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1 Samuel 31:1-13 
Steve Pinto 

Saul Takes His Life 
 
Introduction 
Since March 30th, 2011 we launched on a five-year journey through the book of 1 Samuel.  
 
Today, on June 8th, 2016, by God’s grace we come to the last chapter of the book. 
 
Today among other things, we will be talking about Suicide and Cremation. 
 
But before we do, we cannot overlook the overarching theme’s and contrasts of the end of 1 
Samuel. 
 
The rise and fall of Saul… Sin with no repentance… defeat 
The rise and fall of David... Sin with repentance… victory 

• While David repented in Ziklag and strengthened himself in the Lord; Saul stood in his 
own strength against the Philistines.  

• While David consulted the Lord through the ephod of Abiathar the priest; Saul consulted 
a spiritist in Endor.  

• While David pursued the Amalekites, rescuing his family and restoring his faith; Saul 
went down in defeat to the Philistines, losing his family, his kingdom, and his life. 

 
Saul and David had the same access to God’s presence, to the Prophet and to the Ephod. 
 
Many times, the problem isn’t the leadership or the church you go to. If you attitude doesn’t 
change or you character transformed. You will always be the same. 
 
Judas had… the best pastor, the best leader, the best teacher, the wisest counselor, the best 
friend anyone could have. And he failed. 
 
Many times, the problem isn’t the leadership or the church you go to. If you attitude doesn’t 
change or you character transformed. You will always be the same. 
 
Saul’s pride, jealousy, stiff neck, and hard heart… led to his ultimate demise. Chapter 31 is the 
account of Saul final day of life. 
 
I would like to outline today’s talk into six points: 

1. The Summary 
2. The Sons 
3. The Suicide 
4. The Setback 
5. The Shame 
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6. The Sorrow 
 
Since I want to spend a bit more time on the subjects about Suicide and Cremation we will 
spend only a few minutes on some points and more on others. 
 
So let’s start with point #1 

1. The Summary (1) 
So, now we come to chapter 31… and we are transported back to where the author left of in 
chapter 28… where the Philistines has gathered their forces to fight against Israel…. 
 
1 Samuel 31:1 
“1 Now the Philistines fought against Israel; the Israelites fled before them, and many fell dead 
on Mount Gilboa.” 
 
The Philistines attacked deep into Israeli territory (1 Samuel 28:4), and Saul’s army assembled 
and prepared for battle at Mount Gilboa (1 Samuel 28:4).  

• Saul’s army was grossly outnumbered and outmatched by the Philistines.   
o The Philistines had many chariots and thus preferred to fight Israel on the plains.  

The only hope for Saul and his army was to draw the Philistines up on the higher 
ground of the slopes of Mount Gilboa.  However, on Mount Gilboa on this day the 
battle went in the favor of the Philistines. 

• Because of his deep rebellion against the Lord, Saul was not ready for battle:  
o When Saul saw the army of the Philistines, he was afraid, and his heart trembled (1 

Samuel 28:5). 
o Instead of taking his fear to the Lord Saul made things worse by seeking God’s 

voice through a spirit medium. Strangely, God did speak to Saul, but He spoke 
words of judgment through an unusual appearance of the prophet Samuel. Samuel 
told Saul that he and his sons would die the next day (1 Samuel 28:19). 1 Samuel 
31:1 is the next day. 

 
2. The Sons (2) 

1 Samuel 31:2 
“ 2 The Philistines were in hot pursuit of Saul and his sons, and they killed his sons Jonathan, 
Abinadab and Malki-Shua.” 
 
How many innocent people died that day because of the consequence of Saul’s sin? Saul, three 
of his sons, and his whole personal body guard died together on Mount Gilboa on this day.   
 
We must never think that we live or die only to ourselves. We can be dream releasers or dream 
killers… 
 
Jonathan 



	 3	

The brave and worthy Jonathan died as we might expect him to – loyally fighting for his God, 
his country, and his father the king unto the very end. 
 
It is tragic to see this man Jonathan, who was David’s best friend and a godly and righteous 
man before the Lord, killed in battle with his father.   
 
Dream was killed 
Jonathan had made a covenant with David that when David was brought to the throne that he 
would be second in command to David and assist him in the kingdom, however this dream 
would never be fulfilled. 
 
Sadly, Jonathan died because of the sin of his disobedient and rebellious father.  How that 
reality ought to challenge all of us as parents in our submission to and walk with the Lord. 
 
Saul’s Other Sons 
Their death was tragic, yet important. In taking the logical heirs to Saul’s throne, God cleared 
the way for David to become the next king of Israel.  
 
We know that if Jonathan had survived he would have gladly yielded the throne to David (1 
Samuel 18:1-4). But the same could not be said of Saul’s other sons.  
 
God was also merciful to Jonathan, sparing him the ordeal of having to side with David against 
his own brothers. 
 
The Only Survivor: Ishbosheth (2 Samuel 2:8 through 4:12) 
With King Saul and three of his sons death on the battlefield, killed by the Philistines, Saul’s 
general appointed the next king, Ishbosheth, one of Saul’s surviving sons.  
 
Jews in the south, however, crowned their own king, David the giant killer. Ishbosheth was a 
nervous king, afraid of his military. He had a right to be.  
 
Two years into his shaky reign, two of his commanders sneaked into his house during his 
afternoon nap. They cut off his head and carried it as a trophy to David.  
 
They thought David would be pleased to have revenge on the family of Saul, who tried to kill 
him. Instead, David responded the same way he did earlier when a man claimed to have 
finished off Saul. He ordered the confessed king killers executed. 
 

3. The Suicide (3-6) 
1 Samuel 31:3 
“3 The fighting grew fierce around Saul, and when the archers overtook him, they wounded him 
critically.”  
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The Archers 
Archers were a formidable foe in battle in this day as they could attack from long range, and 
here we see that the archers had hit Saul and that he knew that he was not going to be able to 
survive. 
 
1 Samuel 31:4-6 
“4 Saul said to his armor-bearer, “Draw your sword and run me through, or these 
uncircumcised fellows will come and run me through and abuse me.” But his armor-bearer was 
terrified and would not do it; so Saul took his own sword and fell on it. 5 When the armor-
bearer saw that Saul was dead, he too fell on his sword and died with him. 6 So Saul and his 
three sons and his armor-bearer and all his men died together that same day.” 
 
The Armor-Bearer 
Saul, struck by many arrows and severely wounded, knew the battle was completely lost. He 
pleaded with his armor bearer to kill him, and when he would not, Saul took his own sword and 
fell on it. 
 
Saul’s armor bearer was so distraught after Saul fell upon his sword that he fell upon his own 
sword and died with him. 
 
Suicide? 
As in any suicide… there are never any easy answers… 
 
A couple of things that we have to take into consideration: 

• Was it Preventing Torture: Saul knew that it was the habit of the Philistines to torture 
those who were wounded in battle and that since he was the king that they would be 
merciless to him.  Therefore, when his armor bearer refused to kill him he chose to take 
action into his own hands and commit suicide falling upon his own sword. 

• Was it accelerated death: In the way most people think of suicide, Saul’s death was not 
suicide. Clarke explains well: “He was to all appearance mortally wounded, when he 
begged his armourbearer to extinguish the remaining spark of life . . . though this wound 
accelerated his death, yet it could not be properly the cause of it, as he was mortally 
wounded before, and did it on the conviction that he could not survive.” 

• Was there no hope: Some say… there is always hope… It wasn’t up to Saul to choose 
when to die, even if he was wounded. If that is the case… 

o It is ironic that while David could not take the life of God’s anointed, although he 
had several opportunities to do so, Saul did this himself. 

o How tragic and sad it is to see Saul here, a man who had so much potential and 
whose life could have been so different, resorting to suicide to end his own life. 

o Perhaps the saddest part of the scene is what Saul didn’t say - even in his final 
moments he still didn’t call out to God, still didn’t repent, still didn’t reconcile. 

o Saul faced death as he faced life: with his eyes desperately fixed on his 
circumstances and himself. 
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Suicide in the Bible 
Growing up in a Christian environment, I was always given clear-line answers to hard questions 
like… is suicide murder? Is it a sin? 
 
Suicide is confusing for Christians.  
 
Sometimes life’s hard questions don’t have answers, but we can provide a RESPONSE. Not an 
answer but a RESPONSE. 
 
Of the seven or so suicides reported in Scripture, most familiar are Saul, Samson, and Judas.  
 
All three of them, placed their relationship with God in jeopardy. 
 
In America, about 765,000 people attempt suicide each year. About 30,000 of them are 
successful.  
 
To put that in perspective, every year the population of a city larger than Laguna Hills kills 
themselves.  
 
It is the 8th leading cause of death in America.  
 
Why are people killing themselves in such great numbers today?  
 
In contrast to Saul, Samson, and Judas… You may think that walking closer with the Lord has 
something to do with finding the strength to move forward when all seems dire. 

• Elijah... 
o 1 Kings 19:4 says, “while he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He 

came to a broom bush, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had 
enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” 

§ Elijah secluded himself: We sense that Elijah meant, “I can’t do this 
anymore, Lord.” The work was stressful, exhausting, and seemed to 
accomplish nothing. The great work on Mount Carmel did not result in a 
lasting national revival or return to the Lord. 

§ Elijah compared his happiness to others: When Elijah examined the 
apparent failure of his work, he instinctively set the blame on his own 
unworthiness. 

§ This mighty man of prayer – mighty enough to make the rain and the dew 
stop for three and a half years, and then mighty enough to make it start again 
at his prayer – now he prayed that he might die. 

§ Thankfully, this was a prayer not answered for Elijah. In fact, Elijah was 
one of the few men in the Bible to never die! We can imagine that as he was 
caught up into heaven, he smiled and thought of this prayer – and the 
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blessed no that answered his prayer. To receive a no answer from God can 
be better than receiving a yes answer. 

• Jonah... 
o Jonah 4:8 says, “When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the 

sun blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, “It 
would be better for me to die than to live.” 

§ Just as God prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah, now He prepares a 
particular plant to shelter Jonah as he waited hoping that they city would be 
destroyed. 

§ Jonah was angry with God because He brought the people of Nineveh to 
repentance (Jonah 4:1). The ancient Hebrew word for “angry” is literally “to 
be hot.” Now God will let Jonah feel some of the heat! 

§ Entitlement: When God took the plant and its pleasant shelter away from 
Jonah, he missed the plant so much that he wanted to die. 

§ False worship: Jonah allowed even a silly thing like a plant to become an 
idol. 

• Job wished he was dead, saying, 
o Job 3:11 says, “Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the womb?” 

§ Job powerfully communicated his present pain and the feeling that it would 
be much better if he had never survived to face such catastrophe. 

§ It is easy – but very, very wrong – to think that Job was a sinner because he 
was so emotional. But the Bible does not present to us a stoic, unfeeling, 
“stiff upper lip” approach to the problems of life. 

• Even the apostle Paul wrote, 
o 2 Corinthians 1:8 says, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and 

sisters, about the troubles we experienced in the province of Asia. We were under 
great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired of life itself.” 

o We don’t know the exact nature of this trouble. It was probably some type of 
persecution or a physical affliction made worse by Paul’s missionary work. 

§ There are at least five suggestions for this trouble: 
§ Fighting with “wild beasts” in Ephesus (1 Corinthians 15:32) 
§ Suffering 39 stripes after being brought before a Jewish court (2 Corinthians 

11:24) 
§ The riot at Ephesus (Acts 19:23-41) 
§ A particular persecution shortly before Paul left for Troas (Acts 20:19 and 1 

Corinthians 16:9) 
§ A recurring physical malady 

 
We can talk about others like the Jailor/Prison Guard in Philippi but we simply do not have the 
time. 
 
So the desire for death is not uncommon. But we must learn where it comes from and what the 
right response to it is. 
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A Word on Suicide 
Must we believe that those who have taken their own lives suffer the eternal punishment of 
God? Nothing in scripture drives us to that conclusion. 
 
Objections to suicide have a long history in the church. But the idea that suicide is an 
unforgivable sin is less easily traced. Among the church fathers, 

• Saint Augustine was the most prominent and influential opponent of suicide. And early 
church council declared that bequests from those who committed suicide (as well as the 
offering of those who attempted suicide) ought not to be accepted; and throughout the 
medieval period, proper Christian burial was refused those who committed suicide. 

• Saint Thomas Aquinas believed that suicide, by excluding a final repentance, was a 
mortal sin.  

• Dante placed those who committed suicide in the seventh circle of the inferno.  
• Luther and Calvin, despite their abhorrence of suicide do not suggest that it is an 

unpardonable sin.  
• John Calvin is perhaps the most helpful on the issue, concluding that blaspheming against 

the Holy Spirit is the only unpardonable sin (Matthew 12:31), and suicide need not be 
viewed as blasphemy.  

 
A General Definition of Suicide: We must understand suicide as free and uncoerced actions 
engaged in for the purpose of bringing about one’s own death.  
 
If we define suicide as consisting of only free and uncoerced actions, we must ask a series of 
questions as we try to understand any particular suicide:  

• To what extent do we know the suicide in question was genuinely free?  
• Could pain (either physical or emotional) have coerced the individual to do what he 

otherwise might not have done?  
• But even if we could know that an act of suicide was genuinely free, can we know that 

the aim of the act was indeed one's own death rather than a misguided cry for help?  
• Can we know that the suicide believed this action would really kill? 

 
These questions lead us to withhold judgment in many cases; but more telling yet is this 
question:  

• Did the individual aim at removing himself from God’s goodness by suicide?  
• Was this an act of suicide directly aimed at saying no to God? Or was it rather a tragically 

misguided attempt at saying yes to God?  
 
Eternal punishment is reserved, Christians believe, for those who directly reject God and reject 
God as a consistent pattern in life, not merely in a solitary final act.  
 
Every suicide is not a rejection of God’s goodness.  
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The church must commit itself to being a community of love, not quick to judge. Since suicide 
often brings with it the stigma of “unpardonable sin” and feelings of shame and guilt for the 
surviving family members, those currently free of pain must welcome those who suffer in the 
name of Christ; and with the aid of the Holy Spirit, they must place themselves at one another’s 
disposal.  
 

4. The Setback (A significant defeat for Israel) 
1 Samuel 31:7 
“7 When the Israelites along the valley and those across the Jordan saw that the Israelite army 
had fled and that Saul and his sons had died, they abandoned their towns and fled. And the 
Philistines came and occupied them.” 
 
When the leader (King Saul) was struck, it spread panic among God’s people.  
 
In the battle on Mount Gilboa, some of Saul’s army fled the battle and many of them were 
killed in the battle. 
 
The Philistines had successfully taken command of several strategic inland trade centers (they 
had been confined to the coastal plains, since the times of the Judges) 
 
So for them...it was a sweet victory! - Not only did it increase their wealth and power, but in 
their thinking, it demonstrated the supremacy of their gods.  
 
This was a great defeat.  
 

5. The Shame (The Philistines disgrace the corpses of King Saul and his sons) 
1 Samuel 31:8-10 
“8 The next day, when the Philistines came to strip the dead, they found Saul and his three sons 
fallen on Mount Gilboa. 9 They cut off his head and stripped off his armor, and they sent 
messengers throughout the land of the Philistines to proclaim the news in the temple of their 
idols and among their people. 10 They put his armor in the temple of the Ashtoreths and fastened 
his body to the wall of Beth Shan.” 
 
The Bodies 
The Philistines came upon the battlefield the next day and took the spoil and dishonored the 
bodies of Saul and his sons who had been killed in battle. 
 
Saul’s tragic death gave opportunity for the enemies of the Lord to disgrace His name. Saul’s 
death was used to glorify pagan gods and to mock the living God. 
 
The Philistines liked to dishonor the bodies of those whom they killed in battle, especially the 
leaders and kings of those nations.   
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Here we see that the Philistines had a great time dishonoring the corpses of King Saul and his 
sons:  

• They cut off Saul’s head and stripped off his weapons and sent them throughout the land 
of the Philistines (1 Chron. 10:9) to show off how their god Dagon had given them such 
great victory.   They eventually displayed these in their temples.  The armor ended up in 
the temple to Ashtareth and the head in the temple of Dagon (1 Chron. 10:10). 

• They put Saul’s weapons in the temple of Astaroth and they fastened the corpses of Saul 
and his dead sons to a wall in Beth-shan. 

 
6. The Sorrow (The men of Jabesh Gilead end the disgrace of Saul and his sons) 

1 Samuel 31:11-13 
“11 When the people of Jabesh Gilead heard what the Philistines had done to Saul,12 all their 
valiant men marched through the night to Beth Shan. They took down the bodies of Saul and his 
sons from the wall of Beth Shan and went to Jabesh, where they burned them. 13 Then they took 
their bones and buried them under a tamarisk tree at Jabesh, and they fasted seven days.” 
 
Back in chapter 11, Saul started his career by helping the men of Jabesh Gilead. 
 
So, the men of Jabesh Gilead pay their final tribute to the one who rescued them.  
 
All the valiant men - traveled 15-20 miles at night, crossed the Jordan river, went through 
enemy territory, then turned around with the bodies and did it again. 
 
They secretly removed the remains of the royal family. Gave them a dignified burial.  
 
Sometimes ministry is messy!  
 
Unfastening bloody mutilated bodies from the wall. Carrying their stiffened, decaying bodies 
15-20 miles home.  
 
Sometimes ministry is messy!  
 
David will later honor them for their feat. (2 Sam.2:4-7) 
 
A word on cremation  
They took down the bodies of Saul and his sons from the wall of Beth Shan and went to Jabesh, 
where they burned them. 
 
Is it unscriptural for a Christian to be cremated? 
 
Only 5 percent of Americans were cremated in 1962; by 2000 it was 25.5 percent. In Japan, 
where burial is sometimes illegal, the cremation rate is 98 percent. The rise in cremations 
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reflects many factors: concern for land use; the expense of traditional funerals; the loss of 
community and a sense of "place" in modern transient society; and New Age-type spiritualities. 
 
The ancient world knew four methods of disposing of the bodies of the dead. Cremation was the 
normal practice of Greeks and Romans. Many of them believed in the immortality of the soul 
and saw no reason to give special attention to the body. Hindus, with their doctrine of 
reincarnation, still practice cremation. At the other extreme were the Egyptians, who 
mummified their dead, preserving the corpse indefinitely. 
 
Historically, the Jews didn’t practice cremation. It was important for them to bury their bones 
“in the land”. (i.e. for the resurrection sake) 
 
As the catacombs in Rome attest, the early Christians insisted on burying their dead. Christian 
gravesites were called coemeteria (cemeteries), which literally means "sleeping places," 
reflecting belief in a future resurrection.  
 
Why were Christians so concerned about proper disposal of the body? Here are four reasons:  

o (1) The body of every human was created by God, bore his image, and deserved 
to be treated with respect because of this.  

o (2) The centrality of the Incarnation. When the Word became flesh, God uniquely 
hallowed human life and bodily existence forever.  

o (3) The Holy Spirit indwelt the bodies of believers, making them vessels of 
honor.  

o (4) As Jesus himself was buried and raised bodily from the dead, so Christians 
believed that their burial was a witness to the resurrection yet to come. 

 
While the weight of Christian tradition clearly favors burial, the Bible nowhere explicitly 
condemns cremation. 
 
Certainly, cremation will not hinder God from giving a person a glorified body on the day of 
resurrection.  

• What about a house fire where bodies are burnt?  
• What about someone who dies at sea and the body is never reclaimed?  
• What is the difference between a body decomposing over 60 years or 60 minutes?  
• What about when Paul offered his body to be burned (1 Cor. 13:3) (martyrdom, not 

cremation) 
 
Of course, many martyrs were burned to death, but Christians believed God would bring them 
forth unimpaired at the resurrection. “We do not fear any loss from any mode of sepulture,” 
declared Minucius Felix, “but we adhere to the old and better custom of burial.”  
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In the context of the early church, when cremation was associated with pagan rituals and 
unbiblical beliefs, burial seemed to be a more loving and reverent way to bear witness to God's 
ultimate victory over death. 
 
The real question for Christians is not whether one is buried or cremated but the meaning given 
to these acts. Our modern funeral customs tend to anesthetize us from the ugly reality of death 
with soft music, plush carpets, and expensive caskets. 
 
The Presbyterian preacher George Buttrick once said, “There is nothing more incongruous than 
dressing up a corpse in a tuxedo!” 
 
Whether final disposition is by burial or cremation, the Christian church should offer a funeral 
liturgy in which the reality of death is not camouflaged, and the resurrection of the body is 
affirmed.  
 
We solemnize the departure of our loved ones by reminding ourselves that we brought nothing 
into this world, and that we can carry nothing out. “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; 
in sure and certain hope of the resurrection unto eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 
Either way, the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive will be caught up together 
with them.  
 
How God decides to raise people up, I don’t know...but, if we only need one cell of our DNA 
from someone’s body to tell us who someone is...I’m sure He has it all figured out!  
 
Conclusion 
With these stark and mournful words, the book of 1st Samuel ends and the curtain closes on the 
life of Israel’s 1st and most tragic king. 
 
When David heard of Saul’s death, he did not rejoice. In fact, he mourned and composed a song 
in honor of Saul and Jonathan (2 Samuel 1:11-27). In spite of all that Saul did against David, 
David spoke well of Saul after his death. 
 
 
Choosing this kind of heart showed David to be a true “Man after God’s Own Heart.”  
 
It showed that the years in the wilderness escaping Saul really were years when God trained 
him to be a king after God’s own heart.  
 
Despite his sin, David never followed in the same tragic footsteps as King Saul. 


