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Saul and Ish-bosheth
“Saul and Jonathan, beloved and pleasant in their life, 

And in their death they were not parted; 
They were swifter than eagles, 

They were stronger than lions…How have the mighty 
fallen, 

And the weapons of war perished!"   
2 Sa 1:23, 27)
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Saul and Ish-bosheth

• Kingdoms of Saul, David and 
Solomon (map)

• Saul (government, kingdom, 
kingdom map, map of battles)

• Jabesh-gilead (Tell Abu 
Kharaz, Tell Maqlub)

• Ramah
• Geba (Jaba)
• Mizpah (Nebi Samwil, Tell en-

Nasbeh)
• 1 Sa 13  A pym

 for sharpening iron
• Gibeah (Tell el-Ful, fortress)

• Battle of Michmash
• Michmash (Mukhmas)
• Gilgal
• Shunem (Sulam)
• Endor (sites)
• Plain of Jezreel (map)
• Mount Gilboa
• Beth-shan (Tel Bet She’an)
• Ish-bosheth
• Mahanaim
• Gibeon (biblical significance, 

Helkath-hazurim, Pool)
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Kingdoms of Saul, David and Solomon
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Saul

 And the LORD regretted that He had made Saul king 
over Israel. (1 Sa 15:35)
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Saul
• Saul (“asked for”) First chosen king of Israel (1050-1010)
• His wife was Ahinoam daughter of Ahimaaz. Had 4 sons and 2 daughters. 
• Anointed by Samuel at Ramah (1 Sa 10:1)
• Identified as king before all the tribes at Mizpah (10:20-21)
• His home and capital of his kingdom was at Gibeah (10:26)
• 1st battle: Saul’s first act as king was to deliver the Transjordanian city of Jabesh-gilead 

from an Ammonite siege. Like the Levite’s call to vengeance many years before, Saul 
cut up a yoke of oxen at Gibeah and sent a piece to each of the tribes of Israel, calling 
on them to help him rescue Jabesh-gilead (11:1-13). Saul's victory fully established his 
credibility as a leader. 

• Prior to his success at Michmash, his authority was largely restricted to Benjaminites, 
and Israel remained a divided people, despite the efforts of Samuel. After Michmash, 
Israel's spirit revived, and the scattered Hebrews rallied around their new king and the 
country's unification began in earnest.

• Reaffirmed as king at Gilgal (11:15)
• 2nd battle: with Philistines at Michmash. Failed to wait 7 days for Samuel (15:13-14). 

Jonathan attacked Geba (13:3) and crossed a cliff to Michmash (14:4-5)
• Attacked the Amalekites (15:1-5) but did not take the holy war and qorban seriously. 

The Lord wanted it to be a vengeance in His name. 
• Final battle: with Philistines at Shunem (28:4). Israel gathered at Gilboa, while the 

Philisitnes assembled at Aphek, then marched through the Esdarelon Valley to 
Shunem. Saul consulted a medium at Endor. He and his sons Jonathan, Abinadab and 
Mekthi-shua (Malki-shua) died in battle on Mt Gilboa (31:8). 

• The Philistines hung his body at Beth-shan. 
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Saul (government)

• Capital was Gibeah (1 Sa 15:34) – this had no special land 
privileges so as not to stir criticism

• His court seemed to comprise:
– Abner, over the army (14:50)
– Ahijah, a priestly officer (14:3, 18)
– A supervisor for his staff (21:9)
– Doeg the Edomite, over his pasturages (21:7)

• The government was simple as the people were not ready and it 
was not easy to impose rigid controls when they had never before 
had them; time and education was necessary before the people 
would accept them. 
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Saul (kingdom)
• Saul’s kingdom was not very large. It probably included Mt. Ephraim, 

Benjamin and Gilead. He also exerted some influence in the N mountains of 
Judah and beyond the Jezreel Valley. 

• Instead of having a capital city or a palace, Saul set up his tent in the 
outskirts of Gibeah under the pomegranate tree which is at Migron (1 Sa 
14:2) or in Gibeah, where he sat under the tamarisk tree on the height with 
his spear in his hand, and all his servants [i.e., ministers] were standing 
about him (22:6). But he may have taken over an existing building. 

• There is hardly a trace of his kingship archaeologically speaking. Surveys 
and excavations in the hill country of Manasseh, Ephraim and Benjamin, 
and at sites like ‘Izbet Sartah, have revealed farms, small villages and 
open-air cult places on hilltops. To the S, in N Judah, settlement was even 
sparser. The fortified site of Khirbet ed-Dawwara, NE of Jerusalem, had 
perhaps 100 inhabitants, and this was large for Saul’s kingdom. 

• The main Israelite site of the previous period, Shiloh, seems to have been 
destroyed in the mid-11th c by an intense conflagration (attributed to the 
Philistines; 1 Sa 4). Mentioned only once in the account of Saul and David 
(14:3).

• Archaeology seems to confirm that until about 1000, the end of IR I, 
Israelite society was essentially a society of farmers and stockbreeders 
without any truly centralized organization and administration. Recent 
population estimates set “a figure of about 50,000 settled Israelites W of the 
Jordan at the end of the 11th c B.C.”
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Saul (kingdom 
map)
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Saul (map of 
battles)
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Jabesh-gilead
• Jabesh-gilead A town in the Jordan Valley that controlled an important N-S 

caravan route. 
• Soon after Samuel had anointed Saul as king, Nahash the Ammonite 

besieged Jabesh-gilead. His condition for sparing the city was that he would 
put out the right eyes of all the men, a means of ensuring that they could not 
fight. He allowed them a week to consider this option. 

• Hearing this, Saul was enraged. He cut up a yoke of oxen and sent the pieces 
to the tribes with the threat that he would do the same to every man’s oxen 
who did not join him against the Ammonites. 

• He led the 330,000 men who responded to attack Nahash at Jabesh-gilead. 
Israel won a mighty victory and Saul gained credibility as a leader, confirming 
to the people the Lord’s anointing upon him as king of Israel (1 Sa 11). 

• After the death of Saul and his sons at the hands of the Philistines on Mt 
Gilboa, the men of Jabesh-gilead remembered Saul’s earlier valiant act on 
their behalf. They marched all night to Beth-shan and removed the bodies of 
Saul and his sons from the city wall, which the Philistines had placed there to 
shame the Israelite king and exalt their victory. 

• The bodies were brought to Jabesh-gilead, where they were burned and 
buried (31:8-13; 1 Ch 10:8-12). Later, King David commended the men from 
Jabesh-gilead for their bravery and the honour they showed their former king 
(2 Sa 2:4-6). 
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Jabesh-gilead (Tell Abu Kharaz)

• Jabesh-gilead (aka Jabesh) Although not conclusive (n), evidence suggests that it was located at Tell 
Abu Kharaz (“mound of the father of beads”) N of the perennial stream of Wadi Yabis, 4km E of the 
Jordan, ≈ 14.5km SE of Beth-shan. 

• Eus. places the town about 9.7km S of Pella on the road to Gerasa. The twin tells of Tell el-Maqereh 
and Tell Abu Kharaz on the river correspond with Eusebius’s location much better than the other site 
suggested, Tell el-Maqlub. The Tells are on the E rim of the Jordan Valley and fit the details of the 
historical record -- Saul’s forced march from Bezek, and the route of the Jabesh-gilead raiding party to 
Beth-shan. 

• The open plains surrounding it could be used as the assembly area for the Ammonite army that 
besieged Jabesh-gilead (1 Sa 11:1). 

• A Swedish team, headed by Peter Fischer, excavated the site  from 1989-97 and found that the earliest 
settlement with architectural remains were from 3 periods: EBA, LBA and IRA (3200 – 550). 

• Jabesh-gilead had a strategic location and had an obviously rich surrounding natural environment: 
woodlands to the E, the perennial wadi to the S and fertile land everywhere in its vicinity. The site 
occupies a 60m high, large natural hill (top elevation 116m bsl) with steep slopes easy to defend. 

• Its height and position provide control of both the E, N-S running, main road through the Jordan Valley, 
and the road along the Wadi Yabis to the E highlands. From the summit one can see: the hills of 
Nazareth, Mt Tabor, Beth-shan, the E Yizreel Valley, the Samarian hillocks and the area N of Tell es-
Saidiyeh in the central valley. 

• Just below lies Tell al-Maqbarah, an artificial mound which once very likely was occupied by farmers 
depending on the protection provided by the fortified Tell Abu al-Kharaz during war times. 

Tell Abu al-Kharaz seen from the Jordan Valley 
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Jabesh-gilead (Tell Maqlub)

• Jabesh gilead is best identified 
with Tell Maqlub, according to 
Bibleplaces. 

• Eus. Onomasticon locates it in 
the mountains near the 6th 
milestone from Pella on the road 
to Gerasa. This description fits 
with Tell Maqlub. 

• A surface survey of the site has 
found IRA pottery.  (BP)

Tel Maqlub, probable Jabesh-Gilead (BP)
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Ramah

• Ramah (Heb. "to be high"): name of several cities situated at high elevations. Ramah 
Aramathaim in Benjamin. Usually identified with modern al-Ram 7m N of Jerusalem 
(M.R. 172140), off the Jerusalem-Ramallah road; on the E side of the Central 
Benjamite Plain, opp. Gibeon, about half way between Bethel and Jerusalem. Some 
plausibly suggest Ramallah (M.R. 170146), 12 km N of Jerusalem. Ramah ≠ Nabi 
Samwil (the traditional burial place of Samuel) 8km away. 

• Sat on a low hill astride the Israeli watershed highway extending N from Jerusalem 
into the hill country of Ephraim. The earliest notices concerning Ramah seem to relate 
to its position along this highway.

• Loc at the junction of 2 main travel routes: N-S Patriarch’s Highway connecting 
Shechem to Hebron + E-W route linking the Transjordanian Highway and the ICH. 

• Name is a contraction of Ramathaim-zophim, lit. the heights of the Zuphite, the 
birthplace, home and burial site of the prophet Samuel, .  

• Here the elders of Israel demanded for a king to rule over them (1 Sa 8:4-9). 
• Here Samuel secretly anointed Saul as king of Israel (9:3-10:1) (n). 
• Samuel resided here in his final years (25:1; 28:3). 
• When Saul attempted to kill him, David fled here for Samuel’s help (19:18). 
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Geba

• Jonathan smote the garrison of the Philistines that was in Geba, and 
the Philistines heard of it….Now Saul and his son Jonathan and the 
people who were present with them were staying in Geba of 
Benjamin while the Philistines camped at Michmash. (1 Sa 13:3, 16)

• Geba modern Arab village of Jaba, which preserves the biblical site 
of Geba, SW of Michmash, in the tribal territory of Benjamin. 

• Fortified by Asa during his war with Baasha (1 Ki 15:22). 
• Northernmost city in Judah in Josiah’s time, as he destroyed the high 

places from Geba to Beersheba (2 Ki 23:8). 
• Because of the present occupation, the site has not been excavated.



Saul and Ish-bosheth 15

Mizpah

• Mizpah/Mizpeh (“watch-tower, the look-out”) a city of Benjamin, where the people used to 
meet in great national emergencies (Js 18:26; Jg. 20:1, 3; 21:1, 5; 1 Sa 7:5-16). It has been 
supposed to be the same as Nob (1 Sa 21:1; 22:9-19). 

• After the loss of the Ark at Aphek, Samuel gathered a great assembly at Mizpah, the 
politico-religious centre, to ask the Lord to forgive their sin. There, in deep humiliation on 
account of their sins, they renewed their vows and entered again into covenant with the 
God of their fathers. It was a period of great religious awakening and of revived national life.

• The Philistines then came up against Israel. Samuel prayed for deliverance and the Lord 
brought thunder against the Philistines. The Israelites totally routed the Philistine army. 
Samuel commemorated this victory with Ebenezer, a memorial-stone (1 Sa 7:7-12).

• One of the cities to which Samuel travelled on his annual circuit to judge Israel (7:16). 
• Here, he gathered the people for the Lord to identify their first king. Saul was chosen by lot 

(10:17-24).
• King Asa fortified Mizpah, along with Geba, against the attack of NKI using stones and 

timbers from Ramah (1 Ki 15:22; 2 Ch 16:6). 
• After Jerusalem’s fall in 586, the Babylonians made Gedaliah governor in Mizpah over 

Judah. Many Jews returned to Mizpah from where they had fled. The prophet Jeremiah 
came to Mizpah from Ramah. 

Aerial of Nebi Samwil (“the Prophet Samuel”) Though its name 
identifies it as the home of the prophet Samuel and the tomb of 
Samuel is here venerated by Muslims and Jews, scholars are 
agreed that Samuel's home and place of burial are at Ramah, about 
8km away.  Excavations around the modern building which houses a 
mosque and a synagogue have revealed significant remains from 
the Crusader period. (BP)
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Mizpah (Nebi 
Samwil)

• Location of Mizpah is still debated. Two locations have been identified as the site 
of Mizpah. One is mod. Nebi Samwil; the other is Tell en-Nasbeh. Evidence for 
each of these sites is credible and their heights would be compatible with the 
name Mizpah, which means "watchtower.“ (Sandals)

• Nebi Samwil is 7km NW of Jerusalem, on the highest hill in N Judea (897m asl), 
some 180m above the plain of Gibeon. 

• Samuel was buried near his home in Ramah (1 Sa 25:1). One tradition places his 
burial site on this hill. From the roof of the Tomb of Samuel one can view all of N 
Jerusalem, the land of Benjamin and the mountains of Samaria in the far N. 
Around the tomb are excavations where cisterns and quarries have been 
uncovered.

• Mizpah was an important city on the Patriarch's Highway, N-S route that follows 
the watershed of the Hill Country. It was between Ramah and Bethel, near the N 
border of the tribe of Judah.

Ancient ruins include a Hasmonean 
building and fortified monasteries of the 
Byz and Crusader periods



Saul and Ish-bosheth 17

Mizpeh  (Tell en-Nasbeh)

• Tell en-Nasbeh, 2.4ha, almost at the entrance to 
modern al-Bireh, is about 13km NW of Jerusalem.

• No architectural remains were found from the 
Bronze Age (3150-1200). The settlement probably 
consisted of tents and huts of which no remains 
have survived.

• Site was abandoned until 1100 when it was re-
occupied and continued in use until the 4th c.

• If the identification of Tell en-Nasbeh with Mizpah is 
accepted, it is natural to expect to find remains 
associated with Babylonian period since this was 
the era of the site's greatest importance. The 
excavators, however, failed to distinguish the 
buildings of this period. Such remains do exist and 
belong to Str II.

• An interesting epigraphic find was the seal of 
Jaazaniah (possibly the officer in 2 Ki 25:23). 

• Details of the excavations at 
Cornell University website. 

The most prominent remains on this site are a 
massive city wall (visible from the road) which was not 
constructed in a continuous line. L:660m, 9 or 10 
towers, associated with King Asa’s time. The 9th c city 
gates are the best preserved in Israel. 

Site layout

http://www.arts.cornell.edu/jrz3/frames2.htm
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1 Sa 13 A pym for sharpening iron
• The charge was two-thirds of a shekel [pim] for the ploughshares, the mattocks, the 

forks, and the axes, and to fix the hoes. So it came about on the day of battle that 
neither sword nor spear was found in the hands of any of the people who were with 
Saul and Jonathan, but they were found with Saul and his son Jonathan. (1 Sa 
13:21-22)

• Saul not only pushed back the Ammonites in Transjordan, but by his victories over 
the Philistines, notably as a follow-up of Jonathan's brilliant rout of the Philistine 
garrison at Michmash (14:1-46), he also broke their monopoly on iron.

• The Philistines saw to it that the Israelites did not learn how to forge this metal 
(13:19-20). In the 11th c iron was just coming into general use in Israel, as shown by 
excavations. The iron monopoly gave the Philistine superiority in arms, and was a 
valuable commercial gain as well, as the Hittites, who seemed to have started the 
monopoly, discovered two centuries earlier. 

• It was both inconvenient and costly (vs 19-21) for Israelites to go to Philistia to have 
iron tools made or repaired. The coin weight of a pim (Heb. pym) was used only 
during the Israelite settlement period. 2/3 of a shekel of silver was a high price to pay 
for sharpening a single plough tip not over 20-25cm long. 

• Even as late as the time of Saul it is emphasized that no one had sword or spear 
(13:22) 

• When Saul and David broke the power of the Philistines, the iron-smelting formula 
became public property, and the metal was popularized in Israel. The result was an 
economic revolution, making possible a higher standard of living. 
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1 Sa 13 A pym for sharpening iron
• During the Israelite (IR I) period (1,200-1,000), bronze was still the 

common metal; the use of iron was quite rare:
– At Megiddo all the metal implements in the IR I strata were made of 

bronze, except for one iron knife. This was also true in the Megiddo tombs; 
iron objects were extremely rare; only two rings and two knife blades were 
found associated with pottery from the 12th- 11th  c, in contrast to the 
abundance of bronze implements. 

– At the Israelite settlement of Tel Masos (in existence from end 13th  c to ≈ 
end 10th  c), all the metal implements were made of bronze, except for a 
sickle and a knife blade. 

– At Beersheba there were two iron sickles in Str VI from the early 10th c. 
– At Gibeah of Saul (Tell el Ful) an iron plough blade was found in the 

fortress from the reign of Saul (late 11th c). 
• Clearly that the appearance of iron in IR I was rare and sporadic and 

that iron had no significance in the technology of that time. Its 
widespread use in Israel began only with the Monarchy (1,000) when it 
became the dominant metal in tools and weapons.

• It is generally assumed that the Philistines brought the knowledge of 
ironworking to Israel and that they kept it as a monopoly until David 
broke their power. Aharoni notes that although the so-called IRA 
began in about 1,200, iron came into widespread use in Canaan only 
in about 1,000. Although iron first appeared during the 14th-13th c, this 
was only in the Hittite kingdom, where it was protected as a monopoly. 
When the Hittite empire fell at the end of the 13th  c, the use of iron 
gradually spread. 

A sickle was one 
of two iron artifacts 
uncovered at Tel 
Masos (Institute of 
Archaeology, UTA)

A bronze axe from Tel Masos. With two exceptions, all 
the metal implements found at this Israelite site in the 
Negev desert nr Beersheba were made of bronze. 
(Institute of Archaeology, UTA)
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Gibeah
• Gibeah (Heb. “hill”) of Benjamin was located near the main N-S highway 

from Bethlehem to Shechem (Jg 19:11-13). Although several other sites 
were known as Gibeah, Gibeah of Saul (1 Sa 11:4) in the tribal territory of 
Benjamin was the most important historically. 

• The Philistines placed a garrison at Gibeah as a result of Saul's being 
chosen to be king of Israel (I Sa 10:5; 13:3).

• Saul's home (10:26; 11:14; 13:16; 15:34) and where he established Israel’s 
first capital, where he reigned for 42 years (13:1). 

• Here in the palace courts David played his harp to calm Saul when he was 
tormented by an evil spirit (19:9). 

• A few biblical texts apparently confuse Gibeah with nearby Geba, since only 
the omission or presence of a single letter distinguishes the two names.

• Gibeah = Tel el-Fûl just 3km N of Jerusalem, E of the main road leading 
from Jerusalem to Shechem. 

• W. F. Albright concluded that 5 distinct levels of occupation could be 
discerned on the 0.8ha site. He dated the beginning of the first major 
settlement on the site to the last quarter of the 13th c. The presence of a 
deep layer of ash sealing the destruction level of this phase of occupation 
indicates that the settlement was brought to an end as a result of a great 
conflagration. This is possibly physical evidence reflecting the destruction of 
Gibeah during the tribal war against Benjamin (Jg 19-20).
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Gibeah (Tell el-Ful)
• Tell el-Ful (“hill of the bean”): Saul’s 

citadel was identified here by Edward 
Robinson and  excavated by W.F. 
Albright (1922, 1933). At the tel’s bottom 
was fortress #1, which had the traces of 
destruction by fire (Jg 20:40).

• Fortress #2 remnants identified as Saul's 
were directly above this. The main 
building with massive stone construction 
and deep walls "was like a dungeon 
rather than a royal residence in 
comparison with the Canaanite masonry 
with which Solomon graced Jerusalem" 
(Madeleine S. and J. Lane Miller, Ency. of 
Bible Life [1944], p. 176).

• "Saul was only a rustic chieftain as far as 
architecture and the amenities of life were 
concerned" (Albright, From the Stone Age 
to Christianity, p. 224). Rusticity was 
generally true of all Israel in this era.

• Fortress #3 was somewhat 
smaller, characterized by a series 
of stone piers. Some connect it 
with the building activity of King 
Asa at Geba of Benjamine (1 Ki 
15:22). But in the light of Is 10:29, 
Geba ≠ Gibeah of Saul. 

• Gibeah was 839m above the Hill 
Country of Judea, higher than the 
Mt of Olives, giving a panoramic 
view of the entire central region, 
including the strategic Central 
Benjamite Plain. 

The Arab village of Beth Hanina, 3 km N of 
Jerusalem, biblical Gibeath shaul. (LBPA 4669) 
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Gibeah (fortress)

• The large building Albright identified as being a fortress from Saul’s time was destroyed c. 1000 
(possibly by the Philistines after Saul’s death of Saul), but was rebuilt on the same plan and 
occupied for a short period of time. Since there was no sign of burning, or other evidence of violent 
destruction, it apparently was simply abandoned. While David, when he was king of only Judah, 
may have used it to defend his N border against Ishbosheth of Israel, once he was king over both 
Israel and Judah, it served no purpose as a fortress, and might have been abandoned for that 
reason.

• Apparently the Philistines built a fortress at Gibeah that was taken over by Saul, or Saul 
constructed his own royal complex. It was a rectangular fortress dating about the 11th c, 52x47m 
and the most elaborate structure in the mound. Its outer wall was about 1.8m thick and was 
defended by a sloping base. It had 2 stories and was built of stone with double (casemated) walls 
and separately bonded towers at each corner and contained a massive stone staircase. 

• Partitions divided the space between the inner and outer walls into chambers, which could be used 
as arsenals and storerooms, or also be filled with rubble to make a solid wall against an attack by 
battering rams. 

• Finds from the interior reflect a simple lifestyle. The royal family lived in the 2nd storey and slept on 
the roof during the summer; servants and palace guards were housed by the gate. More a fortress 
than palace, the building would have suited Saul who was, above all, a soldier. His kingship was 
nowhere near established enough to allow for luxuries. 

SW corner Tel el Ful 

Artist's rendering of Saul's 
fortress-palace at Gibeah
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Battle of Michmash
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Michmash

• Michmash ("hidden place") was where Saul struck among the Philistines that day from Michmash to 
Aijalon (1 Sa 14:31). It was strategically important as it guarded the main invasion route leading E from 
the Philistine-occupied coast land across the hill country to the Jordan River. It served as Saul’s staging 
area with 2000 men across from the Philistine garrison at Geba. Jonathan took 1000 men and camped 
at Gibeah, 8km SE on the S edge of the Central Benjamite Plain. His army approached from the S and 
successfully attacked Geba.

• Saul returned to Gilgal 18km E of Michmash to get more support, but against the Philistine force of 
30,000 chariots and 6,000 horsemen at Michmash (13:5-6), the Israelites steadily deserted, leaving 600 
men.  

• Saul offered sacrifice himself at Gilgal to raise morale, then led encamped at Geba opposite the 
Philistine positions at Michmash to the NW. 

• (tp R) They were protected by the wadi whose steep sides prevented chariots and cavalry crossing; the 
Philistines could only send out raiding parties. This bought the Israelites time; Jonathan and his armour-
bearer then boldly crossed the valley and climbed the opposite cliff to Michmash, killing 20 Philistines, 
resulting in the Philistines fighting each other. The Israelites pursued them to Aijalon, 24km W. 

• Michmash and other cities of Benjamin were near the border between Benjamin and Ephraim, and thus 
near the border of the N and S kingdoms, probably belonging to NKI most of the time. It was settled 
throughout the period of the monarchy, as it was mentioned in the account of Saul and Jonathan and 
later in a prophecy of Isaiah. 

• After the exile, 122 Benjamites from Babylon resettled here. During the inter-testamental period it was 
the residence of Jonathan Maccabaeus and the seat of his government. In the time of Eusebius and 
Jerome it was "a very large village."

Michmash in the background, 
with the steep gorge below 

The rock gorge (Wadi es-
Suweinit) below the site of 
Michmash 
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Michmash (Mukhmas)

• Michmash (Arab village of Mukhmas) was 5km E of 
Ramah, ≈ 11km NE of Jerusalem in territory of Benjamin, 
on a spur off the main E-W highway that ran E from Ramah 
toward Jericho. 

• (tp R) Loc on a cliff on the N side of Wadi es-Suweinit 
("valley of the little thorn-tree" or "the acacia"), a wide, 
deep and steep gorge also called "the passage of 
Michmash", acting as a barrier to traffic. The town of Geba 
was on the S cliff. 

• (cn R) The hill country is deeply cut by deep canyons 
(wadis) that run E-W. These significantly restrict traffic to 
the ridges above the wadis, making passage N-S difficult 
except on the central watershed ridge. 

• The only means of traversing the gorge was through a 
narrow corridor called "The Pass." Steep cliffs rose up on 
each side of the corridor. This route is noted in Scripture 
on several occasions. Is 10:28-32 speaks about an 
invasion from the N that moves by Michmash, across the 
pass.

• Jonathan surprised the Philistine garrison by not coming 
across the pass, but instead going around and climbing up 
and down steep cliffs (1 Sa 14). 

• (tp R) These cliffs were named Seneh and Bozez (scholars 
debate the meanings of these words). (BP)

Mod. village of Mukmash, over biblical 
Michmash, near the site where 
Jonathan took the Philistine garrison.
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Gilgal
• Gilgal was one of the 3 places of Samuel’s yearly circuit  (1 

Sa 7:16). Samuel asked Saul to await him at Gilgal (10:8). 
• Here Samuel made Saul king (11:1415), and Saul rallied the 

Israelites after Jonathan's victory at Geba (13:34). Saul 
presumptuously made burnt offerings at Gilgal, resulting in a 
rebuke from Samuel (14:815). That such offerings were 
considered appropriate at Gilgal under certain circumstances 
is demonstrated by the reference to peace offerings performed 
when Saul was made king (11:15). 

• After his Amalekite victory, Saul met Samuel at Gilgal (15:12
13), but his failure to destroy the flocks of the Amalekites led 
to his rejection as king (15:2230). His unacceptable excuse, 
that he was saving the flocks for sacrifice at Gilgal, further 
indicates the cultic significance of the site at this time. 

• A few years later, the men of Judah gathered at Gilgal to greet 
David on his return from exile (2 Sa 19:15).

• Js 4:19 gives the only clue to the exact location on the E 
border of Jericho, i.e. the territory of Jericho. 

• T. en-Nitla, about 3.5 km E of Jericho, seems the best fit, but 
no archaeological evidence exists for occupation before the 
Byz period (Muilenberg 1955: 1920). 

• Two more promising candidates are in the vicinity of Kh. Mefjir 
(M.R. 193143), about 3 km NE of Jericho. Characteristic IRA 
pottery were found at one of these sites, a little N of the 
Khirbet (Muilenberg 1955), while work at the other site, slightly 
W of the Khirbet, left the question unanswered (Bennett 1972; 
Landes 1975). 

• Although it seems quite possible that ancient Gilgal is to be 
found somewhere nearby, its exact location remains 
enigmatic. (Wade R. Kotter, ABD, ad v. Gilgal (Biblical Place) )

Map of the Jericho region showing the various 
locations proposed for Gilgal 
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Shunem

• So the Philistines gathered together and came and camped in Shunem; and Saul 
gathered all Israel together and they camped in Gilboa. (1 Sa 28:4)

• Shunem (modern Sulam) in the S border of Issachar near the SW end of the Hill of 
Moreh. Separated from Jezreel to the N across the Harod Valley by ≈ 5km. 

• Its situation at the edge of the fertile and productive Plain of Jezreel and its proximity to 
the ICH that passed through the Harod Valley to Beth-Shan, made Shunem an important 
town during the period of Israel’s monarchy.

• When the Philistines prepared to attack Saul’s army, they assembled at Shunem, where 
they controlled the ICH. From there they could observe the men of Israel across the 
valley on Mt Gilboa. 

• Saul’s position would have placed him just above the city of Jezreel. It is possible that he 
was assuming that this high ground would give him an advantage over his enemy in the 
valley, as it had for Gideon over the Midianites in almost the same location. 

• Shunem is mentioned in the 15th c conquest lists of Pharaoh Thutmose III, the 14th c EA 
letters, and the 10th c inscription of Pharaoh Shishak at Karnak. 

• David’s nurse in his old age, Abishag, was from Shunem (1 Ki 1:3). 
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Shunem 
(Sulam)

• The village of Sulam (Sunam or Sunem) is at the foot of a hill Giv'at 
Ha-More (Hill of Moreh) in the Jezreel Valley, 4 km E of ‘Afula (Arab. 
Yébel ed Dahi, after a 7th c Muslim saint of this name buried in its 
summit). 

• Within a cave in the village is the Spring of Abishag. 
• Medieval Christian pilgrims knew the hill as Small Hermón as 

Origen (c. 254) identified it as the mount of which Ps 89:12b speaks: 
Tabor and Hermon shout for joy at Your name.

• Unlike Mt Tabor, Small Hermón is actually a small mountain range 
with 3 summits: the Yebel Adyarus, the Adyul and the Dahi, of 
basaltic formation, with the highest at 517m asl, and a constant and 
smooth slope to 101m asl to the lowest part of the Jezreel.

Shunem, view from Jezreel

The fertile Jezreel Valley lies in the 
foreground. Nestled at the foot of 
the Hill of Moreh is the town of 
Shunem. (Sandals/Gard Meserve).
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Endor
• Endor A Canaanite village probably loc on the Hill of Moreh. The original Hebrew meaning 

of "Endor" is unknown because it is spelled differently in each of the 3 times it is mentioned 
in the Bible. In Js 17:11 and 1 Sa 28:7, the word Endor likely comes from the root, dor, 
meaning “spring of settlement,” “spring of divine assembly,” or “fountain of habitation." 
There must have been a spring in connection with the site. The spelling variant of Endor in 
Ps 83:10 is unknown, therefore its meaning is unknown as well.

• First mentioned in Js 17:11, in territory of Manassah. In 1 Sa 28: 4-25), Saul consulted the 
witch of Endor, a medium who lived in the village, on the eve of the battle of Gilboa. Ps 
83:9-10 says this is where Jabin and Sisera were routed (Jg 4 and 5).

• Its loc is widely debated. A location on the S edge of the Jezreel Valley somewhere 
between Ibleam and Tanaach seems to fit best the biblical accounts of the tribal allotments 
of Manasseh, Saul’s journey to Endor and the defeat of Sisera’s army. However, there are 
difficulties with this location. From the origin of the name, a spring must also be located 
somewhere near, and archaeological evidence from the time of Joshua, Judges, and Saul 
is required.

• Many suggested sites are located on the N side of the Jezreel Valley, near or on the Hill of 
Moreh. The main reasons for this placement are due to tradition and name preservation. 
The major difficulty in a N location is that it does not seem to fit the biblical accounts well. 
The city lists in Js 17:11 and Jg 1:27 would be mentioning Endor out of logical order. 

• In spite of this, a supporting factor for a N site is that Saul had to be disguised as he 
traveled to the witch at Endor. This is usually attributed to the fact that Endor was behind 
enemy lines since the Philistines were camped at Shunem, just SW of the most accepted 
Endor site. Those who hold to a S site location explain the disguise as necessary not to 
transverse any enemy lines but to hide Saul’s identity from the medium. Both explanations 
are possible. 
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Endor (sites)
• Endor was assigned to Manasseh, but was never wretsed from 

Canaanite control (Js 17:11-12). The medium of Endor of whom 
Saul inquired (1 Sa 28:7) was probably from this Canaanite stock, 
for Saul had tried to do away with such pactces among the 
Hebrews (1 Sa 28:3).

• The following are a list of suggested sites with a brief explanation 
of each:

• Kh. Jadurah Located on the S edge of the Jezreel Valley, but with no 
spring the site has been deemed incorrect.

• T. Qedesh /T abu Qudeis A much better site than Kh. Jadurah and 
also located on the S edge of the Valley. Has 2 springs nearby, 
remains from the right time periods, and a walled city area. 
Proponents for a S Endor usually hold to this as the correct site for 
ancient Endor.

• T. el-Ajjul /el-Ajyul /Agol Located on the N side of the Valley, 3 km E of 
Nain, on the right of the road to Tamra. 

• ‘En-dûr, 6 km S of Mt Tabor (IBD).
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Plain of Jezreel Map
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Mount Gilboa

• Mt Gilboa (from Heb gal and ba`ah, meaning "swollen heap") A limestone 
ridge between Galilee on the N and Samaria on the S. Name probably 
suggested by the spring or fountain about 0.8km E of the city of Jezreel, 
which was at its W extremity. 

• Parallel and 10km N of this range, with the Valley in between, is another, 
called the hill of Moreh (Little Hermon). 

• Here Saul and his 3 sons were slain in the battle with the Philistines (1 Sa 
28:4; 31:1,8; 1 Ch 10:1).

• Other battles fought in the area:
– Deborah defeated Sisera (Jg 5:21). 
– This region was the probable location of Gideon’s camp when he attacked the Midianites 

(6:33). 

• In memory of Saul, one of its peaks has been named Mt Sha’ul (1 Sa 31:1,8; 
2 Sa 1:6,21; 21:12; 1 Ch 10:1,8). Another peak, Giv’at Yehonatan, 1 km E of 
Gid’ona, 131m asl, is named after Jonathan. 



Saul and Ish-bosheth 33

Mount Gilboa

• (tp L) Mount Gilboa is not a single mountain, but a barren ridge L: 18km, W: 
9km towering over the Jezreel Valley to its NW, with its highest peak, Mt 
Malkishua, at 536m asl. 

• It separates the Harod Valley from the plain of Jezreel, about 11km W of the 
Jordan and runs SE-NW (as the offshoot of Samarian Hills) between the 
Jezreel and Bet She’an Valleys. 

• At the foot of Mount Gilboa is Ma'ayan Harod National Park, containing the 
spring of Harod, where Gideon selected his 300 warriors to battle the 
Midianites (Jg 7:5-7). 

• Saul felt forced to commit suicide on these slopes when facing certain defeat 
by the Philistines.  In light of Saul and Jonathan's deaths, David cursed the 
mountain: “O mountains of Gilboa, Let not dew or rain be on you, nor fields 
of offerings” (2 Sa 1:21). 

Mt Gilboa from the E (BP)
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Mount Gilboa

ISR/Hanan Isachar

The mountains of Gilboa rise 
beside a valley of cultivated 
fields and manmade fishponds 
in modern Israel. (BR/Richard 
Nowitz)
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Beth-shan
• Beth-shan (Heb bet she’an, "house of rest" or "place of quiet," = Tell el-Husn 

"the mound of the fortress"), Tel Bet She’an) loc 6.5km W of the Jordan, 27km 
S of the Sea of Galilee, and about 70km N of Jericho. 

• Situated at the strategic junction of the Jezreel/Harod and Jordan Valleys. The 
former provided a major N-S trade route while the latter offered an E-W trade 
route from Ramoth-gilead on the Transjordanian Highway to the 
Mediterranean coast. 

• The fertility of the land and the abundance of water from numerous springs led 
the Jewish sages to say, "If the Garden of Eden is in the land of Israel, then its 
gate is Beth-shan." It is no surprise then that the site has been almost 
continuously settled from the Chalcolithic period to the present. 

• The city and half of the Harod Valley lie below sea level. 
• 5 or 6 major temple complexes and inscriptions mentioning several different 

deities have been found in the ruins, suggesting that Beth-shan was an 
important centre for worship. There were at least two temples here during the 
time of Saul and David: that of Ashtaroth and of Dagon (2 Sa 31:10; 1 Ch 
10:10) (n). 

• The Philistines hung the bodies of Saul and his sons on the city wall to 
humiliate the Israelites. Hearing of this travesty, the men of Jabesh-gilead 
marched 19km through the night to recover the bodies (1 Sa 31). 

• Solomon finally conquered Beth-shan, some 400 years after Joshua’s 
conquest of the area (1 Ki 4:12). 
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Beth-shan (Tel Bet 
She’an)

• The 11th c is of particular interest in light of the hanging 
of the bodies of Saul and his sons. 

• In Area S, it was seen that the traces of the last Egy 
settlement had been partially renovated during the 11th 
c. The inhabitants during this period apparently 
reconstructed some of the ruins of the earlier 
occupation. Walls were rebuilt, and the streets 
continued the same contours as in the previous 
stratum. However, the finds were of a purely Canaanite 
nature. 

• A team led by Fischer reassigned the "twin temples" 
(the N and S ones), which a UPenn expedition had 
attributed to Level V, to this stratum. 

• In the courtyard fronting these temples, a group of Egy 
monuments were found, including the stelae of Seti I 
and Ramesses II, as well as a statue of Ramesses III,  
relics of the Egy. occupation. 

• Bldg 1700 in the 11th c period was a public building, 
whose N wall foundation was made of large basalt 
boulders. 

• The finds from this period contain no traces of 
Philistine presence in the town, and it appears that the 
Philistine forces carried out a military campaign from 
Philistia to the Gilboa and the Beth-shan Valley, but 
never occupied this region for any length of time. 

• The town of the 11th c had been destroyed by fire, 
which apparently was not as extensive as that which 
terminated the previous occupation (Amihai Mazar 
leading a UHb team in excavations).

http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm
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Beth-shan (Tel Bet She’an)
• (tp R) Tel Bet She’an towers steeply above the Beth-

shan Valley to a height of 113m bsl, set on the base of a 
hill originally some 125m bsl. At 90m, it is the highest tell 
in Israel. 

• The N, S sides are defended by deep ravines, through 
which the Harod and Asi Rivers flow, until they converge 
to the E of the mound. 

• The site commands the main road descending from the 
Jezreel and Harod Valleys to the Beth-shan Valley, 
which was a segment of the ICH that, even today, 
connects Israel's N coastal plain with Transjordan. 

• To the E, in the Beth-shan Valley, this latitudinal road 
intersects with the important longitudinal thoroughfare 
which traverses the Jordan Valley. From here, it 
continues N to the Huleh Valley and the Lebanese 
Bek'a.  

• These strategic advantages, as well as the abundant 
water and fertile lands nearby, made Beth-shan an 
attractive site for settlement from earliest times.

Air view of T.Beth-shan 
during 1994 season, 
looking W towards the 
Jezreel Valley.

Plan of Tel Beth-shan, with location of the 
excavations area of the UHb expedition 
(1989-96)

http://www.rehov.org/project/pic/Beth Shean_Mound with main structures.gif
http://www.rehov.org/project/pic/Beth_Shean_aerial_to_NW.jpg
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Beth-shan (Tel Bet She’an)

Beth-shan (aerial) showing T. Beth-shan tp R and the 
Roman city lower L (Sandals/Hanan Isachar) Note the grass covered mound beyond the Roman 

city ruins. It is the highest tell in Israel.

The black walls where the bodies of Saul and his sons were 
displayed (1 Sa 31:10). :Beth-shan (Lessing)
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Ish-bosheth (1010-1003)

Ish-bosheth, Saul's son, was forty years old when he 
became king over Israel, and he was king for two 

years. The house of Judah, however, followed David. 
(2 Sa 2:10)
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Ish-bosheth

• Ish-bosheth Youngest son of Saul (2 Sa 2:8; 1 Ch 8:33; 9:39; in the 
two later passages his name is given as Eshbaal, "the man of 
Baal"). His name evidently is a rendering the Baal element by  
boshet, Heb. for "shame," showing the abhorrence with which 
heathen gods were held.

• Made king over the N tribes at Mahanaim (2:8-9)
• A contest between Joab and Abner’s men at the pool of Gibeon 

(2:12-17) led to Abner fleeing from and killing Asahel, Joab’s brother
• When Abner was accused of cohabiting with Saul’s concubine, 

Abner proposed to David to handover the kingdom. 
• Ish-bosheth lost courage when Joab killed Abner 
• Murdered by Rechab and Baana while taking his midday rest, 

probably to revenge a crime of his father or in the hope of obtaining 
a reward from David. 
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Mahaniam
• Mahanaim ("double camp" or "double host," after the host of God joined 

that of Jacob as a safeguard). A place beyond the Jordan, N of the river 
Jabbok, where the angels of God appeared to Jacob (Gn 32:1-2). 

• The name was afterward given to the town then existing, or afterward 
founded, in the neighbourhood. 

• On the boundary of Gad and Manasseh, as well as of Bashan (Js 13:26,30)
• Here Ish-bosheth reigned and was assassinated (2 Sa 2:8,12; 4:5-8). 
• David went to Mahanaim and was supplied by Barzillai (17:24,27; 2:8). 
• Near here the battle between the forces of David and Absalom appears to 

have been fought (18). 
• Location uncertain, but commonly identified with Kh. Mahneh, in the middle 

of N Gilead, 20km N of the Jabbok, 4km N of Ajlun. 
• However, based on Gn 32:10, Mahanaim is better placed somewhere on (or 

overlooking) the N bank of the Jabbok. 
• K.A. Kitchen (“Mahanaim”, IBD) considers that it was in the Jerash area, or 

up to 10-15km SSW of Jerash, overlooking the N bank of the Jabbok
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Mahaniam
• Mahanaim One of the principal cities in the 

Transjordan. Located on the N bank of the 
perennial Jabbok river.

• Although 2 possible sites have been 
identified, the one most widely accepted lies 
≈ 16km E of the Jordan. The other is located 
14km farther upstream on the Jabbok.

• Its importance is due to the main road that 
passed by. From Succoth, in the Jordan 
Valley, this route followed the Jabbok 
upstream into Gilead, to Mahanaim. From 
there, it turned SE toward Rabath-ammon, 
at the source of the Jabbok.

• Penuel was located on the S bank of the 
Jabbok, directly across from Mahanaim.

• The region of Gilead N of the Jabbok was 
largely forested in the time of the monarchy 
(2 Sa 18:6).

Jabbok River viewed to the E with Mahanaim (R) 

Jabbok River
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Gibeon (biblical significance)

• Gibeon Part of the United Monarchy during the reign of David. 
Played a role in Sheba’s rebellion against David. 

• David's general, Joab, pursued Amasa, a leader of the revolt, to the 
great rock in Gibeon and left him wallowing in his blood in the 
middle of the road (2 Sa 20:8-13).

• There was a famine for 3 successive years: The Lord said, 'It is on 
account of Saul and his blood-stained house; it is because he put 
the Gibeonites to death.' (21:1) 

• To make amends for Saul's treachery against them, David allowed 
the Gibeonites to kill 7 of Saul's male descendants at nearby Gibeah 
(21:1-9).

• While the newly crowned king Solomon was making a sacrifice at 
the "high place" in Gibeon, God appeared to him and granted his 
request for wisdom.



Saul and Ish-bosheth 44

Gibeon (Helkath-hazzurim)

• Then Abner said to Joab, "Now let the young 
men arise and hold a contest before us." And 
Joab said, "Let them arise." 

• So they arose and went over by count, 
twelve for Benjamin and Ish-bosheth the son 
of Saul, and twelve of the servants of David. 
Each one of them seized his opponent by the 
head and thrust his sword in his opponent's 
side; so they fell down together. Therefore 
that place was called Helkath-hazzurim, 
which is in Gibeon. (2 Sa 2:14-16)

• Helkath-hazzurim "smoothness of the rocks," 
others, "field of the sharp edges". The name 
given to the plain near the pool of Gibeon 
because of the deadly combat of 12 soldiers 
of Ish-bosheth with as many of David's, which 
appears to have brought on a general 
engagement, resulting in the defeat of the 
men of Israel (2 Sa 2:12-17).

Duellists from Gozan (Tell Halif)  (cf 2 Sa 2:14-16)
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Pool of Gibeon

• Gibeon ("hill city"), situated halfway 
between Jerusalem and Bethel, was 
in an area of moderate climate and 
ample rainfall, with a wine-based 
economy. A city of tribal territory of 
Benjamin.

• With an elevation of about 730m it 
was easily defended. Dating to 
about 3000, it was a fortress city 
overlooking the upper end of main 
road through the Valley of Aijalon 
which provided the principle access 
from the coastal plain into the hill 
country of Canaan. 

• A crucial meeting occurred in 
Gibeon involving Abner and Joab, 
the respective generals of Saul and 
David. A battle by the pool of Gibeon 
ensued in which Joab's men were 
victorious. The field was thereafter 
called Helkath Hazzurim. 

• (tp) Gibeon's impressive 11th /12th c 
water cistern is mentioned in 2 Sa 2, Je 
41:13. Ø 11.3m, 25m deep. Carved into 
solid rock and accessed by a circular 
staircase of 79 well-worn stone steps. 
At the bottom was a 51m tunnel leading 
to the cistern that was fed by a spring 
outside the city's walls, in the E slope of 
the hill. (n)

• The cistern would have sustained the 
city through an extended siege. 

• Dozens of round holes, cut in the rock 
nearby, mark the entrances to the wine 
cellars that made this city famous for its 
grape products. Excavations have 
uncovered 63 wine cellars, each 
capable of storing 42 large barrels of 
wine.


