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Key moments:  
 
1 Samuel 28:16–19 And Samuel said, “Why then do you ask me, since the LORD 
has turned from you and become your enemy? 17The LORD has done to you as he 
spoke by me, for the LORD has torn the kingdom out of your hand and given it to 
your neighbor, David. 18Because you did not obey the voice of the LORD and did 
not carry out his fierce wrath against Amalek, therefore the LORD has done this 
thing to you this day. 19Moreover, the LORD will give Israel also with you into the 
hand of the Philistines, and tomorrow you and your sons shall be with me. The 
LORD will give the army of Israel also into the hand of the Philistines.” 
 
1 Samuel 30:7–10 And David said to Abiathar the priest, the son of Ahimelech, 
“Bring me the ephod.” So Abiathar brought the ephod to David. 8And David 
inquired of the LORD, “Shall I pursue after this band? Shall I overtake them?” He 
answered him, “Pursue, for you shall surely overtake and shall surely rescue.” 9So 
David set out, and the six hundred men who were with him, and they came to the 
brook Besor, where those who were left behind stayed. 10But David pursued, he 
and four hundred men. Two hundred stayed behind, who were too exhausted to 
cross the brook Besor.  
 
2 Samuel 1:17–19 And David lamented with this lamentation over Saul and 
Jonathan his son, 18and he said it should be taught to the people of Judah; behold, it 
is written in the Book of Jashar. He said: 19“Your glory, O Israel, is slain on your 
high places! How the mighty have fallen!  
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How the Mighty Have Fallen 
1 Samuel 31:1-13 

 
The past ten days have seen a long planned series of ceremonies honoring the late 

Queen Elizabeth II. She died at Balmoral Castle in Scotland and her coffin 
was placed in the ballroom there until it was moved last Sunday to Holyrood 
Castle, the official residence of the royals while in Scotland. On Tuesday the 
Queen’s body traveled to London and beginning Wednesday she lay in state 
in Westminster Hall, where hundreds of thousands of Brits lined up to pay 
their respects. Tomorrow will be her state funeral. At 10.45 a.m, the coffin 
will be placed on a gun carriage and taken from Westminster hall the short 
distance to Westminster Abbey. At 11 a.m., Britain will fall silent and the state 
funeral will begin. After the service, there will be a funeral procession from 
the abbey which will possibly be the biggest military procession ever seen in 
Britain. The coffin will be transferred to a vehicle where it will be driven to 
Windsor Castle, about 20 miles west of London, where she will be interred.  

All this pomp and ceremony is customary for the funeral of the British monarch. It’s 
a big deal, but certainly Elizabeth II, at 70 years the longest reigning monarch 
in British history, deserves it. She was a woman of faith, of endurance and 
steadfastness, the rock and anchor for the British Commonwealth through 
storms of political, economic, military and technical change. All the tributes, 
all the tears and all the laughter are well deserved. Over the course of the last 
week many things have been said about the Queen and her demise. At least 
one pastor last weekend and several people this week have quoted 2nd Samuel 
1, where we’ll be landing today, quoted from David’s lament for Saul and 
Jonathan, “how the mighty have fallen.” The Queen was not mighty in 
political, or military or personal power, but by her example and her words and 
her faith she was mighty, and now the mighty has fallen, and there is a sense 
of an era ending and a huge sea-change in the world. 

The same could be said of the death of Saul in 1st Samuel 31. It was an era ending, 
the era of Israel’s first king, and a sea-change in the world, from a monarchy 
forsaken by God to one destined to endure, from a king with no heart for God 
to a king whose heart belonged to God. Today we’ll walk through the end of 
1st Samuel, from chapter 27 to chapter 31, plus the first chapter of 2nd Samuel. 
This is the end of Saul’s life, the end of David’s time in the wilderness, and 
the last events before the beginning of his reign. These chapters are full of 
chaos and desperation. David behaves in desperate ways. Saul behaves in 
desperate ways. But God accomplishes his purposes. In these chapters we’ll 
see that the chaos and desperation of a fallen world cannot thwart God’s plan.  
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Let me give you the top-level summary of these six chapters. In chapter 27 David 

flees from the territory of Israel to Gath, where Achish, the Philistine is king. 
David pretends to serve Achish while working to harm the Philistine cause. 
In Chapter 28 we switch to Saul, who is frightened by the Philistine threat and 
consults a medium. God sends an apparition of the prophet Samuel. This 
apparition tells Saul that because of his disobedience his kingdom is coming 
to an end and his own death is near. In chapter 29 we go back to David, who 
is told that he cannot go into battle with the Philistines against Israel because 
they fear he might fight on Israel’s side. But in chapter 30, when David gets 
back to the town he’s been given he discovers the Amalekites have destroyed 
the town and carried off all his men’s wives and children, including his own. 
He goes after the Amelekites, defeats them and recovers all that they had 
taken. In chapter 31 the Philistines defeat the armies of Israel. Saul’s sons are 
killed, he is wounded and he falls on his sword and dies. Finally, in 2nd Samuel 
chapter 1, David learns of Saul’s death and laments the loss of Saul and 
Jonathan, saying three times “How the mighty are fallen.” 

Let’s go through it again, highlighting the chaos, the desperation and the working 
out of God’s will, promises and plan. In chapter 27 David is desperate and 
tries to find something to trust in other than God. He says “I will perish one 
day by the hand of Saul. There is nothing better for me than that I should 
escape to the land of the Philistines. Then Saul will despair of seeking me and 
I will escape out of his hand.” In a way this decision is understandable. It has 
been years since David fled from Saul’s presence. For much of that time David 
has been just one jump ahead of Saul and his army. Twice Saul has caught up 
with David. Both times God gave Saul into David’s hands, but David refused 
to touch the LORD’s anointed. We’d like to think we’d be trusting God at this 
point. “Look how God has kept me safe. I’m sure he’s going to do it again.” 
People keep telling David this. Abigail told him. Even Saul told him. But 
David, we sense, is worn out. Life on the run has worn him down. Some will 
say that his flight to Gath was under God’s guidance, but I’m inclined to say 
that his desperation and weariness drove him to it without consulting God.  

In Gath David appears to serve one of the Philistine kings, Achish. In fact he so 
endears himself to Achish that the king gives him a town of his own, Ziklag. 
David encouraged this trust by telling Achish that he and his six hundred men 
were making constant raids against the towns of Judah and Israel, that is, 
against his own people. In reality, David was playing a dangerous game, going 
up instead against the enemies of Israel and even against allies of the 
Philistines, to bring the spoils of war from these towns. In order to make this 
work, he had to kill every person in each of those towns so that no one could 
bring news to Achish of where David had really raided.  
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This worked, but I think it was at the expense of David’s soul and integrity. This is 

the first thing I’d like to highlight from the passage. It’s true, he hadn’t killed 
his own people, but to keep up the deception he killed many, many others who 
needn’t have died. Many years later, as reported in 1st Chronicles, David told 
Solomon that the reason he, David, could not build the temple was that “God 
said to me, ‘You may not build a house for my name, for you are a man of 
war and have shed blood.’” This time in Gath could be the reason God said 
that. David’s willingness to take life for the sake of his own security was not 
good. It put blood on his hands, which he’d avoided in the two Saul episodes. 
All this is evidence of his desperation but is not enough to derail God’s plan. 

If David is desperate, Saul is even more desperate. In chapter 28 Saul learns that the 
Philistines are gathering in force. He takes his army to face them, but when he 
sees the mass of the Philistines, he’s afraid, and his heart trembles greatly. He 
inquires of the LORD, but after his long career of disregarding God’s 
instructions, he gets no answer. Samuel is dead, so there is no prophet to bring 
him the LORD’s word. Saul then seeks out a medium, a witch, to raise up the 
spirit of dead Samuel to give Saul counsel. Saul himself had put the mediums 
and the necromancers out of the land. This was in accord with God’s 
instructions in Leviticus “Do not turn to mediums or necromancers; do not 
seek them out, and so make yourselves unclean.” In fact, God had said that 
anyone who turned to them would be cut off from among his people. Did that 
stop Saul? No. He disguises himself and goes to a medium or witch in the 
town of En-dor. He instructs her to bring up Samuel for him. The medium is 
surprised when an apparition appears. It’s possible all her previous divination 
had been consciously faked. But not this time. God apparently felt it 
worthwhile for the spirit of Samuel to confront Saul one more time, saying 
from death what he had so often told Saul in life. This doesn’t happen in 
Scripture very often, but God is a God who can make exceptions. I should 
note that the range of understanding of this passage is wide. That’s mine. 

Samuel appears. Saul recognizes him. 1st Samuel 28:15 Then Samuel said to Saul, 
“Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” Saul answered, “I am in 
great distress, for the Philistines are warring against me, and God has turned 
away from me and answers me no more, either by prophets or by dreams. 
Therefore I have summoned you to tell me what I shall do.” 16And Samuel 
said, “Why then do you ask me, since the LORD has turned from you and 
become your enemy? 17The LORD has done to you as he spoke by me, for the 
LORD has torn the kingdom out of your hand and given it to your neighbor, 
David. 18Because you did not obey the voice of the LORD and did not carry out 
his fierce wrath against Amalek, therefore the LORD has done this thing to you 
this day. 
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19Moreover, the LORD will give Israel also with you into the hand of the Philistines, 

and tomorrow you and your sons shall be with me. The LORD will give the 
army of Israel also into the hand of the Philistines.” 

This is the second moment in the text I’d like to highlight. Saul’s desperation will 
not change God’s plan. “I already told you,” Samuel says, “that the kingdom 
is going to be torn from you and given to David.” This is a consequence of 
Saul’s disobedience. The prime example is the situation with the Amalekites. 
Back in 1st Samuel 15 God had told Saul to go up against the Amalekites and 
had given Saul a great victory. “But Saul and the people spared Agag and the 
best of the sheep and of the oxen and of the fattened calves and lambs and all 
that was good and would not utterly destroy them.” Saul disobeyed, and at a 
heart level. God says to Samuel “I regret that I have made Saul king, for he 
has turned back from following me and not performed my commandments.” 
From the point of view of God, who sees the heart, none of Saul’s several 
subsequent repentances had touched that essential disobedience. In fact Saul 
had disobeyed God several times since then: when he pursued David to kill 
him; when he destroyed the priests and people of Nob. Going to the medium 
was just the last example of his faithless desperation. But Saul’s desperation 
will not change or thwart God’s plan. And in Saul’s case this means that he 
and his people are going to be defeated. David would not harm the LORD’s 
anointed, but the Philistines certainly would, without qualm.  

Chapter 27: David is desperate and doesn’t do things God’s way. Chapter 28: Saul 
is desperate and doesn’t do things God’s way. What do you do when you are 
desperate. Do you trust and keep trying to do things God’s way? Or do you 
take things into your own hands, take the easy way out? I’ve long counseled 
myself and others to wait for God’s timing in things, but it’s hard, especially 
when just a little foolishness looks like it would make things so easy. Gail and 
I are making financial decisions in preparation for a new phase of life, and it’s 
so tempting at times to just jump at something, like an RV, before the financial 
preparations are done. It’s hard to avoid responding badly to desperation. 

But God is still working out his plan. Chapter 29 is God thwarting David’s 
desperation. David is with the Philistines. The Philistines are going up against 
Israel. Achish the king of Gath is convinced David has made himself a stench 
to the people of Israel and wants David as his bodyguard. But the other leaders 
of the Philistines are not so sure. They fear that David might turn out to be a 
knife in their back when battle with Israel is joined. They still remember the 
old song “Saul has struck down his thousands and David his ten thousands.” 
So Achish sends David back to Ziklag over David’s protest. 
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It's interesting to speculate on what David would have done when the battle was 

joined. He may have been planning to turn on the Philistines. And who knows, 
that might have turned the tide of battle and saved Saul’s life, which was not 
God’s plan at this moment. Or he might have tried to fight against Israel and 
Saul. I hope not, for that would have been an even greater disaster and brought 
more bloodguilt on David’s hands. In any event, God uses the fears of the 
Philistines to avert either of those outcomes. David is sent out of the battle. 

God then, in chapter 30, uses that development to bring David back onto the side of 
righteousness. Before David and his men get back to Ziklag, the Amalekites, 
one of Israel’s enemies, make a raid. They take and burn the city, but kinda 
miraculously, don’t kill anyone. Instead, they take the women and children 
captive. This includes David’s two wives Abigail and Ahinoam. David and all 
the men weep over this loss, and his men even blame him and threaten to stone 
him. But 1st Samuel 30:6 tells us that David strengthened himself in the LORD 
and he inquired of God. Now he wants to do things God’s way. Verse 7: David 
said to Abiathar the priest, the son of Ahimelech, “Bring me the ephod.” So 
Abiathar brought the ephod to David. 8And David inquired of the LORD, 
“Shall I pursue after this band? Shall I overtake them?” He answered him, 
“Pursue, for you shall surely overtake and shall surely rescue.”  

The ephod is a priest’s linen apron that was part of the priests clothing defined in the 
book of Exodus. It’s possible though not certain that the Urim and Thummin 
are carried in the ephod. What are the Urim and Thummin? No one knows for 
sure, except that when they are mentioned it is in the context of providing 
guidance. Saul mentions the Urim that way in chapter 28, but complains that 
he got no guidance. So it’s possible that David is more or less casting lots to 
get a go/no-go answer from God. He did the same thing, with the ephod, back 
when he rescued the town of Keilah in chapter 23.  But the main point is that 
he’s inquiring of God. This is in contrast to Saul who inquired of a medium, 
explicitly forbidden in Scripture. It’s also in contrast to David at all his worst 
moments. He doesn’t inquire of God before going down to Gath, or strapping 
on his sword to destroy Nabal, or later, sending for Bathsheba, etc. Now I 
admit this is an argument from silence, but the fact that the author of 1st and 
2nd Samuel shows us so many good outcomes when David does inquire of the 
LORD is clear. Chapter 30 is one of those good outcomes. David pursues the 
Amalekites, gets good information on their whereabouts from an Egyptian 
slave they leave behind, and defeats them in battle. He miraculously recovers 
all the people the Amalekites had captured, including his two wives, and much 
spoil that had been taken. He gives God the credit for this, even to the point 
of distributing some of the recovered goods to all the towns that had treated 
him well during the wilderness days in Judah. 
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So, God’s will was that David turn from his desperation and get back on track by 

trusting and doing what was right, doing things God’s way. Not so with Saul. 
Chapter 31 briefly tells of the outcome of the Philistine attack. 1 Samuel 31:1–
2 Now the Philistines were fighting against Israel, and the men of Israel fled 
before the Philistines and fell slain on Mount Gilboa. 2And the Philistines 
overtook Saul and his sons, and the Philistines struck down Jonathan and 
Abinadab and Malchi-shua, the sons of Saul. Jonathan had stood up for David 
many times, but he was also loyal to Saul as father and king. As a result he 
and his brothers found the same fate as Saul. Verse 3: The battle pressed hard 
against Saul, and the archers found him, and he was badly wounded by the 
archers. 4Then Saul said to his armor-bearer, “Draw your sword, and thrust 
me through with it, lest these uncircumcised come and thrust me through, and 
mistreat me.” But his armor-bearer would not, for he feared greatly. 
Therefore Saul took his own sword and fell upon it. 5And when his armor-
bearer saw that Saul was dead, he also fell upon his sword and died with him.  

In the end Saul, desperate, took his own life. The Philistines won a great victory and 
routed Israel. They recovered Saul’s body and celebrated his death before all 
their idols. They even put his armor in the temple of Ashtaroth, their false 
goddess, and fastened his body to the wall of a Philistine city, Beth-shan. But 
some men from Jabesh Gilead, an Israelite city on the other side of the Jordan 
river made a raid and rescued the bodies and gave them a decent burial. 
Chapter 30, David turns from desperation to trust. Chapter 31, Saul turns from 
desperation to despair. David does things God’s way, and in accordance with 
God’s will. Saul continues to do things his way, yet God’s will is not thwarted. 
Sometime even judgment and death is God’s will.  

One of the lovely things about David is that even a death that fulfilled God’s plan 
was not a pleasure to him. He mourns Saul’s death and laments it before God. 
He’s consistent in not taking pleasure when harm is done to the LORD’s 
people. In 2nd Samuel 1 David returns to Ziklag after defeating the Amalekites. 
On the third day a man staggers in from Saul’s camp. Verse 4 And David said 
to him, “How did it go? Tell me.” And he answered, “The people fled from 
the battle, and also many of the people have fallen and are dead, and Saul and 
his son Jonathan are also dead.” 5Then David said to the young man who told 
him, “How do you know that Saul and his son Jonathan are dead?” 6And the 
young man who told him said, “By chance I happened to be on Mount Gilboa, 
and there was Saul leaning on his spear, and behold, the chariots and the 
horsemen were close upon him. 7And when he looked behind him, he saw me, 
and called to me. And I answered, ‘Here I am.’ 8And he said to me, ‘Who are 
you?’ I answered him, ‘I am an Amalekite.’ 9And he said to me, ‘Stand beside 
me and kill me, for anguish has seized me, and yet my life still lingers.’ 
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10So I stood beside him and killed him, because I was sure that he could not live after 

he had fallen. And I took the crown that was on his head and the armlet that 
was on his arm, and I have brought them here to my lord.” This is not what 
we were told in the previous chapter. In 1st Samuel 31, Saul fell on his own 
sword. I believe that’s the true story. This Amalekite was evidently just trying 
to get on David’s good side by taking credit for the murder. Knowing David 
as we do, this is not a good choice. Verse 14 David said to him, “How is it 
you were not afraid to put out your hand to destroy the LORD’s anointed?” 
15Then David called one of the young men and said, “Go, execute him.” And 
he struck him down so that he died. 16And David said to him, “Your blood be 
on your head, for your own mouth has testified against you, saying, ‘I have 
killed the LORD’s anointed.’ ”  

David pronounces bloodguilt on the Amalekite, a bloodguilt he was not willing to 
take on when he had those chances to kill Saul, and a bloodguilt Abigail taught 
him not to take on when he resolved to kill Nabal. Yet David was willing to 
kill the Amalekite and others who would violate that standard. He was a 
person of violence, but usually in the service of justice. He did not normally 
take things into his own hands. Quite the opposite. David lamented this loss, 
even though it opened the way for him to become king. Verse 17: And David 
lamented with this lamentation over Saul and Jonathan his son, 18and he said 
it should be taught to the people of Judah; behold, it is written in the Book of 
Jashar. The book of Jashar is “the book of the upright,” and is mentioned also 
in Judges. It may be a lost history of the early centuries in Canaan.  

The lament itself begins in verse 19, though it does not follow the form of lament 
that we have studied elsewhere in the Old Testament. This is a little bit more 
like an obituary or eulogy, recounting the virtues and achievements of Saul 
and Jonathan. Verse 19: “Your glory, O Israel, is slain on your high places! 
How the mighty have fallen!” That’s a cry from David’s heart, repeated three 
times. He’s grieved by this loss. Jonathan, of course, was one of his dearest 
friends. But he laments equally for Saul. In verse 20 he asks that this news not 
be spread in the Philistine cities lest they gloat. In verse 21 he prays that rain 
no longer fall on the place of their destruction, that it might become barren. In 
verses 22 and 23 he commends Saul and Jonathan for their valor. “From the 
blood of the slain, from the fat of the mighty, the bow of Jonathan turned not 
back, and the sword of Saul returned not empty. 23Saul and Jonathan, beloved 
and lovely! In life and in death they were not divided; they were swifter than 
eagles; they were stronger than lions.” This may sound like exaggeration, but 
if you go back and read the first fifteen chapters of 1st Samuel, you will see 
and remember the valor not only of Jonathan but of Saul. In verse 24 he 
encourages the daughters of Zion to weep. In verse 25 he repeats the refrain.  
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In verse 26 he laments Jonathan: “I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; very 

pleasant have you been to me; your love to me was extraordinary, surpassing 
the love of women.” As we mentioned before, some people have tried to put 
sexual connotations on this, but in addition to everything else we said, in that 
culture at that time there is no way David would say this if it was sexual. 
David understood what we don’t that love and friendship can be just as deep 
between two men as between a man and a woman, without being sexual. 

One more repeat of the refrain, “How the Mighty Have Fallen” and the lament ends. 
I confess that as I read this eulogy to the virtues and successes of Saul and 
Jonathan, all the many words of praise for Her Majesty Elizabeth II are 
brought to mind. Over and over her commitment to service and her true faith 
in the Gospel of Jesus Christ have been praised. She may have been a queen, 
but she saw herself first and foremost as the subject of the King. “Billions of 
people follow Christ’s teaching and find in him the guiding light for their 
lives,” she once said. “I am one of them.” She was a great queen, even if she 
wasn’t our queen. How the mighty have fallen.  

What have we seen? The chaos and desperation of a fallen world cannot thwart 
God’s plan. David was desperate and seemed to go against God’s plan in his 
flight to Gath and his bloodthirsty tactics. Saul was desperate and tried to 
avoid God’s plan by unlawfully consulting a medium. Neither of these acts of 
desperation could thwart God. He used the Philistine lords to get David out 
the battle with the Israel and to a place where he could rescue his men’s wives 
and children. He used the battle to carry out his judgment on faithless Saul.  

I think the pertinent question is the one I asked after the first couple of chapters: 
what do you do when you are desperate? Do you trust and keep trying to do 
things God’s way? Or do you take things into your own hands. There are many 
ways to take the easy way out: Quitting when things get hard. Manipulating 
people instead of pursuing relationship. Piling up debt instead of living within 
your means. Blame shifting to avoid responsibility for your mistakes. Joining 
the cultural criticism of God rather than believing his Word. Most of these 
things don’t work out well when tried. David learned that. Saul never did.  

But what does it look like to trust and do things God’s way? It means to persevere 
when the going gets rough.  It means to humbly seek relationship with people, 
even when they’ve hurt you. It means tightening the budget, not piling on the 
debt. It means learning to say “I’m sorry. I was wrong. Would you please 
forgive me?” It means taking God’s word more seriously than cultural trends. 
It means turning to him time after time in the chaos of a fallen world and 
crying out for the ability to trust even when things get desperate. 


