	disguised	himself	by	putting	on	
other	clothes,	and	went,	he	and	two	men	with	him,	and	they	came	to	the	
woman	by	night;	and	he	said,	“Conjure	up	for	me,	please,	and	bring	up	for	
me	whom	I	shall	name	to	you.”	9	But	the	woman	said	to	him,	“Behold,	you	
know	what	Saul	has	done,	how	he	has	cut	off	those	who	are	mediums	and	
spiritists	from	the	land.	Why	are	you	then	laying	a	snare	for	my	life	to	bring	
about	my	death?”	10	Saul	vowed	to	her	by	the	Lord,	saying,	“As	
the	Lord	lives,	no	punishment	shall	come	upon	you	for	this	thing.”	11	Then	
the	woman	said,	“Whom	shall	I	bring	up	for	you?”	And	he	said,	“Bring	up	
Samuel	for	me.”	12	When	the	woman	saw	Samuel,	she	cried	out	with	a	loud	
voice;	and	the	woman	spoke	to	Saul,	saying,	“Why	have	you	deceived	me?	
For	you	are	Saul.”	13	The	king	said	to	her,	“Do	not	be	afraid;	but	what	do	you	
see?”	And	the	woman	said	to	Saul,	“I	see	a	divine	being	coming	up	out	of	
the	earth.”	14	He	said	to	her,	“What	is	his	form?”	And	she	said,	“An	old	man	
is	coming	up,	and	he	is	wrapped	with	a	robe.”	And	Saul	knew	that	it	was	
Samuel,	and	he	bowed	with	his	face	to	the	ground	and	did	homage.	
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II.	Exegetical	Considerations	

Intro	to	Endor	
	

If	someone	approached	you	and	asked	whether	or	not	you	believed	

in	ghosts,	what	would	you	say?	What	if	they	said	that	they	could	talk	to	the	

dead?	In	1	Samuel	28,	the	narrator	does	not	ask	the	reader	to	believe	in	

ghosts	or	the	ability	to	talk	to	dead	people;	instead,	he	reports	about	these	

things	as	if	they	are	a	matter	of	historical	fact.	If	you	were	to	ask,	“what	

ever	happened	to	Saul,”	then	this	would	be	the	Canonical	answer:	“Saul	

died	for	his	unfaithfulness	to	the	LORD	because	he	did	not	keep	the	LORD's	

word.	He	even	consulted	a	medium	for	guidance,”	(1	Chronicles	10:13).		

The	reader	may	wonder	whether	the	events	took	place	according	to	

how	it	is	recorded	in	1	Samuel	28.	Saul	began	as	any	orthodox	Ancient	

Israelite	would;	he	inquired	the	LORD	(v.6).	That’s	believable,	especially	

considering	the	circumstances	(v.4,	5).	It	is	certainly	the	case	that	he	

“consulted	the	medium,”	that’s	the	reason	attributed	to	his	death,	after	all.	

By	the	time	we	reach	28:12,	the	circumstances	begin	getting	a	bit	

otherworldly.	The	text	reads	that	the	“woman	saw	Samuel”	and	upon	

seeing	him	she	“cried	at	the	top	of	her	voice”!	Along	with	Saul,	we	are	so	

anxious	to	hear	what	the	woman	sees	that	we,	too,	would	attempt	to	calm	

her	down	long	enough	to	tell	us	(v.13).	She	describes	Saul	as	“an	old	man	

wearing	a	robe.”	Then,	we	are	told,	“Saul	knew	it	was	Samuel,	and	he	

bowed	down	and	prostrated	himself	with	his	face	to	the	ground”	(v.14).	
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The	woman	sees	Samuel	and	describes	him	well	enough	for	Saul	to	know	

the	séance	is	successful.	It	seems	the	narrator,	too,	wants	us	to	believe	that	

the	séance	is	successful.	

While	most	scholars	designate	28:3-25	as	a	pericope,	I	chose	to	

narrow	it	down	to	28:3-14.	What	are	my	reasons	for	doing	so?		(1)	There	

are	some	theological	issues	pertaining	to	the	afterlife	that	may	very	well	

affect	the	way	we	interpret	the	text.	These	need	to	be	discussed	and	

perhaps	even	adjusted	in	order	to	faithfully	interpret	the	text.	(2)	I	believe	

that	28:3-14	and	28:15-25	constitute	two	parts	of	a	larger	episode.	28:3	

begins	with	the	fact	that	Samuel,	the	great	prophet	and	final	Judge	of	

Israel,	has	died	and	is	buried	in	his	hometown.	By	the	end	of	28:14,	Samuel	

is	standing	upright	and	with	Saul,	Israel’s	de	facto	king,	down	on	his	face.	

Accordingly,	I	will	argue	that	28:3-14	fits	well	enough	within	the	context	of	

the	Deuteronomic	history	to	warrant	its	own	discussion.	I	will	discuss	this	in	

light	of	Matthew	Michael’s	thesis	that	the	Deuteronomistic	editor(s)	are	

intend	demonstrate	the	illegitimacy	of	Saul	through	the	use	of	parody.	I	will	

also	argue	that	Michael’s	thesis	may	help	provide	an	interpretative	option	

to	a	dilemma	presented	in	(1).	Finally,	(3)	I	will	analyze	1	Samuel	28	in	light	

of	its	Ancient	Near	Eastern	Context,	and	bring	those	conclusions	to	bear	on	

the	dilemma	presented	in	(1).			
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Some	[Beyond	the]	Grave	Theological	Concerns	
	

For	those	of	us	who	have	a	restricted	view	of	the	afterlife	(RVA)	28	

how	do	we	approach	this	text?	For	if	the	narrator	truly	believed	that	the	

ghost	of	Samuel	stood	before	Saul	and	the	medium,	and	if	we	hold	to	the	

inerrancy	of	Scripture,	then	it	seems	that	either	the	RVA	is	compromised,	or	

our	doctrine	of	inerrancy	is	false.	29	Now,	for	those	who	feel	any	amount	of	

angst	about	this	binary	opposition,	there	is	no	need	to	fear.	I	believe	the	

Bible	is	the	inerrant	Word	of	God	and	I	will	interpret	it	as	such.	This	does	

not	exempt	me	from	doing	the	hard	work	of	trying	to	understand	this	

passage	in	light	of	the	RVA	thesis.		

What,	then,	are	our	interpretative	options?	P.	D.	Miscall	takes	a	

literary	approach.	He	concludes	that	1	Samuel	28	“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.”30	Tsumura,	agreeing	with	Miscall,	

concludes	that	the	“story	does	not	support	a	view	that	God	sometimes	uses	

even	the	pagan	religious	practice	for	his	own	purpose.	Rather,	something	

very	unusual	even	from	the	perspective	of	the	female	necromancer	

occurred	through	God’s	power.	The	situation,	rather	than	the	practice	of	

necromancy,	was	used	for	God’s	purpose	to	declare	his	judgment	on	

Saul.”31		I	believe	there	are	other	literary	characteristics	to	1	Samuel	28	that	

																																																								
28	I	define	RVA	to	be	the	thesis	that	we	either	immediately	join	our	LORD	in	paradise	
or	we	immediately	enter	into	torment;	and	we	only	exit	upon	Christ’s	return.	This	is	
the	view	held	by	Protestants	of	the	Evangelical	and/or	Reformed	variety.		
29	The	doctrine	of	inerrancy	would	be	implicated	by	the	author’s	belief	in	something	
that	isn’t	true,	assuming	the	RVA	thesis	is	true.		
30	P.	D.	Miscall,	1	Samuel:	A	Literary	Reading	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	
1986).	172	
31	Tsumara,	617.	
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may	help	to	reinforce	the	Miscall/Tsumura	thesis.	At	this	point,	I	will	

explore	the	insight	that	Matthew	Michael	brings	to	the	discussion.	

	

1	Samuel	28	as	Satire	
	
	 Matthew	Michael	argues	that	1	Samuel	28	is	a	parody.	According	to	

his	thesis,	this	narrative	is	a	“subversion	of	his	original	prophetic	

introduction	in	1	Samuel	9-10…through	his	identification	with	witchcraft/	

divination.”	According	to	Michael,	“the	parody	sabotages	the	royal	

aspirations	of	the	Saulides	because	it	associates	them	with	the	forbidden	

practice	of	witchcraft.”	32	Michael’s	thesis	relies	on	several	points:		

(1)	The	first	point	is	the	fact	that	the	“Deuteronomist	(=	Dtr)”	is	willing	to	

designate	such	a	large	narrative	associating	Saul	with	the	effective	use	of	

divination	“despite	the	unacceptability	of	witchcraft/divination	in	[his]	

religious	consciousness.”		

(2)	Secondly,	The	“demarcating	lines	between	prophecy	and	

divination/witchcraft	were	here	temporarily	suspended”	so	much	so	that	

“it	appears	the	world	of	the	prophet/seer	is	completely	fused	with	the	

world	of	the	witch/diviner,	thus	allowing	them,	in	spite	of	their	apparent	

conflict,	to	stay	together	momentarily	in	the	same	cultic	space.”	33		

(3)	Finally,	as	a	result	“the	crossing	of	these	thresholds	and	the	merger	of	

these	two	spheres	reflect,	ironically,	the	defining	transitions	in	the	

																																																								
32	Michael,	Matthew.	"The	Prophet,	the	Witch	and	the	Ghost:	Understanding	the	
Parody	of	Saul	as	a	'Prophet'	and	the	Purpose	of	Endor	in	the	Deuteronomistic	
History."	Journal	For	The	Study	Of	The	Old	Testament	38,	no.	3	(March	2014):	315-
346	
33	Michael,	317.	



	 19	

representation	of	Saul	in	1	Samuel,	and	his	subsequent	representation	at	

the	end	of	the	book,	bears	this	mixed	element	of	ironic	representations.”	34	

	 The	strength	of	Michael’s	thesis	is	found	in	the	parallels	between	

Saul	in	earlier	narratives	and	Saul	later	in	1	Samuel	28.	A	few	examples	of	

these	parallels	are	as	follows:		

(a) “Seek	(בקש)	for	me	a	woman”	(28:7)	and	“Seek	(בקש)	the	donkeys”	

(9:3);	Michael	comments,	“the	story	of	Saul	began	with	the	‘seeking’	

of	donkeys	and	ends	with	a	‘seeking’	of	a	witch.”	

(b) “Behold	(הנה),	there	is	a	woman	who	is	a	medium	at	Endor”	(28:7)	

and	“Behold	(הנה)	now,	there	is	a	man	of	God	in	this	city…”	(9:7)	to	

which	Michael	comments,	“in	the	early	story,	the	servant	of	Saul	told	

him	of	the	seer/prophet	Samuel.	Like	the	first	characterization	of	

Saul,	it	was	his	servants	that	also	helped	to	locate	the	witch	at	

Endor.”		

(c) “and	he	said	‘divine	(קסם)	for	me…’”	(28:8)	and	“For	rebellion	is	like	

the	sin	of	divination	(קסם)…”(15:23).	Michael	notes	that	קסם 

“appears	only	in	these	two	importantly	contexts	in	Samuel…”	and	

“Saul’s	visit	to	Endor	is	here	foreshadowed	by	the	direct	reference	to	

divination/witchcraft	in	the	context	of	his	rejection.”					

(d) “And	she	said	‘an	old	man	is	coming	up,	and	he	is	wrapped	with	a	

robe”(מעיל)	(28:14)	and	“And	as	Samuel	turned	to	go,	Saul	seized	

the	edge	of	his	robe	(מעיל),	and	it	tore.	So	Samuel	said	to	him,	‘The	

Lord	has	torn	the	Kingdom	of	Israel	from	you	today…’”	(15:27-28).	
																																																								
34	Michael,	318.	



	 20	

According	to	Michael,	“the	robe	of	Samuel	appeared	three	times	in	

the	book	of	1	Samuel,	namely,	in	the	context	of	Samuel’s	birth	(2:19),	

Saul’s	rejection	(15:27-28),	and	the	reference	to	this	robe	by	the	

witch.”	Michael	points	out	that	“the	witch	points	to	the	same	object	

that	was	the	first	sign	of	Yahweh’s	rejection	of	Saul	in	1	Samuel.”	35	

Michael	lists	more	than	a	few	general	connections	and	echoes	in	addition	

to	these	four,	but	these	examples	are	sufficient	to	show	the	subversive	

feature	of	these	narratives	when	read	together.		

	 If	a	parody	is	to	be	great,	there	must	be,	as	Michael	notes,	

“concealment	of	parodic	intent”;	this	is	“because	parody	works	best	when	

its	presence	is	relatively	hidden.”	Consequently,	we	may	have	to	pay	

careful	attention	to	the	work	in	order	to	see	if	Michael’s	characterization	

holds	true,	especially	if	we	are	not	accustomed	to	reading	it	as	a	satire.	

Michael	argues	“recognizing	the	importance	of	Saul’s	earlier	

representations	in	9:1-27;	10:1-27;	19:10	and	19:23-24”	is	essential	to	

unmasking	this	parody.	Michael	acknowledges	that	a	prima	facie	reading	of	

the	text	may	give	the	impression	that	Saul’s	“association	with	the	prophetic	

tradition	seems	to	honor	him;	however	a	closer	look	suggests	that	these	

representations	were	intended	to	mock	him.”		The	question	“Is	Saul	also	

among	the	prophets?”	may	not	be	as	serious	as	we	first	thought;	instead,	it	

very	well	may	be	a	“rhetorical	question”	and	“a	reoccurring	taunt”	used	by	

the	narrator	to	make	“Saul	a	tragi-comic	character	who	is	deemed	a	misfit	

																																																								
35	Michael,	322-323	
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in	the	company	of	the	prophets”	and	“at	the	end	of	his	life…as	a	misfit	in	

the	company	of	kings.”	36	

	 Maybe	Michael’s	insights	can	help	clarify	some	ambiguities	in	the	

Saul	narratives.	For	instance,	David	M.	Gunn,	in	his	analysis	of	Saul,	

identifies	several	different	approaches	in	the	characterization	of	Saul	

ranging	from	“abhorrent”	to	“sympathetic”	to	“an	example	of	human	

failure.”37	Gunn,	himself,	struggles	to	find	any	textual	reason	to	fault	Saul	

for	his	actions	in	1	Samuel	13	and	15	and,	therefore,	has	trouble	answering	

why	Yahweh	ultimately	rejects	Saul.	For	instance,	in	Gunn’s	evaluation	of	1	

Sam	13,	he	identifies	“Saul’s	breaking	of	Samuel’s	instruction	in	10:8”	as	the	

apparent	“immediate	cause”	of	Yahweh’s	rejection.	However,	on	Gunn’s	

analysis,	Samuel’s	command	is	ambiguous.	The	ambiguity	of	Samuel’s	

command	is	shown	by	the	difference	in	interpretation	between	Saul	and	

Samuel.	Saul	waited	seven	days,	as	he	was	told	and	as	the	text	indicates,	

then	took	matters	into	his	own	hands.	But	as	Gunn	notes,	“Yahweh,	

through	Samuel,	requires	of	Saul	‘this’	rather	than	‘that’	interpretation”	

where	the	‘this’	interpretation	requires	Saul	to	wait	“until	the	prophet	

came	and	issued	further	instructions.”	The	‘that’	interpretation	only	

requires	Saul	to	wait	seven	days	“before	being	at	liberty	to	take	action	

himself.”	Gunn	wonders	whether	the	“real	cause	of	Saul’s	rejection”	lies	

“toward	him,	or	something	he	represents”	rather	than	“his	action	in	

																																																								
36	Michael,	331-332.	
37	Gunn,	David	M.	The	Fate	of	King	Saul:	An	Interpretation	of	a	Biblical	Story.	Journal	
for	the	Study	of	the	Old	Testament	Supplement	Series.	Sheffield:	Sheffield	Academic	
Press,	1989.	24-25	
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chapter	13.”	38	Gunn’s	analysis	of	1	Samuel	15	yields	the	same	conclusion;	

that	“there	is	essentially	no	failure	on	Saul’s	part	to	be	accounted	for,	no	

failure,	that	is	to	say,	for	which	he	can	be	held	seriously	culpable.”39	

	 It	may	be	that	the	ambiguities	underlined	in	Gunn’s	analyses	are	a	

result	of	looking	at	the	texts	too	narrowly.	Perhaps	it	isn’t	enough	to	

analyze	the	two	chapters	without	reference	to	what	the	whole	narrative	is	

saying	about	Saul.	If	it	was	the	Dtr’s	intention	to	satirize	him	throughout	

the	narrative,	then	the	ambiguities	become	less	and	less	ambiguous.	

Michael,	placing	“Saul	and	the	Witch	of	Endor	in	the	context	of	the	

Deuteronomistic	History,”	believes	it	is	clear	that	the	Dtr	“clearly	placed	

prophecy	in	opposition	to	witchcraft/divination”	which	is	especially	“seen	

in	Deuteronomy	18	where	he	placed	prophecy	and	witchcraft/divination	in	

parallel	horizons	(18:9-13	and	18:14-22).”	40	Michael	believes,	like	Noth,	

that	the	Dtr	was	writing	during	the	exilic	period,	with	its	“many	

theological/ideological	problems.”	I	do	not	think	that	is	necessarily	the	case	

to	identify	this	literature	as	exilic	simply	because	it	is	addressing	parallel	

circumstances.	However,	if	the	first	king	was	associated	with	

divination/witchcraft,	then	there	is	a	foreshadowing	of	exile,	and	therefore,	

a	Deuteronomic	element	within	the	narrative.	Michael	is	correct	to	see	the	

contrast.	In	Deuteronomy	18	a	contrast	is	drawn	between	“a	prophet	who	

is	like	[Moses]”	raised	up	“from	your	fellow	Israelites”	and	has	the	LORD’s	

“words	in	his	mouth”	(v.15,18);	and	a	prophet	who	“presumes	to	speak	in	

[the	LORD’s]	name	anything	[He]	has	not	commanded”	(v.20).	

																																																								
38	Gunn,	38.	
39	Gunn,	56.	
40	Michael,	335.	
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Deuteronomy	13	had	already	discussed	the	possibility	of	the	LORD	testing	

Israel	with	a	false	prophet	who	had	miraculous	abilities	(13:1-4).		

	 Michael’s	thesis	is	quite	compelling.	If	1	Samuel	28	is,	in	fact,	a	satire	

then	it	would	have	effectively	implicated	“Saul	in	forbidden	cultic	practices	

which	are	closely	associated	with	other	villains	of	Deuteronomistic	

History…”	and	so	it	“pushes	Saul	into	the	‘cults	of	villains’	who	are	

repeatedly	blamed	for	exile.”41		His	thesis	would	also	make	sense	of	the	

ambiguities	that	the	Saul	narratives	present.	We	should	also	consider	how	

Michael’s	thesis	helps	shed	light	on	Miscall	and	Tsumura’s	conclusions.	Did	

Samuel	really	appear?	Could	it	be	that	the	Deuteronomist	used	prophet’s	

ghost	in	28:16-19	as	a	way	of	alluding	to	what	he	earlier	prophesied	in	1	

Samuel	(cf.	13:13,14;	15:23)?	Miscall	does	recognize	that	this	text	“is	

presented	as	an	actual	event,	not	a	dream	or	a	vision.”42		It	is	not	within	the	

scope	of	this	present	essay	to	come	down	one-way	or	another	with	regard	

to	how	13:13,14	and	15:23	can	help	interpret	28:16-19.	I	only	present	the	

reader	with	this	data	to	help	reinforce	the	interpretative	option	that	

Samuel	had	not	actually	been	raised.	Instead,	as	Tsumura	earlier	concluded,	

“the	situation,	rather	than	the	practice	of	necromancy,	was	used	for	God’s	

purpose	to	declare	his	judgment	on	Saul.”43	The	Biblical	data	presented	by	

Michael,	as	far	as	I	can	tell,	are	supportive	of	his	conclusions,	and	should	be	

considered	in	any	future	work	done	on	the	whole	book	of	1	Samuel.			

	

																																																								
41	Michael,	345.	
42	Miscall,	171.		
43	Tsumara,	617.	
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A	Ritual	Pit?	
	
		 Another	interpretative	option	is	to	examine	1	Samuel	28	in	light	of	its	

Ancient	Near	Eastern	(ANE)	context.	If	we	analyze	the	viewpoints	and	

beliefs	of	Israel	and	her	surrounding	neighbors,	then	we	can	begin	to	

understand	the	text	as	the	original	audience	would	have	understood	it.	

I	will	begin	by	discussing	an	article	written	in	1967,	by	Harry	A.	

Hoffner,	Jr.	in	which	he	referred	to	the	work	of	a	French	professor	by	the	

name	of	Maurice	Vieyra.	Vieyra,	only	six	years	prior	to	Hoffner’s	

publication,	brought	attention	to	“extrabiblical	parallels	in	Hittite	and	

Assyrian	to	the	ritual	pit	called	א"ב in	the	OT.”	According	to	Hoffner,	

Vieyra’s	findings	reveal	that	“the	ritual	pit	appearing	in	Hittite	texts	under	

the	names	a-a-pi,	hat-	tessar,	ASRU	(literally,	‘place’),	TIUL,	and	BUR(U)	

served	the	purpose	of	providing	a	means	of	presenting	sacrifices	to	the	

chthonic	deities.”	44	Another	interesting	feature	of	this	pit,	noted	by	Hoffner	

elsewhere,	is	its	“personification	as	the	deity	‘DA-a-bi’,	who	is	the	object	of	

a	particular	exorcism	ritual.	He	is	the	god	of	the	Underworld,	and	provides	

over	a	court	of	justice	in	which	scales	are	used...	DA-a-bi	belongs	to	the	

same	class	of	underworld	deities	as	the	chthonic	spirit	tarpis.”45	Hoffner	

hypothesizes	that	tarpis	amounts	to	the	same	“ancient	migratory	word	as	

Heb.	teraphim."	All	things	considered,	Hoffner	concludes	that	“both	‘obh	

and	teraphim”	are	identified	as	having	“mantic”	characteristics	of	the	

																																																								
44	H.	Hoffner,	“Second	Millennium	Antecedents	to	the	Hebrew	’ôb,”	JBL	86	(1967):	
385	
45	Botterweck,	G.	Johannes.,	and	Helmer	Ringgren,	eds.	Theological	Dictionary	of	the	
Old	Testament.	Vol.	1.	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	W.B.	Eerdmans,	1974.	132.	
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Underworld	“in	which	it	was	thought	that	the	source	of	true	knowledge	

was	to	be	found.”46		

Walton	et	al.	argue	along	the	same	lines;	the	process	used	by	the	

median	is	the	exact	same	process	“listed	in	Deuteronomy	18:10-11	as	one	

of	the	‘detestable	acts’	associated	with	Canaanite	religion”	though	“the	

actual	use	of	a	pit	is	not	mentioned	in	the	Old	Testament	outside	of	the	

Endor	episode.”	47	Walton	et	al.	further	note	the	“pits	were	believed	to	be	

magical	portals	through	which	spirits	could	pass	between	the	realms	of	the	

living	and	the	dead.	The	practitioner	was	one	who	had	special	knowledge	of	

the	location	of	such	a	pit	and	who	was	familiar	with	the	procedures	

necessary	to	summon	the	dead.”	48	The	reader	may	wonder	how	this	fits	in	

with	what	we	know	about	the	afterlife;	namely,	the	view	encapsulated	by	

the	RVA	thesis.	Why	would	the	narrator	(a	Deuteronomistic	one,	at	that)	

embellish	a	“parody”	with	so	many	details	about	a	pagan	practice	abhorred	

by	the	LORD?		Could	it	be	that	Ancient	Israelites	didn’t	know	as	much	about	

the	afterlife	as	those	of	us	who	live	on	this	side	of	the	Incarnation?		

Robert	Alter	seems	to	think	along	those	lines.	According	to	Alter,	

“Biblical	views	about	post-mortem	existence	tend	to	fluctuate…Sometimes,	

the	dead	are	imagined	as	continuing	a	kind	of	shadowy	afterlife	in	the	

underworld...”	accordingly,	“necromancy	in	the	ancient	Hebrew	world	is	

conceived	not	as	mere	hocus-pocus	but	as	a	potentially	efficacious	

technology	of	the	realm	of	spirits,	which,	however,	has	been	prohibited	by	

																																																								
46	Ibid.		
47	Walton,	et	al.	318.	
48	Ibid	
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God,	Who	wants	no	human	experts	interfering	in	this	realm.”49	On	this	

view,	the	account	of	1	Samuel	28	should	be	considered	historical,	in	toto.	

This	brings	us	back	to	our	original	concern.	If	we	take	for	granted	that	the	

whole	episode	is	an	historical	account,	then	the	RVA	thesis	is	jeopardized.		

Reader,	I	ask	that	you	“let	not	your	heart	be	troubled.”	I	believe	that	

even	if	we	interpret	all	of	1	Samuel	28	as	an	historical	account,	the	RVA	

may	not	be	as	jeopardized	as	it	seems.	To	burrow	a	line	from	Shakespeare’s	

Hamlet,	it	just	may	be	that	there	“are	more	things	in	heaven	and	earth,	

than	are	dreamt	in	our	philosophy.”50		For	instance,	at	the	transfiguration	

of	Jesus,	our	Lord,	Moses	and	Elijah	appeared	and	spoke	with	Jesus	

(Matthew	17:3).	They	were	recognizable,	as	evidenced	by	Peter’s	response	

(v.4).	There	are	only	two	instances,	as	far	as	I	can	tell,	that	depict	post-

mortem	sightings:	(1)	1	Samuel	28	and	(2)	Matthew	17:3.	It	was	Samuel	in	

the	first	instance,	and	Moses	and	Elijah	in	the	second.	Each	of	these	men	

held	prophetic	offices.		

In	conclusion,	I	believe	that	Protestants	of	the	Evangelical	and/or	

Reformed	variety	can	faithfully	interpret	1	Samuel	28	in	one	of	two	ways.	

The	first	way	is	to	approach	this	narrative	as	historically	accurate	with	some	

embellishments	for	the	purpose	of	satire.	The	embellished	part	being	the	

successful	conjuration	of	Samuel.	The	second	way	is	to	interpret	the	

narrative	as	having	no	embellishment,	in	which	case,	Samuel	really	did	

make	a	post-mortem	appearance.	This	interpretation	wouldn’t	rule	out	

																																																								
49	Alter,	Robert.	Ancient	Israel:	The	Former	Prophets:	Joshua,	Judges,	Samuel,	and	
Kings:	A	Translation	with	Commentary.	New	York,	NY:	W.W.	Norton	&	Company,	
2014.	404	
50	Shakespeare,	William,	and	G.	R.	Hibbard.	1994.	Hamlet.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	
Press.		act	1,	scene	V,	174-175.	
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Michael’s	thesis,	per	se.	The	narrative	can	still	be	understood	to	subvert	

Saul’s	reputation	by	associating	him	with	necromancy.	Saul	really	did	die	

because	of	his	breach	of	faith	with	the	LORD.	In	his	attempt	to	gain	

knowledge	from	beyond	the	grave,	he	gained	knowledge	of	the	outcome	

that	he	feared:	that	he	and	his	sons	would	die,	and	his	throne	will	be	taken	

from	him	and	given	to	David.	Is	Saul	really	among	the	prophets?	After	the	

account	given	in	1	Samuel	28,	it	may	be	best	to	answer	in	the	negative.		
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III.	Points	of	Contact:	How	the	text	applies	to	the	people	of	God	
today	
I. The	Fear	of	Man	

a. The	Text	
i. “The	Philistines	assembled	and	came	and	set	up	camp	at	

Shunem,	while	Saul	gathered	all	Israel	and	set	up	camp	
at	Gilboa.	When	Saul	saw	the	Philistine	army,	he	was	
afraid;	terror	filled	his	heart.“		(1	Sam.	28:4,5)	

b. Intro:	
i. The	text	we	have	tells	us	that	Saul	was	terrified	upon	

seeing	the	Philistine	army,	and,	from	my	perspective,	it	
is	not	difficult	to	see	why.		Saul	had	full	view	of	the	
Philistine	army.	I’ve	never	been	on	a	battlefield,	but	I	
could	imagine	why	someone	could	be	terrified	at	having	
to	look	upon	thousands	of	their	enemies	before	going	to	
battle	with	them.	Throughout	Saul’s	reign,	the	Philistines	
were	formidable	foes	(1	Samuel	14:52).		

ii. We	may	be	tempted	to	feel	some	amount	of	sympathy	
for	Saul.	However,	Saul	did	not	fear	only	his	foes.	He	
feared	his	own	subjects;	he	even	feared	one	of	his	most	
loyal	men,	David.	

c. Saul	feared	his	men	and	gave	into	them.		
	

i. In	1	Samuel	15,	Saul	was	instructed	by	the	prophet	
Samuel	to	go	be	God’s	agent	of	justice	on	the	
Amalekites.	He	was	instructed	to	take	no	prisoners	and	
to	destroy	everyone	and	everything:	“men	and	women,	
children	and	infants,	cattle	and	sheep,	camels	and	
donkeys.’”	(v.1-3)		

ii. Instead,	Saul	spares	Agog,	King	of	the	Amalekites,	and	
the	best	of	the	livestock.		(v.8,9)	The	LORD	told	Samuel	
that	Saul	had	“made	a	monument	in	his	own	honor.”	
(v.12)	

iii. When	Samuel	confronts	Saul,	Saul	finally	admits	that	he	
“violated	the	LORD’s	command”	because	he	“was	
afraid	of	the	men	and…gave	in	to	them.”	(v.24)	
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d. Saul	Feared	David	

i. Saul	was	a	witness	to	David’s	success	over	Goliath.	
(17:50)	David	was	successful	wherever	Saul	sent	him.	
(18:5)	

ii. The	people	of	Israel	took	notice,	and	“all	Judah	and	
Israel	loved	David.”(18:16)	Women	came	from	out	of	all	
of	the	cities	of	Israel,	and	began	to	dance	and	sing	and	
celebrate	David.	In	their	lyrics,	they	used	Saul’s	
reputation	as	a	foil	to	praise	David’s	success.	(18:6-7)	
This	greatly	angered	Saul.		

iii. Saul	(rightly)	suspected	David	as	his	replacement.	(18:8-
9)	Earlier,	(in	16:13-14),	the	Spirit	of	the	LORD	rushed	
upon	David,	and	departed	Saul.		A	harmful/evil	spirit,	
sent	from	the	LORD,	entered	into	Saul	and	tormented	
him.	This	is	repeated	in	18:10-12,	when	Saul	wished	to	
kill	David	with	his	spear.	Saul’s	envy	for	David	
transformed	into	fear.	The	text	specifically	says	“Now	
Saul	was	afraid	of	David,	for	the	LORD	was	with	him	but	
had	departed	from	Saul.”	(v.12)	

e. Why	does	Saul	fear?	
i. Saul’s	fear	is	for	the	loss	of	his	own	prominence.	He	was	

willing	to	obey	the	Lord	insofar	as	it	benefited	him.	But	
the	LORD	had	finally	turned	against	Saul,	and	replaced	
him	with	David.		

ii. Saul	knew	that	the	hearts	of	his	people	were	with	David.		
iii. Saul	knew	his	kingdom	would	come	to	an	end,	and	he	

probably	suspected	that	the	Philistines	were	about	to	
make	sure	of	it.	

f. Why	do	we	fear?	
i. There	are	a	few	points	we	can	take	away	from	the	

overall	narrative	of	Saul.	1	Samuel	28	consummates	all	
of	Saul’s	previous	actions.	In	a	number	of	different	ways,	
Saul’s	narrative	is	a	demonstration	of	Proverbs	29:25a.	
“The	fear	of	man	will	prove	to	be	a	snare.”		
	
What	follows	are	two	sermon	points.		
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1. Saul’s	fear	of	men	leads	to	the	downfall	of	his	
Kingdom.	The	fear	and	praises	of	man	cannot	
satisfy	our	hunger	for	glory.	But	quite	the	
opposite.	We	should	fear	the	LORD,	and	glorify	
Him	first.	Everything	else	will	follow.	

2. 	There	aren’t	any	good	or	pleasing	alternatives	to	
God’s	will.	Each	of	Saul’s	actions	led	him	to	ruin,	
misery,	and	death.	Saul’s	fears	became	the	truth.		
By	way	of	contrast,	when	we	trust	the	LORD,	and	
recognize	that	apart	from	Him,	“we	have	no	good	
thing;”	we	will	see	that	“we	have	a	beautiful	
inheritance”	(Psalm	16)			

	
II. Inquiring	the	Lord	

a. The	Text	
i. He	inquired	of	the	Lord,	but	the	Lord	did	not	answer	him	

by	dreams	or	Urim	or	prophets.	Saul	then	said	to	his	
attendants,	“Find	me	a	woman	who	is	a	medium,	so	I	
may	go	and	inquire	of	her.”	

	
b. The	Lord	didn’t	answer	Saul?	

i. We	may	be	somewhat	sympathetic	with	Saul’s	actions.	
He	asked	the	Lord,	but	the	Lord	didn’t	answer.	

ii. We	should	notice	how	quickly	Saul	resorts	to	
necromancy.	As	soon	as	the	orthodox	methods	of	
consulting	the	Lord	prove	fruitless,	he	is	ready	to	seek	
out	something	that	God	considers	abhorrent.		

	
c. The	Lord	didn’t	answer	Saul,	on	Saul’s	terms.		

i. Earlier,	we	saw	how	Saul	“obeyed”	God.	Samuel	
instructed	Saul	to	wait	at	Gilgal	for	7	days,	after	that,	
Samuel	would	offer	burnt	offerings	to	the	LORD.	(1	Sam.	
10:8)	Instead	of	listening	to	Samuel	(who	spoke	on	
behalf	of	God),	Saul	took	it	upon	himself	to	offer	the	
burnt	offerings.	(13:8-10)	
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ii. Saul	“obeyed”	God,	by	sparing	the	Amalekite	king,	and	
all	of	the	best	livestock.	He	did	this	despite	being	told	
not	to	take	any	prisoners	(15:1-3).		

iii. Over	and	over,	Saul	refused	to	listen	to	God,	and	chose	
to	do	his	own	thing.	The	king,	himself,	did	as	he	saw	fit.	

	
A	Sermon	point	

1. Saul	wouldn’t	listen	to	God’s	words.	Throughout	the	narrative,	Saul	
would	“worship”	and	“obey”	God	in	either	half-hearted	ways,	or	
ways	that	reflected	some	form	of	religious	syncretism.	God	had	
rejected	Saul,	but	only	after	Saul	had	rejected	God’s	words.	Does	
God’s	Word	inform	our	prayers?	Do	our	inquiries	reflect	a	heart	that	
is	willing	to	do	as	God	commands?	By	the	end	of	the	narrative,	Saul	
will	be	guilty	of	both	“divination”	and	“idolatry”.	But	Samuel	had	
earlier	told	Saul		“rebellion	is	like	the	sin	of	divination,	and	arrogance	
like	the	evil	of	idolatry.”		Are	our	prayers	hindered	by	rebellion	and	
arrogance?		
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