Daily Bible thoughts 33: Wednesday 15th February, 2012: 1 Samuel 31
This is the tragic end to a tragic story. Two tragedies in particular stand out to my mind:

a.) Saul took others down with him: As I read the passage I noticed the repeated references to Saul and his sons or Saul and his three sons ( verses 2,6,7,8,12).Of course, there was another son, Ish-Bosheth, who somehow survived, and was to become Israel’s puppet king for a time. But that’s another story. We’ll get to it shortly. But three sons did expire that day. Jonathon was among them.  Now we know that Jonathon was a godly man. What lovely things we’ve been able to say about his character in recent studies. Yet he died fundamentally because of his father’s ungodliness. In this world, godly people can and do suffer because of the sins of others. We are not immunised against such things. God can protect, but doesn’t always. He has His own reasons, which we are not always party to. That is something we have to face. Saul, tragically, took his own sons down with him. None of us live to ourselves alone. We affect others. In particular, we have enormous impact on those closest to us.
So Saul took his sons down, yes, but also...

...he took his armour-bearer down too (4b-6). We know little about him, but it feels like he was a noble man. (4 may reflect Saul’s fear that he would be tortured if found alive.)
But his nation was also tied to him by an invisible cord. As he disappeared into the chasm they went down with him (7). Leadership is so important. It is such a responsibility. As it goes with the leader(s) so it tends to go with the people. If a leader falls it will not be surprising to see others free-falling with him or her. It is tragic that a story that began with such promise ended like this. It did not have to be. For our part, let’s try with all His might to erect a ‘prayer shield’ around our church leaders. We don’t want any more fatally wounded on the battlefield.

b.) Saul caused the heathen to blaspheme: That’s essentially what’s going on in (8-10) The Philistines believed their gods had won a great victory, so they placed Saul’s head in the temple of Dagon – the main Philistine god (1 Chron. 10:10). They put his armour in the temple of the Ashtoreths (10). These were goddesses they worshipped. Then they fastened Saul’s body to the wall of the Philistine town of Beth Shan. It was shameful, ignominious, humiliating. This was a declaration on the part of the pagans that their gods were greater than Israel’s God; that their gods had won. It was inaccurate, but Saul’s sin brought this about. He scored a spiritual ‘own-goal’.
What a tragedy for the nation of Israel. They had suffered a crippling defeat. They had lost their king. It did seem like these foreign gods had won. But none of this took the living God by surprise (28:16-19). He had not been defeated. Instead He was preparing for the most glorious period in Israel’s history. What appears to be the end may actually be a new beginning. It has to be said that this is an almost unremittingly dark chapter. But there is a glimmer of light in the actions of the people of Jabesh Gilead. They had not forgotten what Saul had done for them (11:1-11). As Saul had rescued them, so they ‘rescued’ his body, and those of his sons. As we saw only yesterday, how important it is to remember kindnesses. Keep no record of hurts, but do remember good deeds
Prayer: Lord, let my life lift up rather than pull down. May I never forget that I am an example to someone. My earnest prayer is to always be a good one.
