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Book One Chapter 5

Gibeah soon became familiar to me. I wandered the streets and struck up conversations with some of the soldiers, many of whom were only a few years older than me. I asked about my brothers, Eliab, Abinadab and Shammah, who were serving in the army in the field but were not in Gibeah at the time. I heard then the stories of a great battle coming; how the Philistines were gathering for war with the intention of recovering the territory they had lost in Saul’s greatest victory. In Bethlehem we had heard nothing except the exploits of Saul in this battle, but from the soldiers I heard the true story. And it was in hearing this that I understood how the soldiers really felt about Saul and Jonathan and where their hopes for the future were placed.

“Here comes the shepherd boy who makes the King smile,” one of the younger soldiers said as I approached just outside the market area. He was not much older than I and I bristled at his attitude.

“If the king smiles, it can only be the Spirit of Yahweh,” I answered.

“Ha! There’s not been much of that spirit in the kingdom for a while.”

“I have heard that Jonathan has won great battles,” I said, wanting to get the three of them talking about what they knew about the battles of Saul and his sons.

“I was there at Michmash,” one of the older ones said. “Do not believe what you hear in the house of the king. The story can only be told by those who were there.”

“Tell me then,” I said, “So I can turn it into a song of honor for the prince.”

The Philistines had taken over much of Israel and much of their army was camped at Michmash—a small village only six miles from Gibeah. But it was six miles north and toward the Jordan so Saul and his army were practically surrounded. The Philistine force at Michmash was enormous—three thousand chariots with two soldiers in each chariot and foot soldiers that numbered many, many more than the charioteers. The Philistines had always had an advantage in weapons because they were skilled in the working of iron. The enemy had capitalized on this strength by outlawing the working of iron in Israel when they held the territory under their control. Their dominance over us was proved by their ability to restrict our weapons and to keep us from learning the necessary iron working skills. At that time there was not a single blacksmith in the whole land of Israel and Judah because the Philistines would kill anyone caught creating weapons or even sharpening farm implements. As a way of taxing us, our hated enemies charged heavy fees for even sharpening plows, axes or scythes. So that was our very sad situation just a few years ago. All that I already knew. But I really had no idea how desperate our situation was when the Philistines had almost surrounded Gibeah and Saul. 

“Our king was practically surrounded in his own home, the enemy was in complete control and we had little hope,” the soldier-story teller explained. “So Saul decided he had to attack and gathered the fighting men of Israel by blowing the shofar throughout the land of Israel and Judah,” the storytelling soldier continued. “Few came and not all those were brave fighters. I came, my brother and my cousin Hemiliah.”
 Many felt, however, it was safest and best just to put up with this occupation, the soldier explained. Besides, it wasn’t long before that the tribes of Israel were fighting and destroying each other so animosity between the tribes and clans ran deep. Especially against Benjamin, Saul’s tribe. The best Saul could do was gather three thousand of the best soldiers, dividing them up so that two thousand went with him and one thousand stayed with Jonathan to protect the royal city of Gibeah. So Saul left with his men to go near the Jordan on the flank of the Philistines at Michmash.
“My brother went with Saul, but Hemiliah and I went with Jonathan,” the veteran continued.

Before Saul could press the attack, his soldiers began to panic and went into hiding. There was good reason. Because the Philistines controlled the iron, no one had swords to fight with. Only Saul and Jonathan had swords; everyone else was left to fight with sticks, farm implements and short knives. So they gave up before even fighting. Some hid in caves, in the rocks and in pits and cisterns. Some of them even crossed the Jordan River into the land of Gad and Gilead in order to separate themselves as much as possible from the dreaded Philistines. Saul retreated as far as Gilgal, just a couple of miles from the Jordan River, and there he decided he needed to face the battle. Before doing so, he sent a message to Samuel to come and offer a burnt offering to Yahweh and to pray for Saul and army’s success. Samuel said he would be there in seven days—an eternity to Saul who was seeing his men in a near panic and more of them deserting every day. 

“Saul was as jumpy as a mouse facing a scorpion,” the soldier went on. “On the seventh day of waiting he decided he’d had enough and he slaughtered the bull himself. The men with him couldn’t believe it. That was not a job for the king, and we all knew Samuel was already unhappy with Saul.over that mess with Agag.
“When Samuel got there, well, it was pretty ugly my brother said. Saul explained the men were panicking and Samuel was late. But Samuel told him, like he did after Saul disobeyed Yahweh and didn’t kill Agag, the king of Amalekites, that Yahweh was going to rip the throne away from him.”

“And give it to Jonathan?” I asked, perhaps a little hopefully.

“No, that’s the amazing thing. Samuel told him that Yahweh had already chosen someone else, someone not even from Saul’s family. ‘A man after Yahweh’s own heart,’ is what Samuel told Saul. You should have seen the king’s face. My brother thought he was going to kill Samuel right there. I mean, can you imagine, the first king of Israel and Judah and this seer says his line won’t even last through one king. It’s unbelievable really.”


My heart jumped when I heard this from the soldier’s mouth, and the blood drained from my face. Was Samuel talking about me? Was I that leader that had been appointed? But Samuel had said this to the king before I was even anointed. How could I be king? What about Jonathan and the other sons of Saul? A man after Yahweh’s own heart? What could that possibly mean—and I was just a boy? No, I was not just a boy. I was a warrior, at least in my heart.
These thoughts raced through my head and I felt I could hardly breathe. I noticed one of the soldiers looking at me curiously, and I knew I could not reveal the turmoil inside me. And the story was going on.

The warrior explained that when Samuel left, Saul returned to the outskirts of Gibeah and was camped underneath a pomegranate tree with his six hundred brave soldiers around him. Jonathan decided on his own and without the King knowing it to make a little foray. 
“Scouting reports told him that a detachment of Philistines had come to the pass near Micmash and Jonathan wanted to do something rather than just wait. So only he and his young armor bearer went. We didn’t even know about it. I know I would have demanded to go with him. I’d follow that man into the mouth of Sheol,” said the soldier. I knew he meant it.
They came to a steep ravine and they could see the Philistines on the other side of the ravine at the top of a cliff called Bozez. They crept along the other cliff called Seneh. 


“The armor bearer wanted to get out of there once they saw the size of the Philistine contingent, but Jonathan stopped him from turning back. ‘I say we attack them,’ Jonathan whispered.’ ‘Attack? We have no army!’ the armor bearer was on the verge of panic. ‘Perhaps Yahweh will help us fight,’ Jonathan said to him. ‘We may die trying, but then again, we may die tomorrow being chased down by these dogs.’
“So Jonathan explained his plan and how they would tell if Yahweh would fight with them. ‘We’ll climb down this cliff so they can see us. When we get to the bottom, if they yell at us to stay down there so they can come down and fight us, we will escape. But, if they tell us to climb up to meet them, then we will know that Yahweh is fighting for us.’ The armor bearer stared at him. He told me this himself!” the soldier emphasized. “The armor bearer told Jonathan, ‘Well of course they’d rather us climb up. They won’t even have to get out their swords--just kick us in the face and we’ll bounce all the way down Bozez!’”
By now, there were several other soldiers who had gathered around to hear the story and even a couple of young boys who wandered over from the market. The storyteller continued. “But Jonathan insisted and he was confident that if they invited them up, Yahweh would fight for them. Then they stood up in full view of the Philistines and scrambled down the steep rocks. By the time they got to the bottom, the Philistines were already gathered at the edge of the cliff, laughing and yelling at them.

‘Look at the mighty Hebrew army! Have you decided to crawl out of your holes?’ they yelled at the two of them as they climbed to the bottom between the two rock walls. ‘Come up here and fight us! Come on up if you are so eager for battle.’
“The armor bearer said as they stood at the bottom of the ravine that Jonathan turned to look at him and his face was shining with a kind of wild joy. Then Jonathan began scrambling up Bozez with the armor bearer climbing as hard as he could to keep up. And above them the Philisines were laughing and taunting and pulling their swords. As he got near the top, Jonathan too began to pull his sword, then he put it back in its scabbard very quietly. The armor bearer was confused. Jonathan moved, moving like a mountain cat now, a little to his left. He was very near the top and the armor bearer could see the Philistines leaning over the edge looking for him, still taunting. Suddenly he saw one of them lose his grip, swing his arms wildly in the air, his sword falling and tumbling down near the armor bearer who quickly grabbed it. Just then the soldier crashed by him, his face smashing a rock in a burst of bright blood. Jonathan had pulled his feet from under him! A moment later, the armor bearer saw Jonathan standing at the top of the cliff and so he scrambled up as quickly as he could and joined him on top of Bozez. Now the sound of metal rang through the canyon.  One after the other the Philistines attacked our prince and his armor bearer but soon it was the Philistines who were piled up dead on the rocks. Twenty of them! Yes, twenty they killed including their leader who laid at the bottom of Bozez broken and bloody.  Those who were left of the outpost ran in a near panic to their camp. I cannot imagine what they told their commander. But I’m sure they had to tell them that a great Israelite force came and they fought bravely until they were overwhelmed. That’s why the story went out about the strength of our forces, even though most of our men, our brave Israelite soldiers, were whimpering in caves and holes in the ground.” 


The storyteller paused and we all took a breath. I felt deep inside me the desire to serve Jonathan for as long as I lived. What a brave, faithful and honorable man. I wanted stories like that told about me some day. Maybe some young musician would write songs about how I killed the enemies of Yahweh. I could think of nothing greater in all of life than to hear of such bravery and such faithfulness to Yahweh. But, this battle at Michmash was Saul’s greatest victory. It was sung in songs to him, there were steles being carved in honor of this victory. There was more to the story. I wanted to hear it and in part because I needed to understand why Saul’s spirit was so downcast despite his victories.

“Yet, Jonathan did not drive the Philistines from Michmash,” I asked. “Tell me, was not this Saul’s victory? What happened after Bozez?” The storyteller went on saying that the word quickly spread to the various Philistine outposts, and much to the amazement of the Israelites keeping a close eye on the enemy, they found them suddenly moving about, leaving, looking fearfully at the Israelites. “Jonathan had started a rock rolling down a hill, but Yahweh turned it into a monstrous slide by making the earth shake The Philistines, already frightened by what they heard about Bozez suddenly began to panic.”


“The word got back to Saul,” the storyteller continued, now getting into his tale. “’Muster the men,’ Saul yelled. Soon he got the word back that Jonathan and his armor bearer were missing.”

“’We must attack now!’ yelled Saul, and his men followed him, quickly crossing the four miles to Micmash. When Saul and his men came across enemy units they found them in complete confusion. Philistine soldiers with their mighty swords, spears and chariots were attacking and killing each other, convinced that the Israelites had stolen into their camps and were all around them. Saul and his few faithful men attacked them, making the Philistine’s fears reality, and quickly routed them. Whenever a Philistine soldier fell, an Israelite was there to pick up his spear or sword or to pull him out of his chariot. They even gathered a few bows and arrows—those weapons that could kill at a greater distance than even a sling. As their great strength lessened, Saul’s became greater.” 
“Now word went out through the country side that Saul was defeating the Philistines, and Israelites who had traitorously joined the Philistines suddenly switched sides. Deserters started popping up from their hiding places, finding weapons scattered about they too joined the fight.”

“Tell them about the honey,” said one gruff old soldier standing near the back. No one saw him come up; he wasn’t part of the original group. The storyteller looked at him and kept silent for a bit. “Tell them about the honey,” the soldier repeated slowly. It was in the form of a command and it was clear he was used to issuing commands.
“As you wish, my lord,” said the storyteller, but the joy had gone out of the story.
“Jonathan and his companion followed after the escaping Philistines until they caught up with some of Saul’s army. By now it seemed the whole land had risen up against the Philistine oppressors and farmers with their wives and children were helping in the chase. The Philistines kept running until they had retreated all the way back to Philistia, back to their cities of Gath and Ekron. Jonathan was hungry from the fight, so he saw some honey dripping from a hive in the woods of the hill country of Ephraim. He gooped up some of the sticky, nutritious food with his staff and ate it. 


“’My lord,’ one of the soldiers from Saul’s army who was with him cried out. ‘Have you not heard your father’s command?’”

‘What command?’ Jonathan asked casually, already feeling stronger from the sweet food. All the men were famished from the day’s hard battle and Jonathan looked around, offered his honey, but none took it.”

The storyteller paused, looked up at the old commander who had told him to tell this part of the story, then went on.


“The king had ordered earlier, when Jonathan wasn’t around, that no one should eat anything until he allowed them to, until after the battle. He said, ‘Cursed be any man who eats food before evening comes, before I have avenged myself on my enemies.’ When Jonathan ate the honey, he didn’t know that the king had put a death sentence on any one who disobeyed this foolish order. They told Jonathan what the king had said and he couldn’t believe it. Jonathan looked around and saw how hungry the men were and how weak they were becoming, even though there was much fighting yet to be done. He was furious. I can tell you, I could hardly stand up any more I was so hungry, my legs were shaking and felt like broken wheat stalks.

“‘Look at me,’ Jonathan said to his men. ‘See how my eye brightens and my strength returns! The men need food if they are to finish this work. I tell you, my father has made trouble for the country.’ 


“In the meantime, Saul was chasing the Philistines back to their cities. At night time Saul was trying to decide if he should continue the pursuit into Philistia and decided to inquire of Yahweh. So Saul had an altar built and the cattle that his soldiers had plundered from the Philistines in their hasty retreat he butchered and offered as a sacrifice. A priest was with Saul so Saul asked him to inquire of Yahweh whether or not he should continue to pursue the Philistines. But, there was no answer. The priest was afraid of Saul and his temper but he had to tell him that he could discern no answer from the Almighty.”


“Was it Jonathan?” one of the young boys who had gathered in our circle asked.


“Yes,” replied the storyteller, irritated with him. “But you are getting ahead of the story.”


“Yes it was Jonathan,” now the older warrior, the one who had commanded the storyteller to continue spoke up. “I will tell this because I was there and stood by Jonathan.” We all looked up at him, eager to hear and sensing his anger.


“Saul called all the leaders of the army and said, ‘Someone has sinned today and that is why Yahweh will not answer me. As surely as Yahweh rescues his people, I will find the one who sins and he shall die, even if it is my own son Jonathan.’ I was there and I can tell you we all knew who had eaten that day but we did not say a word. Saul became furious. He knew we were hiding something, that we were protecting the sinner. So he said, ‘All of you, stand over there. Jonathan, come here. You and I will stand together here on this side.’ The men moved and then Saul lifted his voice to Yahweh and prayed for Yahweh to reveal the sinner through the throwing of the stones. They were thrown and the lot fell on Saul and Jonathan. Saul was astonished, but he told Jonathan to stand away and ordered, ‘Cast the lot between me and Jonathan my son.’ They did. It fell on Jonathan. 

“Saul looked at him and said, ‘What have you done?’ Jonathan, brave man that he is, withered before his father’s anger and said, ‘I merely tasted a little honey with the end of my staff. And now I must die?’ Saul said with a fury that I will never forget, ‘May God deal with me ever so severely if you do not die, Jonathan.’ And Saul drew his sword to kill his own son and the Prince of Israel.”


The warrior paused. As far as he was concerned, the story was told. But Jonathan was alive and we wanted to know how he escaped. The first storyteller continued.


“The men stepped in between Saul and Jonathan. They rebelled right there to save the king’s son from the king’s anger. They yelled at Saul, ‘Should Jonathan die? Never! As surely as Yahweh lives, not a hair shall fall to the ground! Did he not bring great deliverance to Israel? All he did today was with God’s help.’ So the men rescued Jonathan, and Saul turned and walked away to his tent. The Philistines were not pursued and the great victory fell short of saving the land.” 


There were murmurs from the little crowd that had gathered. I pulled myself from it with my head spinning. I knew that Saul and the army had gone on from here to fight and defeat many enemies. But, how could Yahweh defend such a man who would kill his own son over such a foolish trifle? And how could he be so foolish as to issue a command that would hurt his own men—not eat anything while they are fighting for their lives? I began to understand something that day. There was uncertainty in the streets of Gibeah. It ran through the priests who served Yahweh and the king. It certainly was clear in the stories we heard of Saul and Samuel. It was in the army, and in the marketplace of the royal town. Now it was in me, the young shepherd musician called to calm the King and ease his troubled mind and spirit. How could I ease his when mine was troubled within me? How could Yahweh be wholly committed to us, when our king was so unstable and the people so uncertain of his wisdom and leadership? Trouble lay ahead, I had no doubt. I could not imagine how it would strike at me.
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