
Lesson 7: Shadow King Assumes Power  

 Text: I Samuel Chapters 11-12 
 

 The assembly at Mizpah ended on an enthusiastic note. The people shouted: ‘Long live 

the king’ (10,24). But great care was taken to hide the true nature of the assembly from the 
Philistine rulers. Saul had to remain for some time a ‘shadow-king’, and his public assumption of 
royal power and authority had to be put on hold for the meantime.  
 
 Meanwhile the leaders who had attended the clandestine coronation returned to their 
homes anxiously awaiting the dénouement of their dramatic action. But not all of them were 

impressed by the newly anointed first king of Israel (10,27):  
 

But certain base fellows said: 
“how shall this man save us?” 

And they despised him,  
and brought him no present  

But he was one that held his peace  

ֵ֧י בְלִיַַּ֣עַל אָמְר֗וּ  וּבְנ 
ה נוֵּ֙ ז ֶ֔ שִע ֵ֙  מַה־יֹּ

הוּ  וַיִבְז ֻ֕
ה יאוּ ל֖וֹ מִנְחָָ֑ בִִ֥ א־ה  ֹֹּֽ  וְל

יש׃ י כְמַחֲרִֹֽ  וַיְהִ֖

 

 The king too went to his home in Gibeah, accompanied by some loyal followers (10,26). 
Outwardly nothing changed in Saul’s life. He was still unknown and unrecognized, and each day 

he went to work in the field like any ordinary Israelite farmer. And yet, gone were the old 
peaceful days of farming. Saul was now the anointed king of Israel, and the people were 
anxiously wondering how he will assume the kingship. During this time of anxious expectation 
Saul was somberly biding his time, wondering when the great day will come.  

 
At last this day came. It all began quite far from Saul’s home town, in the territory east 

of the river Jordan (11, 1-3):  
 

Then Nahash the Ammonite came up 
and encamped against Jabesh gilead;  

and all the men of Jabesh said unto  
Nahash: “Make a covenant with us, and we will 
Serve thee.” And Nahash the Ammonite said unto them: 

“On this condition will I make it with you,  
that all your right eyes be put out; 

And I will lay it for a reproach upon all Israel.” 
And the elders of Jabesh said unto him:  
“Give us seven days respite, 

that we may send messengers unto all 

ד ש גִלְעָָ֑ ַּ֣ חַן עַל־יבָ  י וַיִ֖ עַמּוֹנִֶ֔ עַל נָחָשֵ֙ הָֹֽ  וַיַ֗
 

אמְר֜וּ  ֹֹּּ֨ שוַי ל־נָחֶָ֔ ישֵ֙ א  י יבָ  ֵׁ֤  כָל־אַנְש 
ךָ׃ ֹֽ ית וְנַעַבְד  נוּ בְרִ֖  כְרָת־לִָ֥

ם נָחָשֵ֙  יה ֗ ר אֲל  אמ  ַֹּּ֣  וַי

ם ת לָכ ֶ֔ כְרַֹּּ֣ ֹּאתֵ֙ א  י בְז  הָעַמּוֹנִֶ֔
ין ין יָמִָ֑ ַּ֣ ֖ם כָל־ע  וֹר לָכ   בִנְקִ֥

ל׃ ֹֽ ה עַל־כָל־יִשְרָא  רְפָ֖ יהָ ח   וְשַמְתִִ֥
ַּ֣י יָ יו זִקְנ  לָ֜ וּ א  ֹּאמְרֹּ֨ ישוַי  ב ֗

ים ת יָמִֶ֔ נוֵּ֙ שִבְעַַּ֣ ף לָֹּ֨ ר  ֵׁ֤  ה 

ים  וְנִשְלְחָהֵ֙ מַלְאָכִֶ֔



the borders of Israel; 
and then, if there be none to deliver us,  
we will come out to thee.”  

ל ָ֑ וּל יִשְרָא  ל גְבַּ֣  בְכֹּ֖
נוּ תָ֖ יעַ אֹּ ין מוֹשִִׁ֛ ִ֥  וְאִם־א 

יךָ׃ ֹֽ ל  אנוּ א   וְיצִָָ֥

  

The messengers of Jabesh-Gilead came to Gibeah. They may have heard of the assembly from 
Mizpah, but even if they knew nothing of the new king it was natural that they came to Gibeah 
for help, because  the people of Jabesh-Gilead were related by marriage to the tribe of 

Benjamin (Judges 21, 11), and Gibeah was a central Benjamite town. 
 

The messengers expected to receive help from the tribe of Benjamin, but what actually 
happened was entirely unexpected.  

 
 Saul was told of the brazen challenge of the Ammonite king, and he immediately acted 
with the authority of a king. He ordered all the tribes of Israel to rally (11, 7):  
 

And he took a yoke of oxen 

and cut them in pieces  
and sent them throughout all of the borders of Israel 
by the hand of messengers saying: 

“Whosoever comes not forth after Saul 
and after Samuel,  

so shall it be done unto his oxen.”  
And the dread of the Lord fell on the people,  
and they came out as one man.  

ר ד בָקָ֜ מ   וַיִקַח֩ צ ֹּ֨

הוּ ַֽיְנַתְח ֗  וַֹֽ
וּל ח בְכָל־גְבַּ֣  וַיְשַלַַּ֞

ר֒ אמֹּ ים ׀ ל  ל֮ בְיַַּ֣ד הַמַּלְאָכִַּ֣  יִשְרָא 

י שָאוּלֵ֙  ֵׁ֤ א אַחֲר  צ ֜ נּוּ יֹּ ינ ֹּ֨ ר֩ א   אֲש 
ל ר שְמוּא ֶ֔  וְאַחַַּ֣

וֹ ה לִבְקָרָ֑ ֖ ה י עָש   כִֹּ֥
חַד־ ל פַֹֽ ם ה'ה'וַיִפֵֹּׁ֤  עַל־הָעֶָ֔

ד׃ חָֹֽ יש א   וַי צְא֖וּ כְאִִ֥

 

 Saul was residing in Gibeah, which is also called Gibeath-Benjamin and Gibeath-Saul, 
and has been identified with Tell el-Ful.  

 
The remains of the ancient Israelite fortress can be seen nowadays from any high spot in 

the northern part of the New City of Jerusalem. Tell el-Ful is situated at a 45-minute walking 
distance on the road leading from Jerusalem to Ramalla. It consists of a mount of white ruins, 

and from a distance it appears like a hill on top of a hill. This is the site of King Saul’s capital . 
 

Saul led his army northwards to Shechem, there he turned north-east and finally 
encamped at Bezek, halfway down the road leading from Shechem to Beit-She’an. Thus he 
made ready to ‘deliver’ Jabesh-Gilead. The latter is identified, following Nelson Glueck with the 
ruins on the double hill that is called by the Arabs el Maqbara and Tell Abu Kharaz, on the bank 



of Wadi Yabis which is situated east of the river Jordan overlooking the modern Kibbutz Tirat Zvi 
in the Beit-She’an valley.  

From Bezek he took his army down to the plain of Beit-She’an, crossed the Jordan and 
surprised the Ammonites who beleaguered Jabesh-Gilead (11,11):  

And it was on the morrow  
that Saul put the people in three companies  

and they came into the midst of the camp 
in the morning watch  
and smote the Ammonites until  

the heat of the day; 
and it came to pass, that 

they who remained were scattered  
so that two of them were not left together.   

ת מָּחֳרָ֗ י מִֹֽ  וַיְהִַּ֣
ת־הָעָם֮  וּל א  ם שָאַּ֣ ש   וַיָֹּ֨

אוּ בְתוֹךְ ה רָאשִים֒ וַיבֵָֹּׁ֤  שְלֹשַָּ֣
ר ק  ת הַבֶֹּ֔ ר  הֵ֙ בְאַשְמַֹּּ֣ מַּחֲנ   הַֹֽ

וֹם ם הַיָ֑ ת־עַמּ֖וֹן עַד־חַֹּּ֣ וּ א   וַיַכִ֥

י הַנִּשְאָרִיםֵ֙   וַיְהִֵׁ֤
צוּ  וַיָפ ֶ֔

ם שְנִַַֽ֥יִם יָֹֽ  א נִשְאֲרוּ־בָ֖ ִֹּ֥  חַד׃וְל

There remains, however, one difficult aspect of Saul’s military campaign. What were the 
Philistines doing?  How did they react to the military exploits of their subjects? Was it likely that 
they allowed the Israelites to organize an army? 

The solution to this problem lies in the character of the Philistines and the aims of their 
conquests in Eretz-Israel. The Philistines came from what was in those days the Far West, the 

islands of the Aegean Sea. They brought with them a highly developed civil ization, and they 
invaded Eretz-Israel in search after their successful invasion of the coastal plain. They looked 

down upon the local inhabitants as barbaric tribes, and their only interest in them was in 
subjugating them. To them all the peoples and the tribes who populated the country seemed to 

be a conglomeration of similar tribes, and they held all in equally low esteem. It is therefore not 
surprising that they regarded with equanimity the internecine warfare that went on between 

Ammon and Israel. Such ‘internal’ struggles appeared to be beneficial to the Philistine 
conquerors. Furthermore, the Israelites fought this battle against the Ammonites who were 
living in Trans-Jordan and were as yet free from Philistine dominion. The Philistines may have 
entertained the hope that the Israelite victory was paving the way for a Philistine invasion of 

Ammonite territory.  
Little did they know that this time they were witnessing the military campaign of a new 

Israelite king who was soon to challenge Philistine rule.  

We have no reason to doubt that the Philistines knew of the Israelite war and victory. 
But the Philistines had apparently no idea that the Israelites were led by a national king. It was 

only after the victory over Ammon that Saul came out of the ‘underground’ and was publicly 
acclaimed King of Israel (11,14):  
 

Then said Samuel to the people: 

“Come and let us go to Gilgal 
and renew the kingdom there.”  

ם ל־הָעֶָ֔ לֵ֙ א  ר שְמוּא  אמ  ֵֹּׁ֤  וַי

ל ה הַגִלְגָָ֑ לְכַָּ֣  לְכ֖וּ וְנ 
ה׃ ם הַמְּלוּכָֹֽ ש שָ֖ ִ֥  וּנְחַד 



 

In the famous ancient historical site of Gilgal, near Jericho, the people ‘renew the 
Kingdom’. The proclamation was made at a place that was far from the Philistines, but this time 

it was not a clandestine affair. The coronation at Mizpah was attended by leaders who were 
invited by Samuel (10,17), whereas the ‘renewal’ was an open and public event (11,15):  
 

And all the people 
went to Gilgal 
and there they made Saul king 

before the Lord; 
and there they sacrificed sacrifices of peace- 

Offerings before the Lord; 
And there Saul and all the men of Israel rejoiced greatly.  

וּ  םוַי לְכֹּ֨ ל כָל־הָעָ֜  הַגִלְגָ֗
ת־שָא֜וּל ם א   וַיַמְלִכוּ֩ שָֹּ֨

ֵׁ֤י  ל ה'ה'לִפְנ   בַגִלְגֶָ֔

ים ם זְבָחִִ֥  וַיִזְבְחוּ־שִָׁ֛
ַּ֣י  ים לִפְנ   . ה'ה'שְלָמִ֖

וּל ם שָאִׁ֛ ח שִָ֥  וַיִשְמַֹּ֨
ד׃ ל עַד־מְאֹֹּֽ ֖ י יִשְרָא  ִ֥  וְכָל־אַנְש 

 
  

 
 


