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DIGEST 

This work is a collection and analysis of midrashim 

about Kint;; Saul. An analysis of this mate1·ial allows one to 

view Saul ti1rou~h t..he eyes of tt1e Rabbis . '!'he study thus 

becomes an analysis of the imar,e of Saul in rabbinic litera:ure . 

In the biblical narratives Saul is an enigmatic and 

con1pellint; personality . The Rabbis were struck most oy Sa..11 ' s 

trat:;ic fate . They stru~i;h: to Justi!'y his fate and to •.rnlock 

the reasons for the downfall of his kingdom . In the process 

of just. ~ t~· ;nf h is (ate they -.:!ear :,aul ' s 11ame . ~e is r.elj 

rc=sponsible for only one s in : the sparinc of Agar- , i".lni; o l' 

Amalek . All the t•est of the ~ins and fault..s ac.:.rlbut.i:J t.o 

l1im , either O!, r.he biblical or· rabbinic l,;:vel , are rebut.:~d . 

':'his wo rk bet:;ins wi tn a u~:}cript ion o:' th~ r-a~bi1iic 

uli'sire 1,0 explai:1 Sa-..1.:. 1 s fate . -:'he vr~r-ious s :.L s '.:!t.d !'c:n .. :.1.. s 

a ttrillut.1..·u t o .~aul a1'e catalot,;,;,• J as tlio_;:,• form i.ll~ b,1!' is f o l' 

i; l !:c'ars ; 'J ! 

of the W< r .. . 

int_; Noi . Or. O!.-:? il:rnd che ..;:n .;1,.~0:.1:1-.s :' 1• ~aul ' ,; f:;t" and yet 

a full a11al~1:c-i:: 1·eveal.; t..t1ai: .'au1 i, in t~-- ~ :: 1 nv· !v•la 

culpal,lL- :~o!' ·.nis ::it.. ,;imil:;r•ly a l ook .:1: Sa•i · s r 1.:lationshir 

with [)avid 1·cveals t.hi!'.} t.enJcncy to clear .'o.ul of all possible 

• .. L ~ . 'i'l:.e la~;; '-=h.ip ... ~1· pre:,;ew s :r.at:erial on ,1au .1. ' s fami 1~ , 

1 



his death , ana other miscellaneous miorashim . This 1s :~!lowed 

by a brief conclusion where some reasons for the dynamic 

porLrayed in this work are suggesteo . 

ii 



Tl1is is matu•ial which was g;;.::hered ir the course of t.his 

study on Saul . 1 did not uo ~he s~parate research which would 

be necessary to present t::t:. complete lmac~ or Sa .. u ' g :'amily 

in rabbinic literature . 

.-V 
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:::iaul , t.he fi t ·s t k i ng of Israel , met wi tli a t. r ai;i c fate . 

He r e i gned !'or only two yl:'ar s . He met. a .1orribl"' , gruesome 

dea t h . He lost h i s kincaom and most of hi s fami ly . That che 

f i rst k i ng of Isra ·l should suffer si..cn a fate prompted , 

gr eat dea l of mi drash i c commentary . Th i s concer n o :' the 

rabbis to come to t.e1·ms 1•J i th Saul ' s fate l i es at tlie core of 

mos t o f t h e comments on Saul i n tne mi d r ash . Typi cal of thi s 

concern a r e the following select i ons : 

Rab Judah said i n the name o r Samuel : Why d i d 
t.he k i ngdom of Saul not emiur•,>? ... Rab Judah 1 
sai d i n the name of Rab : Hhy wa.s :aul p_.:1ishea? 

) 

For fiv e s i ns Saul Jied ... ~ 

Saul , the k i ne o~ Israel , haj a spirit of arrocance 
i n ~i m. Therefor e lie was killect and 1.hc k i ngdom 
was up r ooted l'rom !1i m. 3 

The AtLribute ur Just.ice strikes everyone who shows 
mercy to c 1·uel people , as i-:. is wt•i~t cn , SO 3A"JL 
DIED , AIW HI., TIIREE 30N , AND HIS ARMOR- 6E.A.RER , A,~D 
\LL Hl ,. V.E"l ,..,llA'l' -•--r. ..... ~,, ,.,0 ·-T ,~R (I • ., , 6)!l 

I ._ if l. ) • • ._ I\ 'l.!, ,;,.JH l l. J.:,.. !.t:... ~ arr. . .)- : • 

THOU LOVEST E'!JL MORE THAJ! :oOD (P-> . '> : 5) . Dav i d 
.:aiu to Doer; : Yot.. des i re c:vil fo1· ::1ul more than 
you desire goo,1 :· o :· yo..ir:c:tl:' . r. r !:ad .;;at-1 not 
3ccepte<..l slanut.cr f"r·om you , 11-.:- .-1oul1.1 r._ ·~ have D.:ei: 
pu11ishe1 , ? 

1 Yoma ?2b 

2 L, v . Rabba .6 :7 

1 ::1..cdcr Eliyahu Ral..>o;.i Chap . 11 

u Konelet Zuta 7 : 16 

5 Mldrash Tehi l im 52 : 7 



fate . Saul i s " tut·ned back " and has liis kini;dom removed from 

him for h i s failure to eliminate the seed of Amalek .
6 

He 

dia not prosper because he covered up his transgressions . 7 

He was afflicted because of imprecations ~pokcn a~ainst him by 

8 David . Calamity is brour;ht down upon ilim fo~· his failure to 

k i ll Aga~ , the Amalekit~ king . 9 ~e was abased and hai ni 

kingdom removed from his family for his arro~ance .
10 

It is 

said that his kinc;dom failed to end.Jr-? Jue t-o r.~e manne!" in 

which he was anointect . 11 In CTenesis Rabba the fate suf~ered 

by Sau1 1 s k i ngdom is attribut~o Lo th~ fa~t that h~ was or 

the T!"':.l" of Be11jami n . !-'or the Tribe of Benjamin is fated 

to rule first and to hav-= iLs :--1lle over·c:ome by ~he rnuc!1 

st.ranger Tribe or Judah : 

If a wolf attac.r.s a lior. can come :1nJ :>>:s.:ue . hut 
if a lion at tack.:; a 1·:ol f co.1111ot come and r·esc1.1e . 
Thus Juoah and Benjamin . Let Benjamin t.ake (power 
C1rst) for his (reic;n) is !'or a moment. anJ anerwards 
let Ju~ah (take power) ~or his (r~ i c~) is foreve~ . 12 

It h&s be011 ahown t,l1at in n:.Jmerou:.; midrasl1im i.tl\? rabbis 

The puint h..:re i:. 1,ot ti1,_-ir t:xpl;:inations . 

9 ioma 'b 

10 Z.ebaid m 10h 

11 Kerithoth oa , llorayot;h l.:'a ; Me~illah 111a 

12 Genesis Kabba 95 

It 1s , rat.11~1· , 



tendency , let. us µroceed to piect iocether the full picture of 

Saul ' s char acter as rev~aled in the miorash . Such a picture 

will reveal the rabbinic image of the underpinnings of Sau l ' s 

fate . We begin with his sins and faults . 

11 

Most of Saul ' s major sins are neatly described for .ts b~ 

Leviticus Rabba : 

For five sins Saul died , SO SAUL D:ED FOR HI3 ~RA~:­
URESSION WHICH HE COMMITTED AGAINST THE LORD (I Chron . 
10 : 13) : (1) because he smote Nob , the city o f priests ; 
(2) because he spared Agag , King o~ Arnalek ; l~) 
BECAUSE OP THE WORD OF THE LORD , WHICH HE KE?':' ~O~ 
(1L . }; (4) because he did not obey Samuel who said 
to him : 'EVE!~ DAYS SHA~T TliOU TARR'l ' TILL I COME u:no 
THEE (I Sam . 10 : 8) b t he .iid noi ,jo so ; (5) A'.!) A:,so 
FOR Ti!AT iiE A.-:.r:ED COl"NSEL OF /\ }HO~':' , ':'O rn:r;rnE 
THEREBY ( l Chron . 10 : 13) , that is t.o say , he inquired 
0 f a cho.n , AHD lNf..l, 1RE D tJO':' OF' ':'i:E LORD : THEREFORE 
11E .:LEW t:IM ( ib . 10 : lll J _ l.) 

Tnoui;h not incluaed 'in t.llis list: three ot l1er si11s will bt.? 

.:;llown to be or somt.. signi t'icanl!t.! : the sir. o f j calous~• , the .;:ii 

ut' listening co sl:.i.nder , am.i t!·.,_ sin ol' 0 1. rt?ssint} i'avia . Of 

:.1:r-s : t.ll<! fa j lu!'e t.o ki 11 At::ac , the ::: l.:U(;lli.t!I' ot .:.he pries s 

•.:l:.aclua:.>2 t •.e mii.or si:1!" unu f~u.l is or l\i1,~ . °'-'- . 

l 5 :..•!V . P:11;.tJa _ t: : 1 ; f,;ldr~sh ."hm c1e _ 'hap . _:4 ; Tanhuma Emor 2 ; 
'l'anhumd butJet· Emo1· LI ; 'iallrnt .·i1imoni , Pr-opnets , 1'~, 



Faithlessness 

Let us consider first Saul ' s faithlessness which was 

described earlier as his failing to ke~p the wora of the Lora . 

This fa i t.hlessness is concei ved as orieinati nc in Saul ' s 

failure to :'aito!'ully :'ollO\•: '}oa ' 3 command to eliriinate Amalel< : 

IN WHOSE ~YES A VILE PERSON 13 DESPISED (Ps . 15 : ~) . 
These words refer to Lhe ~oly One , blessed be He , 
1,iho rejected {Saul ' s) kings:1ip , (sayinc: throi..cr. 
Samuel to Sa~l : ) 5EChU..:E ~HOu nAS7 R~JEC7ED 7HE 
WORD OF THE LORD , HE HATH ALSO REJECTi:.D THEE FRm'l 
BEING KING (I ~am . 15 : 2j) and &Gain , I HAVE flEJECTED 
IIIM FROM BEI:~i t:ING OVE.F I,JRAEL (ib . lb : lJ . 1 

T!.1;: initial stacement of rejc:ct.ion (I Sam . 15 : :? 3) is part 

o!' .'amue.L ' s cri1..icism or ..:aul :·01· failinc; to b1::/ God ' :; comman 

to elimi:1c:1.te Ar:1alei< ( ib . 15 : 3) . ?ne con~eµt o l" ois :~c:.it!1lesa:: -

n~ss , l'lhile orit:inatinG in thi s failurt.? , is spoke:. o!' in 

6em:ral terms :;is a sir. in and o:· it.s1:lt : 

• •• / Wh;.it. is tne me:.,.nini; o:·/ C.:l);,1;ri1T i\ TRE.:;?A:.' 1\GAIN ''I' 
THE LORD (Lev . 5 : 20) . Evc:n pl;;ice WIJLl'I: ;,~•.a,)') 
(trespass) occ ... rs it re!·~rs unl_y to b!•f'a~~.:nb t'aith 
( ,,~3"W) . Allu thus it 3ay3 , ttND ':'M=.

0

1 cROr'.c. :AITn 
( -l~ ,~l) 1-.T"ll TPE ,.;oc: OF 7:iE 1 R i-'A':'l1ER.' ( =- Chron . 5 : .!5 ) . 
And ·cripture ~ays , BUT ThE , t lLDREN OF l~RAEL BROKE 
h\I':'H ( ~!!i, ~~l,,~l) \•.':Tli THE DrVOTEi) Tn!th: (Ju~hua 
7: l) . Aul it ~UJS , .~..., .~At:L DIED i-"OR !I IS 3Rl:.A ~rl Or 
:-'AITil (~¥~ ,..,,. \)»,~f.) d.lC:1 1 E CQ!ljjlj!TTED t1':11INS':' 
THE LORD, :·JH1Cll 11~ :,!:.FT i~OT (I Chron . lu : 13) . 15 

.:rnu Cail. i,o -30 Llw Ur·1 r., ::s:, • r! .... :nmim . . a.ul is contr·asted 

l ~ Si fr, , iJaso , r ::i r . 2 
r-iumb~1·z Rabt,·1 •. : 5 
: 3 l .< J ,-n i mo 11 l , -:-o , .. :11 , ,"(, ~ .n 
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coura6eous use or ihese means of inquiring or Goo . Saul , 

however , breaks off his att.emp1., at communicat i ng with God due 

to imminent danger . Saul is thus portrayeo as ~ne not ~rusting 

111 God : 

Wl,en Samuel ,,:ent to anoint David the ministeri1.g 
angel~ making ~ccusation before the Holy One , blessed 
be He , said to him : Why are you tak i ng the kingd~m 
( from Saul) a11d g i ving it to David? The :foly One , 
blessed be He , said to them : I will tell you the 
difference between Saul and David . Saul stood to 
make inquiry o f the Urim and Thummim , and when th€ 
Philistines came upon him , ~e l eft o~f in the act 
of inquiring or the Urim and Thummim and he fled . 
During the one t i me that he inquired of ti1e Urim 
and Thummim , wlien tl1e PhilistinLc camL he said : o 
the p1·it'..;t , \-:l'i'HDRA'.--J ':'i-{'i il"1JD (J .Sam . 14 : 19 ) as it 
is written , AND IT CAME TO !AS~ , WHILE SAUL TALKEfJ 
UiJTO 7HE PRIEST , TP.A1' Ti-ii:: :' M;,L':' THAT '-:."J\.:, n; ';'Hi:. 
CAMP OP THE PHILIST!i-lE~ \•::::;::- O:J i\JW INCRSAS!::D ; A::::, 
SAUL SAID UMTO Th!:.. PnIE.3T : ,•,'J':'HDRA1::'!. T!i':" 11;..:m lib . ) . 
And he would not. wail for i,he rri~:; .. : fiiils!, ! 
51.n as for- Davlu , ':illt!l, : nc ?:1il i:~ t .ines ·-,:-.:r·.:: .. po:: 1.i::. 

he bei;an to inquire . ,lt t.11at tirn~ twne·, !1is arm:: ·,.ill 
be) stationed in ll1e Valley vf 1.,he Rephaim , ;od 11ill 
say to him : Du not make a direci, attack . ll ~ill) co 
abou~ 1..0 1..he r ear (of the Philistines, , but you do 
noi have pe:·mission t stret.ch ou1.. a hand agai::st 
them , even if 1.hey come ne:ii· _you , until y0u hear ti~ 
scunJ o :· marchinG in th.? ·_ops o:' the shai<ins; mt..lberr_y 
t1·e>0s , :1::- it is 1~ritten , ':':tE P::ILJ'.:"'i'HIES CAME C? YET 
AGAlH , AND ENCAMPED IN THE VALLEY OF REPHA1M . AND 
1-!ilE.N DAVID IN .UlRED OF THI.-, LORD , HE !:AlD : 1'HOI. SHA:..? 
'.'. CO IP ; 1-IAKE A CIRCUIT BEHIND Tl!E~·1 , A:!D CO~lE LiP0~: 
'l'i!EM OVER AG A n-lST ThE MULBERRY TREES . AND l'T .'HALL 
BE , WHEI! THOU HEARE.'T 'i'!!E :-rniHD O!-' l•:ARCHIN: l'.'1 THE 
TO?.: o:., ':'HE ;1H1L~ERR':" TP.!::E~· , ':'HA1 'fl:D, ':'HOi.l :iiALT BES':'!? 
ThY.~E;...:-' ... (II ~a:i, . 5 : 2:. - .:J) ... As :,;a•~ill ,?o .. ~ l' 1 ri:h 1 h•" 
1h1lis1 · , .- \•lill r- 1: ;::., .. , ii, t.'.: 1,1: :.il',.; l• 'lnd nearer and Isr·:11°1 
wiJ l s,.: · i..ilen ih.::t u1e·: :.i:·•· not. •·nr fr-0°1 1.,h1;.m , only 
r ... r cil:j•.· . ·->ri.!el wil! :.!.'.rC hin, : :''.l'.'iJ , \·:hat are I\~ 

doinc :,r1.. st..,rnJ i11 5 :- 1:1? .1e 1·:ill :::ay '.o 1.h1....m : I nm 
comrnanu,:o by ,;oJ not to st retch rort h ( a hand) unt l l 
1 hear Lile? sot.:ri l of r-.::..rc!1in.,:- in ;..!).~ tops of ":hta> sh:rni,.e; 
tr"'i.:S . An i Jg \•lill ca:,- : If 1•If':; r•tcn rcrt.11 a. !1ano , 
\•Je l'lill die -ind if w~ do !iCtt. St!'( · .:11 fortl1 'l ll~nd , 1-Je 
will dir.: . IL is better for us t,u llie :1,::; rii;ilteous men 
anJ not. i..,i :.li e as 1dck1..•J ITll.'11 . AnJ :1e wi~l S3y : I ·u,d 
you , let us lift u1 our ~ye3 t.owirJs the Holy One , 
blessed be lie . Irrunediately the> trees will ~hal<e anu 
immediat1. .. 1y they wil l stl'i;tch forth theiP hands , as it 
is .said , Alm ::>AVID ~Ju A•" ':'HE LORD COl<.MA!DEr iHI·~ ( 11 Sau . 
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5 : 25) . Said the Hol.:,· One , blessed be He , to the 
ministering angels : See the difference between Saul 
and David ... What will cause David and Israel to be 
saved? The DIVINE WORD which gives them ligtii : THY 
WORD IS A LAMP UNTO MY FEET (Psalm 119 : 105) _lb 

Saul is vividly portrayed as one who , in sharp contrast 

=o David , cuts himsel~ o~f from the Divine Word , and hence ~rom 

Divine Providence . A1,ci..her example of this is prese:1ted ir. the 

r'ollowjng midrash which suggests t.hat :"aul ' s death was d..te to 

his utter trust in the prophei Samuel and a cor!"espondir:g 

unwil lingness to trust in God . This miurash sugi;ests t:.hat by 

not prayinc i.;o r.od to avert t.l.t Jecre e ol' de&t.h c:· 1-:!,ich . ar:t..1•.=1 

int'o1·m~ him , ...;aul sealr:-J his o wtt :'ate . Saul is ..:ont.rast.Ld to 

o.nnulled and his prayer is answered : 

Anot.her inLe rpretatiur. o :~ •:-HE:lE :. :~n7 2:'=-:A:{ETr. 
(ilV1:l W" ) LIKE THE PIERCINGS OF /\ .~WORD : !3UT THE 
TONGJE 0~ THE WISE IS HEALTH (Prov . 12 :18) . Do not 
read it except as n~1l ltrust) . :'i.t-re is that trt,s_, : 
Everyone who trusts in that which is spoken to him 
by the prophets is like one who tak..:s a sword and 
,,u'usts il int0 his C\Jts . r!'cm wJ,cm Jo ·,\·e leat·n this':' 
From .~aul , who trt.:.s' u ir, t.he words of -~amuel . Wher 
Saul went aud in1l..ii-t•..i by mt'uns of 3 woman tnot. 
divl11es by a ghost , sJ1- rais00 ~3muel for him and 
Samuel said to him all :hose thln~s /condemn in~ 3a~­
and inform inc t1im o:· :iis impend i. • Jisazt.cr' . AnJ 
when Samuel saj J LO ,::5ud : TOMORROW .;~ALT Yor Al-JD ~·ouR 
.~01~ .·· bl:.. \H'i·11 :-:l•. l I .'i..tm • .?c. : l)) ,'.:Jul trustea ( ri r~ 1 ) 
hi::; ·.-wrus ai.u l• spa.i: ·ec o:~ i :•~y .;' . . :',::i.i Saul : Since 
:·'l1T,.1.;. i1a.3 said :.o "" 1 n~,. 1 .:;:~::1: ..1ie wnat b1::nel'it 
i · t!1e?'I.' !'u1· :,1 ... in p1 ·ayer? ..:o 11·• withheld himself 
:·~·om 1wa:,·~r. . irnu :, was "i.::bu~n b/ a. sword as it 
?<JY, . ':11EN SAUL SAJl) TO dS AR!•,1..h- !:)EART-"R : .'.JRAl·.' THY 
,; 1•JORJJ , AIW TiiRu.;T ME 'i't'ROll l!-i Td:·REWI':'lt ; LEST THESE 
UNClRCUMCJfED COME ANO THRUST ME THROU lH , tND MAKE 
A MOCr: OF ME . Blll' Ul ,' ARMu~- :,E:ifi:.~ ':. 1·1;,,0 ;J,"l'l' ; POS. 
!IE ·,•:A., :ORE AFRAl: (l .;nm . .:,1 : 1-! ) . A::u :;o \\"hat dil1 

llJ Pe~il<ta Rabbat,1 Chc1µ . o i~ote : Fu1..ure tense tis~d because 
God is talkin~ io th~ angels at the time of David ' s 
anointmeJJt. ; ·:··.1 lkt.1t .~himo11i , P1°opl1et s .l. )\f 



he Jo? l.e tool~ the sword and stabbed himsel r . 
\·.'ho ( or Nr.a t) ca used him to trust the words of Samue 1? 
For if he had prayed before the Holy One , blessed be 
He , he would have canceled from him the decree (of 
death) . Anothl?r example or ;">U ,~ W" ( ther e is that 
speaketh , taken as trustet.h) . ?his refers to Hezeki ah 
who did not do like Saul . Rather , when Isaiah the 
prophet came and said to him : SET THY HOUSE IN ORDER ; 
FOR THOU SHALT DIE (II Kings 20 : 1) , immediately 
Hezekiah girded himself for prayer , as it says , THEN 
HE TURNE~ ~IS FACE TO THE WALL , AND PRAYED UNTO THE 
LORD (ib . 20 : 2) . What is written immediately after 
this? AND IT CAME TO PASS , BEFORE ISAIAH WAS GONE 
OUT OF THE lNNER COURT OP T!iE CI'rY , THAT THE WORD 
OF THE LORD CAME TO HIM (ib . 20 : 4) . AnJ 1t:-11:.t is then 
written? THUS JAITH THE LORD, THE ;uo J? DAV:J ~H1 
FATH ER : l HAVE nEARD :'HY PRA :·ER , I i-iAVi:. .3EE:~ ':":l:· 
TEARS (ib . 20 : 5) . What caused it so that the decre~ 
was annulled? Because he prayeJ . 17 

Necromancy 

Saul no;:, only 11£:haveo witn consi.Jeral.l_c- :'aith:..ess 1.ess b:i 

he also engaged in tile sin of necromancy which ls considered 

to be r·e belll'n against iod : 

Said R. ~hmuel b . Nahman : lveryona wh o goes to a 
diviner r ebels &Gainst. the word o ~ the Holy One 
Blessed be He . Why? FOR REBE~LJOW I~ A~ THE SIN 
01-' WITCHCRAFT , AND STUBBORNlJE.'.: IS AS IDOLATRY AND 
TERAPHIM (I Sam . 15 : .:'3) . Anu the sin of t eraphi:n 
urfc-s a!1d cause;. t;"•-: .. 'orro~•: :..: :,imse!f .th~ one 
who ~ses Lhem) . lc 

A connecc.iori b~t1·:eL•! !1ls l'.\d t:.l\?SSness and LtH: sin o f 

11~c 1·vma111..:y is uest:l'lb~d ~IL11 tly uiis midra .:h from Le•:itii.:1.1s Rabba : 

:foa1, is wl'itt.e11 :us:. !,:fo r .. i-i.; !'c:1:-s;,.. -e ( ~.-: . .::-:.. : 1)? 
/\ MA'I A:....' ,J OR A \•:0:.i;1il 'I'HA1' r tv ff!~'!'!! B" ;. ..;.!~..:T vfl A 
·•,;;.11;_,i:,R . T"..Rl1 , . .;: ,;,LL .· uFE!...'i BE lll'l' '10 DEATH (Lev . 
_u : ,·) . R : . .;!1 111 _ :· , lknl1r ->., iJ in · ne name or 
R. ~~Ji : A MAJ ~ppii~J L~ a~- , 0n A ~uMAN aprlies 
t;{.) t:1<: WOMAN Tlt,;T '."l"]N~:Tl! ~y ft ,;Hv.3T (I Sam . 28 : 7J . 
R . L,:vi in th-:: na;:1e ot' R . . 1::.:na l . . ,an_;1.1 said : It 
W'Jwld have beer. uc.,-.,:>!· :• ,. · '1 1 • • have ~nquir,,a 

l e.¼ Mlur-ash .Shmuel Cliap . 18 



t,y t.he> 1rim arid Tr.·Jmrnlm o:' • :,~ One Ar.ovE ·,~ • ..; : . ~- b:,• 
1,Jae ghost. amJ J'ami l i at' spir i t oC thL 'Jnc- c0 :.o w , as 
he sa i d t,o his s1:rva1i1, s , ~EEK ME A WOMAN THAT DIVIHET:! 
BY A ':!JOST , T!IAT rl~ A'I ;o TO HER , AND IN.;iJIRE or. 
HER (1 ~am . ~b : 7 . 

Why d i d 3aul inqLl it'0 by mec1ns of :l [hOSt i n:;teall o :~ by thE: 

ac<.:eptable mean::: or' Uri m :::nd ':'Lummi m':' The rr.s1·:er ;;,o 1.n i s cah 

I.ht l'ourn.l. i 11 mi drasl1ic c:urnm~ntary to I Sam . .::8 : 15 wr~"rei:1 '."aul 

o :' JlL'Ci-oma11cy : 

;;:~ii :,1' '... AJJS,·:EREv : : Ml SORE DJ:TRE.'.3EJ ; FOR ':':-:Z: 
l'l!iLI .~:•1:~: •. · ;,~Ar:~ ·::tlR AJ,-.I:J~T '.•1E , ,;:~J JOD I.~ 
DEFARJE.t, /ROr-: i•:E: , Al, D A!l.SWERETh ViE :JO l·IORE , llE:::':"!lEF 
!.lY PROtllET.' , !JOR BY OH::..11:-1.:; : T!lERE?ORE I l: .4V!:. CALL::: 
Thl:.£ , • d ,\'. T .. v:... ~1A YE~T MAJ-'.!:. 1-:n )1:.1,J 'i,70 ME. ·.-.•::A:- l 
:hAL:... ::,.., d .:;a:r, . _8 : 15) . F: . :.5aa..: son o :~ R. ~: :;:;a 
'Jt!:'.; W•~rtJ : Tl,::. h::'.ART r:i\O\-.'ETi: :T ._: ow:1 SiT7ER:1::. ,~::- ( rrov . 
1~ : 10) . 'l'ihy J i J lie t...iai...l) no1- say 1,0 h i n, ' l!or b~· 1. :1•.' 
U1·im r,.nJ ':'hL.:nnil:,1 ' ? 13•.•.::aus"'° 1 :· h•.: : J<1iJ sai1 t- l.i:r, ' •j· 
\.ollt: ,.1·ir~. 3!.u 7!J--'nu:,ir:. ' wh: c:. ·.-:t:r'..r.,, i:. -:~e :.·!:.~3 ...,f ~!""!-:: 
pl'ie::r. .· ) , .::.am ,eJ. .:u~lJ ha·., .. :"';iu i:;t; !,i:•. : ·iou t.av•• ;_,:.-=­
h:1.nn (v ,'✓ OU!'S('lr) tl1ar :/o..i .'raot.;_, l! b tl....- ci~:: o:' "'-"' 
p:· i~st.~ . A::r j/\~•~U~:.., .'i\: D: : .... ~R!::;•\jP.1:. ~!!E:: :..o .... ~ :·.:~ . 
,\ ... !: 0.: .. ~,ir , . ·:::--:!• ~ 7. =. ~ P: l'-.. : i?A:=':':..~ _. ~.'."'\.,4 ~ .. • .. :- , r-..:~-

• :::.:·.CO:,:i:. :':: i:H·: ,'\::>Y:c.R.';1R'.£ l' :-':~:r, . _ 3 : _o) ·. ~-• ,_.·.-._;., ·' 
l, h C m \ '.) I. u ) \•: h O \, is .-: : ' i;,, i. le' !J .., l' ·c h .-, H : ,\:::) ;, l\ F. ' I ' .. . 0'.: • 
~-· r:,-.' "T . r.~- • ·,· . 1 ·. k) . ) • ::.:. .. !l ..! :• • • , • .. .. -

nim.;, lt' 1,0 l11quir• .. . 
a11u di·,.a,mlrr. . 
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(.:0111.::JC;. Wii.;i , 

Lc-v . Rauoa .l~ : l 
All mat•.:t·i'.i 1 ~ i •.?u l't·um :_,._ \' . 'l.1 : ·1 i ; r'oi.:ll J 3 l,:;.._ 
Emor 2 ; Tan . ilul,t;r♦ \ Er10)• •t ; "~iJ . ,'.hmu,~1 .... h . ~ 
.'iiimo,.i , ?rJp11 . -u'>r 
L,.:v . R'1L' a 1 0 : / 

i II Tan!H,ma , 
Y·,1 . 



a sin : 

J 

AND SAMUEL Ji\l'.) TO .:;AUL : WHY HAS THOU DISQUIETED 
ME , TO oRIN:JMEUP (I :"am. 28 : 15)? I-I•.: (:3ami':'l ) s a id 
1..0 him ( ,:aul ) : llad you no otitcI· mear:s o :· i;-nraging 
your Cr eator •:xc.:ept t!ii·ou~h me , ":.haL iO., !1,c✓e made o f 
me an ictol ! ? Do you not kno w that just as punishment 
is int'licted upon tile worshippe rs , so it is ini'l i ct ed 
upon t.l.t: \•,or-.3hipp-=d: And no1. on l~· that but. 1 'Chouc;h t 
t!,at tn.i s was the Day .Jf ._:uopnen-c a1id I o1o uf;ll-c U! 
Mo ses wii:;1 m1: (t;o testify .:i r , rny ochalr) . - -

..:a..ll ' s n ecromancy ,,nraces ~·a..il ' s Cr•eatur , turn::. . .:amue . 

Hillel , c.he Elue-r , ,:;ai J : .'am.1,._1 sai.: :"' :i .. _ : ;,1as 
lt no1. cnouch t.l1at yo,.;. niJ 110:: hearken 1 • .i 1LO r. i ::: 
voice- , lll:ither di•J ;jvv. •.:XeCUt•· Hi :> t'i t::" l'(; (; ar,c-=r 
'lGainst A:1,al•=~:? 5.-..t 1,0'" .:i-u.i c:.lsu i1i1uirc- Lo~: :!l~a1!., 

o f o:ie posses .. t:a u!' a f ami1i;;r spi:•i-:.? ·::oe "" '..!.G 
.: tkpt11.:rJ , \~Oc to 11 i s Clock ! ?01· 0:1 yo..; 1· "iCcvunt !ia~ 
i h e Holy Ow· , blessed b-: :!•- , _:i ven Cvt>r lcu·ael i11 t.O 
1,.,,-2 ht:1!1u o :~ :.:H.: P!1ili.::;i. :.:, ·'.: . , 

P·.·n :..a.-:j!:":1 ::;•,iiJ : . ·::$ .. : cv .. lu ~i.t;!. :....t: c:orr110.r•.?u r::;; 
t11at momt•nt. \ tlH: ntOlll\.::lt. !~- ~;mma 1,uLLl n i s se1·van1.,s ;..o 
•'i.,J ._. h,>nL·, .. ;,at .;O 1 J Ji·:::. l \' !n';;''c!.S r-:' :1 :! . ... s .. ) :-
lt..: ~ .. , :,..~ .L..i,(• ·.: i< l;l f ·.·,!.O .. :·• ; l'O\'i:1~• a:10 \,] 9? · r 1~t:u 

·1,at 1...1.l :.~i· - · ?·..: ·:~·..1~ " ..... ' !J'-l't .. ~:.o l: ~t~ 

.·1a.1Gh-•~r·c- J . 11~- ,•/i .;111.., t > l· l ·1r- on ;.!,1· 1·0 ·1J (in :·erre-i : 
·1t C-:i!".~' ! :. :!•. rq , ! 'J:,~ ,1 : l. l.:xl't.: !lOt 'J r• OSt('l' i n t!1e 

x!,O i.::.:-u , :in: : ·~l',;:.: '1'1 l l' l· l'l J . '1:il e:v.._ r y 
..:~c.· 1· bi:: .·l.rn,-11 , r·· <i . -·in1ll:t!'l~. \Witil .5&t.l ) ,iust 

:tL' :~ t,:, r,Jay AN!.l . :111,1 IIAlJ i1L1~' t'l.',•,';\Y Th0.'E THAT DIVINED 
uY A ':l!O."f OR ,1 ·,1mLJ,.f! .'Jir.~"':' ~ 1 ~ u:; ':'!:I-.. LA:ffl (J Sam . 
• O: .)) . t.: .J t o J:..~· t:•• ... J;.'s ~on ~..::; s:::-i-var,ts , .,,SEi-, :,:£ A 
:/0,·1,\i: '1'hA7 D~VJ:lET!! u·l .\ : 11 ::- llll . .:- : -

J •. R. . .• .., . 
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The second comment illustrates the hypocrisy of his promise 

to the woman thaL she would not be punished , a promise made in 

t.he name of God : 

AND THEY CAME TO THE WOMAN BY NIGHT (I Sam . 28 : 8). 
But was it night ( for therefore Saul ' s disguise would 
be unnecessary)? No , but it teaches that the hour was 
a dark ( i. e . gloomy) one like night . AND HE SAID : 
DIVINE UNTO ME , I PRAY THEE , B~ A GHOST , AND BRING ME 
UP WHOMSOEVER 1 SHALL NAME UNTO THEE (ib . ) . AND THE 
HOMAN SAID UNTO HIM : BEHOLD , THOU KNOWEST \•rnAT SAUL 
HATH DONE (ib . 28 : 9) . AND SAUL SWORE TO HER BY THE 
LORD , SAYING: AS THE LORD LIVETH , THERE SHALL NO 
PUNISHMENT HAPPEN TO THEE FOR THIS THlNG (ib . 28 : 10) . 
Said R. Shimon b . Lakish : To what could Saul be 
compared with at that moment? He was like a woman 
who i s in the company of her paramour and swears by 
the life of he1· husband ! ! So it was with Saul ; he 
e nquires of the ghost and the familiar· spirit and then 
swears to her AS THE LORD LIVETH , ?HERE SHftLL BE NO 
PUNISHMENT HAPPEN TO THEE FOR THIS THING .2' 

~!e learn !'ram this last midrash that this s in was commitl.ed 

at a dark time . The entire enterprise , from the beg i nning of 

S<a\ul ' s trek to Lhe woman - diviner unti 1 he receive d Samuel ' s 

condemnat,ion anu God ' s vc r'dict , i;a ine o Saul 1.oth ing . ln a 

descriptio n or :aul ' s behavio r ot the becinninc o ~ thu ve~ture 

a play on words i s utiliz0d to sno.-: tllcit. :aul ' :; uenavio1· i r. 

jisguising l1in1sl:lf 1•1as symbolic 01' a de~d which 1•1oulJ dives,;: 

HIS JERV AN'l'..j ..:A 1 D '!'v !I rn : bEHOLD THE RE l. · ~ \•,1(:.MA:, 
THAT DlVINE'rd £3Y A i!IO~~T AT SN- DOR (I Sam . ... o : 7) . 
;,ND GAUL D1!',liUI.:ED !1l~t·1:::..I-' ( '6,!,tQJ)?l) , . . it. l s 
1·1ritte11 ,.., i th a \; shin , t.hat is to- .;ay , he J..::_lverLJ 
himself f!"om royalt.:.,· ( .n,2'),u1 ,,, "'-tn 1<t"t1 J . A:H: .. 
?UT ON 01'HER RAINME'.·11' \ ib . J ; 11 c bmmone:· ' s r;arments . -:, 

The follo wi11i; matet·ial e xplains 11i1ai Saul did a:,a 'l id not 

e xperience of the ghost and tells us or fear he sufferev : 

2~ Le v . Rabba ~b : 7 

~5 Ibid . 
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When she saw him (the risen Samuel) she was startled , 
as it says , AND WHEN THE \-10MAN SAW SAMUEL , SHE CRIED 
WITH A LOUD VOICE : AND THE WOMAN SPOKE TO SAUL , 
SAYING: WHY HAS'l' THOU DECEIVED ME? FOR THOU ART SAUL 
(I Sam . 28 :12) . How d i d she know that he was Saul? 
They say that not as the ghost comes ur for an 
ordinary person does it come up for a king . For an 
or d i nary person it comes up with its head down and 
its feet up (upside down) for a king its feet are down 
and its head i s 11p . AND THE KING SAID UNTO HER : BE 
NOT AFRAID; FOR ~ijAT SEEST THOU (ib . 28 :13) ? AND THE 
WOMAN SAID UN'l'O SAUL : I SEE GOD- LIKE BEINGS ('tl"i\~k ) 
COMING UP OUT OF THE EARTH (ib . ) . When he heard GOD­
LIKE BEINGS (11•:0N• •11.,l,,r-.l ) he \·:as afraid . There 
are those that say that many righteous men came up 
together \'l:ith him at that moment . AND HE SAID UNTO 
HER : WHA'l' PORM IS HE OF ( ib . 18 : 14)? But did he 
(Saul) not reco£nize him (Samuel)? Yes , but three 
things have been said in regard to one woo conjures 
up the dead by means of necromancy : (1) the o~e who 
conjur es him up se~s h i m but does not hear his voice ; 
(2) the one that needs him hears his voice but does 
not see him; (3) one :nat does not need him neither 
hears his voice nor sees him . Thus with Samuel , tne 
woman who conjured him up saw him but did not hear 
his voice ; Saul who needed him heard his voice b..tt 
did not see him; Abner and Amasa , whg did not need 
him , neither saw him nor heard him . 2b 

Slander 

Jaul is portraj"ed as beini; a membe1· of s 6enerat i on o f 

slandere rs anJ a& bein~ himself accive 11,liste~ing to slander . 

His behavior is condem11ed and the fallout v :' such behavior is 

subsequent chapters that, the lJ~~e ~ ~ s lande r· is Lied to Saul ' s 

will be 3Jtown t o b1. or 1.·1101•111ou.; im1 ·1. 1•t,a11ce ill ·.!1c at:.er.ipi; t.o 

isolating the issu~ as much d.J possibl e in ar. t- f!"ol't t.c 

furt.i1e r our· und0r-..;tanJ1ni:; o :· th~ comµ1 ~t.~ p i c:.ure a t the sins 

~6 Lev . Rabba . 6 :7 
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a ssoc iated wi th Saul i n rabbinic literature . 

Ther e we re so many slanderers and i n formers i n the generat i on 

of Saul that thi s was why Saul was not per mitted to build the 

Temple : 

Another comment on WHEN THOU ART COME UNTO THE LAND 
WHICH THE LL>RD THY GOD GIVETH THEE , AND SHALL POS~ESS 
IT, J\ND SHAL'.i' DWELL THEREIN ; AND SHALL SAY : I WILL 
SE'l' A KING OVER ME , LIKE ALL THE OTHER NATIONS THAT 
ARE ROUND ABOUT ME (De ut . 17 : 17) . R. J udah b . Ilai 
said : When Israel entered the land they were commanded 
three things : namely ; to blot out t he memory of Amalek , 
to set a king ove r them, and t o build a Temple unto 
the mse lves . They set a king over them , and they blotted 
out the memory o f Amalek , but they did no t build a 
Temple unto themselves . Know that this was becaJse 
t here we r e informers among t hem . A proo f for thi s is 
the statement of R. Samuel b . Nahman : The generation 
of Ahab wer e i dolaters , and yet ~hen they went out to 
war they we r e victorio us . And why? Because t her e 
we r e no i nformers amongst them ; theret~re when they 
went out to war they we r e victo rious . Know that when 
Jezebel sought. to ki 11 all the propi:ets of 1oci , wl1at. 
did Obadiah do? He hid them in caves , as it ~s saio , 
HOH I HID A HUNDRED MEN OF' THE :..ORD ' S PRO?HETS BY 
FiiTY IN A CAVE (I Kings 18 : 13) ; And there was not a 
man to tell Ahab , ' ?lrns and thus a i d Obadiah do .' 
But, the ceneration o r Saul , al l of the m 1•;~r c inforrne rs . 
Know that when Saul pu1·sued a ft e r David they kill spoke 
e vil concernini; David t.o .:aL.l , as it sa:;s , WHEN DOEG 
THE EOOMITE CAME AND TOLD ;AUL ... DAVID IS COME TO THE 
HOUSE OF' AHIMELECH ( Ps . 52 : 2) ; Hl:Ei{ THE Z J PHI TES CAME 
AND SAI D TO SAUL : DOTH NOT DAVID HIDE HIMSELF WITH 
II.' ( i b . J1' : d . There:·ore they :'dl in battle . 

Anotn er· e xplanat i o n , or why Sau.1. ' s ge:1c r a tio11 built 
no Temple) : R. Mu11a sai u : Everyone who speaks slander 
causes the ShLch i nah t~ J ~~~rt :•~m ear~h LO heaven . 
r:now (by way of p!"oo··) w!".? '" :]av iJ says , MY JUUL 1!:i 
AMONG LIONS, J DO L l t: DOW!J AMONG THEM TIIAT ARE APLAME 
( 1 . ... . aflame wlt..h slanueI' ) ; EVEN •rHE SONS OF MEN, 
WHO::'£ TEETH ARE SPEARS AND ARROW!-" , AND TllEIR TONGUE 
A SH ARP SWOR D (Ps . 57 : S) . What follows right afte r 
th i s? BE THOU EXAL'l'ED , 0 GOD , ABOVE 'l'liE HEAVi::NS , 
E'I'C . (lb . 57 : o) ; Da\•id saiu : Master- ~r :.,he ll tiverse , 
what has the Snecn1nah to do on earth? Remove the 
Shechi nah to heaven . 27 

:!7 Deut. Raboa 'j :1 0 ; Janhedrln .1 0 b 
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David , the vict i m of most of the slander spr e ad about i n 

Saul ' s generat i on , pleads with ,;od t o remove the Shechinah f r om 

ear th i n o r der to keep i t f r om slander . Slander i s so pervasive , 

i ts influence cuts so d e e p ly that Saul no t only list,ens to i t 

b ut he blesses the sla nderers : 

HEAR MY ?RA\::'.~ , 0 GOD : GIVE EAR TO 'ftit: WORDS OF M'!'. 
MOUTH (Ps . 54 : 4) . Accord i ng to R . Hosnaya , David 
sai d to the Holy One , Blesse d be He : Mast e r of the 
Un i ver s e , Doeg came and slandered me , and Saul 
a c cepted the sla nder from him a nd listened to him . 
The Zi phites 0ame and Saul heeded them also . HEAR 
MY PRA YER , 0 00D . FOR STRANGERS HAVE RI SEN UP 
AGAINST ME . . . TIIEY HAVE NOT SET GOD BEFORE THEM . SELAH 
(Ps . 5ll : 5) . They (these s l andering stranGers) have 
not set their mi nds on whai i s wriLcen in the Torah : 
CURSED BE HE THAT SMITETH HIS NElGHBOR I N SECRET 
(Deut . 27 : 24). But what have 1,hey set the ir mir.ds 
on? On what Saul said to them : BLESSED 6E YE OP THE 
LORD (I Jam . 23 : 21 , spoken to the : ipni t..es a!"t~r they 
infor med Sau l of David ' s whereabouts) . But o I' what 
avail 1:.; : aul ' s bless.ing , lf they are :1-:curseo men? 
They hav~ l ong been accursed , f or Noses cursed them , 
saying : CURSED BE HE THAT .3M:1'E'i'li HI~ NEIGHBOR IN 
SECRET (Deut . 27 : ~4) . Hence it i s said : THES HAVE 
!JOT .SET (,OD BEFORE T!1E~l. .'F.LAH ( Ps . 5ll : 5) . 2 

:~ti ! 1aust bea1· responsi b i lity for the ... xt <c11t o:' t:i~ sla:1de1· 

in l1is e:;en~r-atio:L Il ls inclitwtion t.c liear 3la:.o~r i?1~reaseo 

tne !'alsehood a11d i,Ji ckeJness of h i s 1.I;~neratior, : 

~OR TH~ LE~DER : WITH ~TRlNG- MUSlC . MA~CHi ~ OF DAVID ; 
Wl!EN TtU:: Z I ?HlTI:...:; CAME AiJD :./\JD TO SAUL : :)0:'H NOT 
DAVID l!IDE HIMSELF \<il'l'tl ut: (?s . 5!J : l , .?) ? Th i s is 
what .3cri pl ur c says , I I·' A RI LER Ill:" ARKE~ETH TO 
FAL~EHOOD , ALL HIS :ERVAN~: ARi WI-~:~ (Fruv . ~9 : 1~] . 
'!111..s Jlu L,,.°'i..1 oellave wl1o..·11 they saw Saul incli ne 
hi s t;>a l' io iw'1l" :;;l::inller about Dav i d , they all came 
.:at1,d $a id tu h i m, anti thus it. say::, : WHEN DOEG 'I'HE 
£DOM11'E CAME ,\ND TOL .'AUL (fs . 5~ : 2} . And ~cript:J.r e 
report.s lfabal say:i 11r: : \-!HO Ir DAVID·: A'.JO \-/H0 IS THE 
'01~ OF JESSE tl Sam . 2? : 10) '? \-Jhen rhey all saw t hat 

,:;'hl l inclined his ear to !war slander , i mme diate ly 
\.tl~ ~iphit.cs came , Th2N CAME Ul Tl!~ .:1 P,HTES TO SAuL 
( I Sam . • 3 : 1~) . 29 

_6 Mid r ash ·r~11iliin 511 : 3; Yalkui Sh i monl , rropl1ets , lt»V• 
(sli~ttly different. verslon) 

'9 'ial:-ut .'ll i mo11t , Propht' s , K~WJI 



Saul ' s and David ' s warriors were not immune to the 

cancer of slander abroad in the land : 

... They (David ' s armies) used to go out to battle 
and fall (despite t he stress on learning among 
children in those days and David ' s prayers for his 
people) . It was only because there were informers 
amen& them that they f ell . This is as David says. 
MY SOUL IS AMONG LIONS , I 00 LIE DOi-!ll AMONG TH:C:M 
THAT ARE AFLM•lE : EVEN THE SONS OF MEN , WHOSE TEETH 
ARE SPEARS AND ARROWS , AND THEIR TONGUE A SHARP 
SWORD (Ps . 57 : 5) . MY ~OUL I.' AMONG LJQtJ..;--this 
is Abner and Amasa who we r e lions in ihe Torah . 
I DO LIE DOWN AMONG THEM THAT ARE AFLAME b°'t1 i\ 1> ) 
--this i s Deeg and Ahitoph~l who we r e burning 
~•~,~~) to spread slander . EVE~ THE SONS OF ~EN , 
WHOSE TEETH ARE SPEARS AND ARROWS--these are tne 
men of Ke ilah , WI LL THE ME!J OF KEILAH DELI VER ME 
UP INTO HIS (Saul ' s) HAND (I Sam . 23 : 11)? Alm 
THEIR TONGUE A SHARP SWORD- - these are the :lphites . 
AND THEY (the Ziphi~es) SAI: :o SAUL : ~O~H NOT 
DAVID HIDE HIMSELF WITtl L.3 (Ps . 511:2)?30 

The following mi dra~h provides us with an e xampl~ of how 

these warriors w0uld slander Davia . This mi1.1rash comments on 

the fact, ~hat Oavio spa1·ed Saul after havin[ an oppurtuni ty to 

kill nis pursuer in a cave : 

AND S,\UL WENT .1Oi•1E ( l .5.Jm . 2-1: ~ j) . \•.'Len .-aul went, 
home his warriors saii.J to him : Becau.:;e he uidn ' L 
kill you in the cave h1.; is rifhteous': ( ln I Sam . 
24 : lb .~;;.ul says D:i.vlu 1::; mot·<> ri13ht1;ous than he for 
havine sp:1r ed 3aul ' s lll'e . ) th. knew that ir he did 
onyt.hl11t: to you \·,'e l'JC.Jld hav~ s.'!.tered ( the cave) and 
Jevour~d him~::; roas~~d ~eat . A~d ~&J! lis:~neu 
~ v then1. -,1 

.:,a.il and ~o ;J.roual.' his j1::alu usy Ly escri1 inr David in a 

false and intimloatinc ma1111e!' . 1'1lt= tvllowi., ,,arri! i -; beE;1:t:: 

30 Lev . Rabba ... o : . ; Yerushalmi , .eah , Ch . ? , llal. 1; 
Pesikt.a de R. K3hana p . 32a , b ; Numb0rs Rabba 19 : 2 

jl Yalkut; Sl1 imo11i, Prophets 'T~r 
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l mmed ia tely a f ter Saul asked h i s servants to fi nd someone who 

could play harp for hi m: 

THEN ANSWERED ONE OF THE SERVANTS , AND SAID : 
BEHOLD , I HAVE SEEN A SON OF JESSE, THE BETHLEMITE , 
THAT IS CUNNING IN PLAYING , ANO A MIGHTY VALI ANT MAN, 
AND A MAN OF WAR, AND UNDERSTANDING IN MATTERS , AND 
A COMELY PERSON, AND THE LORD IS WITH HIM ( J Sa.i:i . 
16 : 18) . /• nd Rab Judah sai d i n Rab ' s name : Thi s 
whole verse 1-1as sai d by Doeg with noth i ng b1Jt evil 
i ntent (that these prai ses should e xcite Saul ' s 
Jealousy of David ' s halachic skills) . '!'hus TP.A':' 
IS CUNNlNG I N PLAYINO--skillful i n asking quest i ons 
(of law) ; A MIGHTY VALIANT MAN --adept in ans we rinr 
them ; A MAN OF WAR--well versed in the battle of 
the Torah (Bi blical dialectics ) ; UNDERSTANDING IN 
MATTERS--understanding (how to deduce) one thing 
from another ; AND A COMELY PER~ON--one Kho shows a 
face in halacha ; AUD THE LORD IS WITH HIM--everywher e 
the lial acha i s de termined in accordance wi th hi s 
vi ews . With r espect to all he repl i ed : My son 
Jonathan is equally so . When he (Doeg) said AN D THE 
LORD IS WlTH HIM , a pr ivilc,e which even he h i msel~ 
did not enjoy , he f e lt humiliat ed and envi ed h i m. 3~ 

The fo l lowint:; midrash port1·ays the much more s e rious 

slanderous statement that. Doeg spoke t o Saul after the conflict 

between Saul and DAvld had fu l l y develope~ . In this piece Doeg 

i nforms s~ul of David ' s whereabou;,;s and this leads to ti1e slay i nt; 

of e ight;; - fi v,;; priests by Doer • s own hand: 

And s imilarly Doer 1~ banished (to Gehinom) because 
o r his tongue . Wh,::1:? The time Da vid fled to the c l t:y 
of Nob , to Ahime tech tlie p1·iest who accepted him . 
And Saul perc.::iv~u' (thi s) a:~d t;at.he red all his 
set•v,ints and ss i d 1, .> tbem : Ycu ... re all r.r ea\. ing me 
i n a beaut. i ful wav . .. :)::r,iJ Jues what~ve r he wants 
anJ not one of you i lls m~ , as i t says , ALL OF YOU 
HAVE CONSF1REO AGAl~ST ME , AND THERE WAS NONE THAT 
DI3CLOSED IT TO ME WH EN MY SON MADE A LEAGUE WITH 
THE SON OF J ESSE , AND THERE lS NONE OF YOU THAT I S 
!;ORRY FOR ME ( I ~am . '2 : S) . Doeg beg;an tu speak 
slander , as i c soys , THEN ANSWERE~ DOEG THE EDO~ITE , 
WHO WAS 3ET OVER THE SERVANTS OF SAUL, AND SAID : I 
SAW THE SON OF JJ::S,t,E COMING TO NOB , TO AHIMELECH 
THE sori OF AHITUB (ll> . 2~ : 9) . And by 111S (Doeg ' s) 

3.? Sanhedrin ':JJb ; Ya lkut, th imo ni , Pr ophet.s , iUf 



16 

hand eigl1ty- f1ve pries ts we r e killed , that did 
wear a linen ephod and Ah i melech the high priest and 
Nob the city of priests was destroyed by the edge o f 
(his) sword . 33 

A detai led description of Doeg ' s slander is provided i n 

a mid rash wl1icJ1 also reveals Saul ' s acceptance of the s lander 

and the v i olence which r esults from tt is accept ance . Otner 

details o f the inc ident at Nob are included as they illustr ate 

the extent t o which Saul was provoked. Note Saul ' s r emark to 

Doe& that s1in::e Doeg smote the pri ests \',ith his tongi.e , he 

might as well do it with h i s swo rd : 

MD 9oeg) TOL!:.' S/\i,;L ( Ps . 52 : 1) . ·,,'ha t did !H: say? 
Thus spoke Doee; : David has been made king while 
you still l ive . For though inquiry may not be madP 
of the Urim and Thummim on behalf o f anyone e xcep~ 
the k i 11g , the Betn Din, or one upon 1·1hom the needs 
of many peopl e depend , yet i nquiry has been made of 
the Urim and Thu.mmim on behalf of David ! \•iher. he 
was ~old this a s pi r i t of envy enter ed Saul . rlow do 
we know ~n is? Because Saul sai d to Ah i melech : THOU 
HA~;J'GIVEN HIM BREAD , AND A SWORD (I Sam . 22 : 13) , and 
as 1 f this we r e not ~riough !"or you , THOU HAST ALSO 
l!NU IRED OF GOD FOR !I IM (It, . ) . Ther e fore , THOU SHALT 
SURELY DIE , AHlMELECH ( Ib . 22 : lb) . When h~ saw Lhe 
face of Saul seeth i nc wi th anger at him, immediately 
.I\HIMELECil ANSl-.'EREU THE KlNG • AND SAID : AND HHO AMON(; 
ALL THY SERVANT:-i IS SG TRUSTED AS DAVID , WHO IS THE 
KIN1 i 1 S SON - 1N- LA\>.( lb . :: .... : 1~) : /Tlierefore , i mput,e 
noi;.11ing to me/ elt.he1· because o~ c-1:e fivinf; or because 
:;f t.lw i11qul1·111.; . Inoeeu , was this the f irst time 
tl1at, Dav id called upo11 me? l!AVE I o;,.i:,y TODAY BEGUN 
TO INQUIRE OF JOD PO~ HIM? BE 1T ::-AR .'ROM ~IE (lb . 
~? : 15) . Th is 1-:as 1.0t the first time , f o 1· :L i s ... y 
cus1:.om to 1nqu.1r'- on bvhalC uf D.:iv id . Ther· t?"Or>? , 
LET NOT THE KIN; :.1,li'v':'E. Am.::nG 'JU Jil.~ -~ERVANT , !WR 
TO ALL THE HOUSE OF l•i°!' i-'ATi:E~ , 1 L . ) . :a..11 saiu t-u 
him : So al 1 alont; .,ov. were inquiring for David ! ,u 11.1 

you are not dese1·vi11G o f death? ! Whi:11 ~Dul brought 
for-t.h the sent,ence o f death against Ahimelech , THE 
KING SAID UNTO THE GUARD THAT STOOD ABOUT Hl~1 : TURN , 
AN D SLAY TIIE PRIESTS OF THE LORD (lb . ;2 : 17) . But 
the guards did not he-~d h i m ... When Saul saw that t.he 
gi..ards did not. Obl::i hlm, he sai d to Doer : \o!hy do you 
just sta11.J there : You , wh o smo~e tncm witll yo . .:r• 

33 Tanhuma , Metzo r a 1 
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tongue, rise now and smite them with the sword . 
As it says , 'l'HE KING SA ID TO DOEG : TURN THOU , AND 
FALL UPON THE PRIESTS (lb . 22 : 18) . Immediately 
Doeg stood up and smote them , as it says , HE SLEW 
ON THAT DAY FOURSCORE AND PlVE PERSONS THAT DID 
WEAR A LINEN EPHOD (Ib . ) . 3~ 

Another description of Doee ' s slanderous act informs us 

o~ a terrible punishme1t suffered by Doeg for his deed : 

FOR THE LEADER . MASClilL OF DAVID : WHEN DOEG CAME 
AND TOLD SAUL : DAVID I~ COME TO THE HOUSE OF AHI ­
MELECH (Ps . 52 : 1) . These words are to be read i n 
the lic;ht of the verse , SUPPER NOT THY MOUTH TO 
BRING T!IY FLESH INTO GUILT (Eccles . 5 : 5 ) --( this 
verse) r efers to slander , for w1t11 their mouths 
people make their 1~esh suffer 6Uilt . By what they 
let escape from their mouths they are st1·ic.<en u:,' 
Lprosy .. . When Doeg slandered Davia h e became 
leprous , as it says , COD WILL LIKEWISE BREAK TltEE 
FOREVER ... AND ROOT THEE OUT OF TdE LAND OF' 7t1E 
LIVING FOREVER (?s . 52 : 7) . What is the r:iea:.inc o:' 
!IE WILL bREAK THEE? Tl 1st !1~ was 1!11ide 1 epr ous , just 
as i t i.:; sai d of a leprous hous~ HE SHALL BREAK 
THE hOL'.'t. (.ll'liliff! )ff 11~ f"r..141.Alt "<!!1) (Lev . 14 : :.:.,) . ~5 

A vivid portrayal 01'Doeg ' s slanue1• and Suul ' s col:lplicity 

as a lis.:~ncr of slander is fo.mJ in he fol lowin1; rniorash . 

It makes mention ol' a11otn1:r important .;la1.dc-rt•1· of Saul ' s 

benerat ion , Ah i topli.: l : 

Another 1nterp1·,•tation oCS.,I!;C:AYON or· DAVID i-.'IIICH HE 
:AN~ IINTO ThE LOR) coi,cERNIN I THE MATTER OF CUSH A 
BENJAMITE (ps . 7 : 1, . A parable : 1.0 what is che 
matter similar? lt happeneJ one<> that a ma:, was 
W"ilkinc; ·1lonc a roaJ ana onP 1 ~rson started pursui ng 
l1im ar:d he escr-rned !'1•oi:. hi::; !.fl .d . h.:n another 
s, : ~ 0 J llim , bu\. a.:;ni'l h.., •?:~·.p\.·J . 1aral:,., had he 
t?:;careJ !'rum 1.111: seco11u wh,0 11 .1 thil·d 1.ried to seize 
hi111. On ly ttl ... 11 JiJ he cry O\Jt t.o his friend to save 
II 111, :·r·om t.ha ha11d of t!1is th1 r · fh1rs;.1er . 'i'h,is it 
Na-3 •,;it!. Javi<.J. Saul r,1..!'s t'.J hirr 3nd the;: !'loly One , 
blessed 1>e He , rescued Davi from ills hano , as 1 t 
says , DAVID J,'LED AND E..SCAPEV , AND C,\i,iE TO SA!"ll'EL T'J 
RAMAH ( I :-am. 9 : 18) . /\.; s0011 :is h1. had !'led from 
~aul, Jot:£ stuoJ .. p ·1..:;•J111si. him . Dot?G began speakin& 

34 Mii.Jrash Tehilim 52 : ~ 

35 Mi~rash Tehilim St : l 



to Saul , :.a:,•in.;;; I SA•,' TliE 30N 01" JESSE COMING TO NOB , 
TO AHIMELECH .. . AND HE . . . GAVE HIM VICTUALS (I Sam . 
22 : 9 - 10). The lloly One , blessed be He , asked Saul : 
Was it from your victuals that Animelech gave to David? 
Was i t not from the showbread that is placed before Me 
that he gave Davi d /1:> read to eat/ (1 Sam . 21 : 7)? Doeg 
said furt.her to Saul : HE ALSO GAVE HIM THE SWORD OF 
GOLIATH THE PHlLISTINE ••. AND HE INQUIRED OF THE LORD 
POR HIM (lb . 22 : 10) . Immediately the Holy One , bl, .... ssed 
be He , s ilen~ed the mouth of this evil one and of him 
i t is said , L~T THE LYING LIPS BE PUT TO SILENCE , 
WHICH SPEAK ARROGANTLY AGAINST THE RIGHTEOliS (Ps . 31 : 19) . 
Thus David was saved from Doeg. Along came Ahitophel . 
David c ried out : 0 LORD , I PRAY 'l'IIEE , TURN THE COUH3EL 
OF AIIITOPHEL INTO FOOLISHNESS ( 11 Sam . 15 : 31) . And 
when he was delivere~ from the ~hr ee or them (3aul , 
Doeg, ana Ahitophel) David bec;an to s i ng : SHIGGAYON 
OF' DAVID WHICH HE SANG U:,JTQ THE LORD CO!iCERNilhi ':'HE 
MATTER OF CUSH (Ps . 7 : l) . 36 

Deeg anu Ahitophel cumc to b'"' 1~aradii::ma1, ic s l.l-tnuerc:!"S in 

raubinic 11 teratu:-c, . Alont wit. n Bil am a:1d ;o:=azi 1..1.e:; sre i:WO 

amone four botu1d for Gehinom uue to Ct'imes ...:ommi• t. J • :; ;;.h~i1 

t.ongues . 37 Doec ' s ..;ole rea..; 011 •'o!· ~x~s .. e?h.:,... , ir, f,,.t.:t , 1•.as Goa ' s 

lnt.ention or' usin{; him to pul>lici:~ :.t.~ .:lancer o:' slanciLr . 33 

The t.1-:..l or tn~m arc accusel1 .)f -,land\..r Whicn led t.o inc~~t a111 

out t o them: 

AND THE _,ORD ,'AlD U!~'rO N0.1\11 : COMF THOU MID ALL THY 
nulJ."t:. l!ITO Tht ARK , i::TC . ( ;._r1. 7 : 1) . It. is wrhten, 
TIIOL: DESTRO YEST 'rllEM 1'111\T ~~PEAK F''\LSEHOOD , E':'C . ( Ps . 
5 : 7) . Tills rc1\: ~·s tt;, uoec and Ai1i1..opl1el : T1~Ef•1 THAT 
'PE/\K FALSEHOOlJ : tnem :rnJ 'nc::~!' .;1 ..:n ( ~l~ 'l~1T -

l"\\1',t 1-' ) . R. fhi111?J1n~ :;a.iJ: \.11em and t.he1r 
co11,p; . .111y ( l l l "' ;i ,, - J,n, ~'bl\ 1-a>- - r•,,.aJ i ng 
to l e,~d lnst..:a<1 f 1l.l..,. o speak . THI:. MAN OF BLOOD 
,;;i ... JE-:t::IT ( Ib . ) : th" 011L J l rmit • \.'d incest anu bloou­
stJt:d , anJ t.!1e oth( r !•(;-t·mi 1. t.t!d ince~t. and bloodshed , 
( whi:n he cou11st.:led Ah-·~llom) , iO JN LIIJTO Th 1 r",\Tl:ER ' : 
CONCIJB!NE.S (I! .,am . lt.> ; 21) . :":ie o~t.,a ,Dc..cc) ;:--1•mh1~-.. 

36 Mi drash Tehilim 7 :15 

37 Tanhum:1 Metzora 1 and Tanl)uma Buller Me1.,zo1·a l 
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incest: (where Jo we- find t11is?) Said R. Nanman o . 
Samuel b . Nahman : He annulled his (David ' s) "citizen ' s 
rights and diclared him an outlaw and as one dead , so 
Lhat his blood was permitted and his wife was permitted . 
THE LORD ABHORRETH (Ps . 5 : 7) : this means that they will 
neither be r esurrected nor judged . 39 

An e xplanation of how incest followed from slander is 

provided in this niidrash : 

(Commenting on Doug and Ahitophel as speakers of 
falsehood , the text zeroes in on Doec) Nehemiah the 
son of R. Shmuel b . lfahmani ~aid : He saici to Saul : 
Is there marriaDe /of Michal/ to David? Does he not 
rebel againsL Lhe kingdom? Thus he is considered 
dead and (therefore) now , it is permissible (for tnPre 
t.o be another marr i age) . Saul rose and gave !•lichal , 
the wife of David , because of his (Doeg ' s) words , 
Lo Palti the son of Leish . qo 

In Genesis Rabua anotlle z· co1.Jemna1ioa of Jot::g and /lhi •-ophel 

is to be found and a statement. that they ar" to function in a 

symbolic way as a reminJ~r o~ the horror of slander . 41 ~e m&y 

conclude that 3aul , prominent men clos~ to him and his enti r ~ 

generation were consi dered co 11ave oeen csut:;ht p in ·1 web of 

slander . Some of 1,11e resulis o f all these:. c rimes o f Lhe toni.:;'..le 

hav~ been me11ti orwd : the Te:nple 1•:~s r!ot. t l1:.l:. ln Saul • .· aay , 

Davi1.1 ' s armies ':i r.: I' not. vi1.:Lorl 0us , .~:-iul 11:is provoi<ed 1n-:o 

commitU•u , Doei.:; wa.i ::tJ• :~I-: ,1it n lei 1·0.,:, , and Doei:; anu Ahitoph~l 

were bani.;he-d t o :ellinor, . r.:-o z· ,::_;1• • 1.1:; .. ~.; t.111! r1os- impor1;ant 

result. o:~ all Lill!> s peakinL ..i1,u Ji;:;tE-n:nc t.o s1~, .Pr ii; che 

punishment and t. 1·aglc deat.11 o r :'aul . Thr ou6lioi.;~ mtr11·ashic 

lite1·atur e Saul •s ru11ishm1.nt and oe atn are r e i eut-euly 1111;.. t.: ..i 

39 ienesis Raoba >2 : 1 

110 i al kut .;himoni , Prophets , ,c ~,.11 

41 ]enesis Rabba 38 : l 
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to slander: 

THOU LOVEST EVIL MORE THAN GOOD (Ps . 52 : 5) . David 
said to Doeg : You desire evil for Saul mo r e than you 
desire good for your self. For had Saul not accepted 
slander from you , he would not have been punishect . 42 

Why is a slanderer called a ' third ' ? Because he 
kills three : the one who speaks it , the one who 
listens to it , and the one about whom it is spoken 
I n the days cf Saul i t ki lled four : Doeg who spoke 
it , Saul who listened to it , Ahi melech about whom 
it was spoken , and Abner . 43 

Another version of this last midrash includes a statement 

which communicates r abbinic horror at the crime of slander . 

It does this by equat ing slander with murder and by explaining 

that the punishment is a~tomatically death: 

... And if a man engar,es in slander he is obligated 
to lose his life , for slander is as horrible as 
murder . For everyone who murders someone has only 
murdered one . But the slanderer kills three : the 
speaker , the receiver , and the one slandered . Behold , 
Doeg slander•ed Ahimelech the son of Ahi tub and 
Ahimelech died, as iL says , AND THE KING SAID : THOU 
SHALT SURELY DIE, AHIMELECH (1 Sam . 22 : lb). And 
Saul was killed , as it says , SO SAUL DIED ?OR HIS 
TRANSGRESSION Wrn~u HE COMMITTED AGAINST THE LORD 
( I Ch ro n . 10 : l 3 ) . 

Saul engaged in slander by listening to the slander so 

prevalent 1n his ge!'1eration . 1;,or this sin 11e 1~as punished and 

for this sin he was killed . We shall return to this subject 

1.n Chapter Pive in ordet• to e xamine more fully thf' context i n 

wnich thi~ s!anderous li~~~1~ng took place . 

42 Midrash Tehilim 52:7 

4 3 Lev . Rabb a 2o : 2 ; Yerushalmi Peah 1 , Hal. ... ; 'ier sh:::1mi 
Sotah 1 , Hal. 8 ; Pesikta de Rab Kahana , p . 32a,b ; Numbers 
Rabba 19 : 2 ; Tanl)um.a Chukat 4 ; Tanl)uma Buber Chukat l:j ; 
Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap . 9 (In all Lhis material an expla­
nation of why Abner was punished i s included and we shall 
examine this in Chapter Four) . 

44 Tanhuma Metzora 2 ; Tanryuma Buber Metzora 4; Midrash 
Tehil1m 52 : 2 ; Talkut Sh imon! , Torah , ~~,~ 
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Jealousy 

We saw in the last section on slander that one of the 

results of Doeg •s slander of David at the time of David ' s 

introduction to Saul ' s Court was intense jealousy on Saul's 

part . 45 The Bi ble makes Saul ' s jealousy of David abundantly 

clear ( I Sam . 1 7 : 31- 3) and 18 : 7 - 9) . For the most par t the 

rnidrash takes this jealousy of David f or granted . One midrash 

r etells t!le BibHcal story (I Sam . 31 - 19) and emends it ever 

so slightly by inserling that Saul cast an evil eye on David 

after discovering that his war- garments fit him . The fact 

that the mssalv~ Garments of KinG ~aJ) could fi~ ~avid co~es 

about because when one is anoin~ed one beco~es ~upcrior to 

all others . Thia supe riority of David 1~~Js necessarily to 

his r eplaci ni; . aul as kiniJ;, whicil is o:' ~cJ r se the ult i mat.e 

threat 1..0 Sau l. T111s David ' s ability ;;o wea1· !"'au l ' s Gar·ment:s 

st irs Sa1.1l 1..0 consider able jealOl,sy : 

\•Jhen he (David) went t.o fi i:;nt. wit.h :o liatn Saul 
said to him : THOU ART NOT ABLE TO GO A}AINST THI~ 
PHILIS'rI'.lE TO PJ,HT WITH HIM ; POR '?HOU ART BUT A 
YOUTH (I Sam . 17 : 33) . Said David to him : THY 
3ERVAN'r KEPT !llS FATHER ' S SHEEP ; AND WHF.:N THERE CAME 
/I LION • OR A BEAR • ./\!-I D TOOK A LAMB OUT OF THE FLOCK , 
1 WENT OUT AF1'ER HIM , AND S!llOTE HIM , AND DELIVERSJ 
IT OUT OF HIS MOU~H : AND WHEN I~ ARO£ AGAINST NE , 
I CAU1;J1T HIM BY HIS BEARD , AND SMOTE lllM , AND SLEW 
HIM . T!IY SERVANT SMOTE BOTII 'I'!ll:. LION AND 'T'l!E BEAR ; 
/\ D THE lfNCJRC:IIMCl:'"':.~ rJ1ILl..).'!NE .' HALL 13E AS ONE OF 
THEM (Ib. 17 : 34) . Sa~l aske~ him : W~o told you that 
~rJ ~ill be able to slay him? Thereupon David 
::insw0r ed him : THE LORD THAT DELIVERED ME OUT OF THE 
PAW OP THE LlON , A!JO OU'I' OF TIIE PAW OF THE BEAR , HE 
WILL DELIVEit ME OU'!' OF 'l'HE HAND Of' TdIS PHILlS'llNE 
(lb . 17 : 37) . :trai r;htway SAUL CLAD !JA\I I;; \il TH HI.-:i 
APPAREL (lb . l'; : 38) , tl1oui;h 11.. is writtf'n of Saul , 
FROM !lJS SHOULDERS AND UPWARD HE WA3 HIGHER THAN 
ANY OF Tiffi PEOPLE (lb . 9 : 2) . When he clothed him 
in his t::arments and saw that, tlley :~itted him , he 

.::anhedrin 93b ; Yall<ut .;himonl , Pr ophets , n~r 
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instantly cast an evil eye upon him . ~6 

Though the mi drash finds little need to pr ove o r illustrate 

tne cause of Saul ' s jealousy , il does comment on the unpleasant 

results of this sin . In a discussion of 1 i\,1 R . Samuel b . 

Na~man argues that wherever Scripture says 1 a1 1 it does not 

insinuate e ither pure joy or r,ure mi sfortune . The following 

is offered as proof : 

They ra i sed another objectioB AND DAVID WAS { ,n 1 i\1 1 ) SUCCESSFUL IM ALL HIS WAYS ; AND THE 
LORD WAS WITH HIM (r Sam . 18 : 14) . He (R . Samuel b . 
Nahman ) r eplied : That , too , was not an occasion for 
(c6mplete) r ejoicing , for it is said : AND SAUL EYED 
DAVTD FROM THAT DAY AND FORWARD (I!> . 18 : 9) • .Jf 

Seder Eliyahu Rabba contains a miJrash that states that 

one o f the reasons for Saul ' s ueath anu the removal of ine 

l<ingdom from him was because : 

. .. he kept jealousy ana revenge in hift h~art l~r 
Israel in all their dwellinc places . 

The utLLr narmfulness of his sin of Jealousy is po~t~ayed 

i11 Mishnat Rabbi Ellezer : 

Pr·om where do we know that it i s forbidiJe:, to be. 
jealous of on~ ,noth~r? As it says , POR ANGER 
K lLLE'I'll 'I'JiE FOOLISH MAN , A:rn ENV'i :;LAYE:'H :'HE 
~;:.,i.,Y ONE. (Job 5 : 2) . BC"cause of : eal,,usy <"aui 
slL'W Nol> , the city ol' 1 riest.s , uni.I beca l.;e ,:if 
jealollsy he was ov~r•lh1•0\·Jn , :.a.; it says , .-;o SAUL 
DlED FOR HIS TRAi·:SGR:.:::1011 HiliCH d~'lCOMMITTED 
A,;f1lNST THE LORC (1 'tu·on . 1 ) : 13) • .i 

.:;i::i.1.d ' s j:3lou.;y of Dav id h e co IT.e:;; , !'inally , an x&.rnpl~ 

pat' t:xc~llence or .lealo .. rny: 

46 Lev . Rabba 2u : 9 ; Tanl)uma r.mor 4 ; Tanll1,ma Buber Emo!" o 

47 Lev . Rabba 11 :7 

48 Seder Eliyahu Rabba p . 159 Note : /I 1•eference is made her "' 
to I Sam . 22 : 7 , 8 where Saul charges t11at his tnen are all 
conspi~'i:w ai;alnst him on behalf er David . 

49 Ml:;;tinat R. Eliezer C:lrnp . Jt 
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FOR LOVE lS AS STRON G AS DEATH , JEALOUSY IS CRUEL 
AS TIIE GRAVE ( Song of Songs 8 : 6) . Another inter ­
pretation , FOR LOVE IS AS STRONG AS DEATH ... the 
love which Jonathan bore to David , as it says , AND 
JON ATHAN LOVED HIM AS HIS OWN SOUL (I Sam . 18 : 1) . 
JEALOUSY IS CRUEL AS THE GRAVE ••. the jealousy that 
Saul had for David , as it: says , AND SAUL EYED DAVID 
(Ib . 18 : 9) . 50 

In our discussion of the relationship between Saul and 

David (Chapter Five) we shall discover thlit Saul ' s j ea l o usy 

Jeaas to a number o f' hither- to- .inrn1:ntio!1ed mis·eecis . 

Disobedience to ~amuel 

Saul is portrayed as having disobeyed Samuel , disappointed 

him , a:1d as h-, •i:1g threatened his lir,, . '!'!,ere w,~re two act:s 

of disobed ience on Saul ' s part : his failur P co e liminate 

Amalek and his failure to wai '::. for Samuel befor e of:'erir,ff a 

sacrifice at Gilgal. The first ( Amalek) is generally understood 

as disobedience to God ana shall be dealt Nith e xtensively in 

Chapter Two . There are two ve'I'y s imilar midras:1im na1•rating 

Saul ' s disobedience to Samue l at Liilc;al . The fir:;t e xplains 

that Saul was a Cushite (Ps . 7 : 1) not in the sense o f nationality 

or race but by virtue o f being different ( W1> taken as meaning 

Ji1';",:,.rc-11~ 111 virtue as opposeo to dil'l'erem., by ~e~son o f ski n 

color) . One of the reasons ~11:: 1-.,;i,:; ·1 !'f'e1·ent ,.,:as his net of 

disobedience .'Jt :1 1c;:i l : 

But ,-.,as .'c;ul a C!..t::: : t. • ? l!- . r a1.ner , 1t.1,i;- word Gush 
s h -.>w:: tli.,t/ :~aul •.-:as d iffe r en t i n hi.; uc tions and 
in his beauty . /Fo1· ..:x::impl c,/ Samuel sa id co Saul : 
'J'llOU SHALT no DOI-IP BEFORE ME TO tilLUAL ; AND BEHC'LD ) 
i 1-IILL COME DOW!~ U!JTO 'l'rlEE , TO O 'PER 61 1P~•1T - OFFERT'mS , 
AND TO 3ACRIFlrE SACRlFICEf av PEACE- OPFERIN GS 

50 Song of Songs Rabb a 8 : o ; 'l'a11cl1uma f>ub1~ r Vayas hev 19 ; 
Yalkut ..ih lmoni . Pr opJ11•ts , :\llM 



(I Sam . 10 : 8) . Bu, Saul didn ' t do this . Instead 
Saul said : BRING HITI!ER TO ME THE BURNT- OFFERINGS 
AN D THE PEACE- OFFERINGS . AND HE OFFERED THE BURNT­
OFPERING . AND IT CAME TO PASS THAT AS SOON AS HE 
HAD MADE AN END OF OFFERING THE BURNT- OFFERING , 
BEl!OLD, SAMUEL CAME . .. AND SAMUEL SAID : WJIAT HAST 
THOU DONE (1 Sam . 13 : 9 , 10)? Behold , thi s is one 
example or Saul ' s being differ eoi· And , behold , 
the matter of Amalek makes two . ~ 

The other very s i i~ilar mid rash inserts I Sam . 10 : 9 

(COD GAVE HIM ANOTHER HEART) in order to e xplain why Saul came 

to disobey Samuel at Gilgal . Whereas in context I Samuel 10 : 9 

is meant in praise of Saul , he bei ng then able Lo prophes1 

with a band of prophets , it now take: on a negative meanin~ 

here in thi s midrash: 

Lik~ /those kings whose actlons are different/ 
Saul was a Cushlte . Ji'o r Samuel said to him : AND 
THOU SHALT GO DOWN BEFORE ME TO GlLGAL; AND , BEHOLD , 
I WILL COME DOWH UNTO THEE , TO OFFER BlJRHT- OFFERINtiS , 
AND TO SACRIFICE SACRIFICES ')F PEACE- OFFERI!IG.~, S::VEI! 
DAY."'- SHALT THOU TARRY , TILL I COME UIJTO T!IEE , A!W 
TELL THEE \-/HAT THOU Sll/\LT DO ( Jam . 10 : 8) . !3ui.. Saul 
didn ' t do this . Rather , con JAVE HI~ A~OTHER HEART 
(lb . 10 : 9) . AND SAMUEL SAJ D : HHAT HAS T!iOC DOl~E 
(that you have sacriflced without me)? AND SAUL SAID : 
BECAUSE 1 SAW THAT THE PEOPL!:. WERE JCATTERED PROM ME , 
AUD THAT THOU CAME3T IWT WITHIN THE DAYS AP?OlNTED , 
AND ThAT THE PHILISTINES ASSEMBLED THEMSELVES TOGETHER 
AGAINST MICHMAS ; THEREFORE .~/\ ID I : NOW WILL THE 
PHILISTINES COME DOWN UPON ME TO GlLGAL , AND I HAVE 
NOT ENTREATE;J THE FAVOR OF THE LORD; I FORCED MYSELF 
THEREFORE , AND OFF'i::RED THE BURNT- OFFERING (Tb . 
13 : 11 , 12) . This is on~ /dU't'e i·ence thui., makes Saul 
a Cushite / . But thel'e 1.,:. mot·@ . :"-¼muel sai::J to him: 
NO!-! uO AND i•iITE /\MALEK ( !b. 1, : 3) . But lie:: d1.it, ' 'C 
uv L!tls . R..,t.111.:r·~ ti lT .~/\l)L AND THE FEOPLE SPARED 
AuAC (Jb . 15 : '.)) . ); 

\-Jhile not comi ng t..M1er th\; c ,1 l.'~~c,1•y or .3au1 ' ;:; disobedience 

to Samuel , the rabbis a.t.tribt..te to ~aJ.!.. a11 fn • i midst:i~n o f 

51 Midrash Tchillm ( : 11 

52 Mlcirash Tuhilim 7 : 18 
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Samuel . This intimidation is clearly part of a negative pict4re 

or Saul vis a vis his r elationshiµ to Samuel . The following 

Mishnah argues that oe~ause Samuel was afraid o f a human neing 

(Saul) he was a Nazari te not in the sense of no fear ( lnlJI ) 

coming upon his head , but because no razor ( ~''VI ) came upon 

hi6 head : 

Mishnah : Samuel was a Nazar•1 te in the opinon of 
R. Ne horai , as it says , AND THERE SHALL NO RAZOR 

:l'\1r, COME UPON HIS HEAD (1 ,C,am . 1 : 11) . It says 
with refere nce to Samson , AND /no/ RAZOR ( ;,,,~ ) 
SHALL COME UPON HIS HEAD (Judges 13 : 5) , and it says 
with refe rence t, o Samuel , AND NO RAZOR ( il"1n ) ; Just 
a , :,'\UI in t h e case o f Samson / is used o f/ a 
t,'az i rite , s o ( Ne shoulct say) :hln in the case of 
Samuel /is used 0 1~ a Naz i rite . R. Jose objected : 
But. has not morah (reading .1i11t as Jl(111' ) 
reference to / f ear of/ a human be ing ? R. Nel1ora1 
said to him : But does it not also say , AND SAMUEL 
SAI D: HOW CAN l GO? lF SAUL HEAR lT HE WILL KILL 
HE (I Sam . 16 : 2 ) /which shows/ t:1at ~<? wa s i n fact 
afraid of a human being. 53 

3smuel h imself admits having ::'.'ear·l!J ;'aul . Th i s co11f ess10:1 

comes 1~l11:11 .; an,u e l is rai sed :'ro111 t.he J,-.aa : 

/Sah1 Samuel/ : AHD T!.E i.OR[., l,A':'11 WROUGHT FOR HIMSELF , 
AS HE SPO~E BY ME ; AND THE l JRJ HATH RENT THE KINGDOM 
OUT OF THY HAND , /\ND GIVEN T'J' TO THY NEI 1;HBOR, EVEll 
TO DAVJD (I ~:llil. ~8 : 17) . l'e (.':'a.11) said to him : \-J!JC-n 
you t-Je r e \'/ith ,,,., ~ y .:...i 1J i.O 1111.? : THE LORC. HATH RENT 
T11E l\INODOM .•• IIND HATH .iIVEH I':' TO A NETCiHBOR OF TlllNE 
'fHAT 1-" BETTER 'l'HAN THOU ( I ~am . 1 5 : 28) a:1J :,cw ~•ot. 
say to me TO 'rBY NEir.HBOR , f-:VEH TO DAV .. D ( men ioninr 
the name David t.his t j mt;) . ile r eplieo : When I was 
with you I was 1n th, wn1•Jd o f 11,...s .:=iru l i'.,"d afra i i 
of you lest yo~ shoulJ kill me . I spoke lyin~ worus 
to yo u . B.:t now that J ,m in the worl · or truth you 
wi 11 on l y hear f 1•om m._ wol'Js of t.1•ut.h , fo r l !'-l.m not. 
a fraid o f you . 54 

53 Nazir 10a 

54 Lev . Rabb a 20 : 1 
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Samuel is gr eatly disappointed by Saul ' s behavior . ThaL 

the first king shoul d disobey God {as we shall see in Lhe next 

chapter) and disobey and t hreaten the very prophet who 

anointed h i m, caused Samuel considerable consternati on . Hi s 

plans for Israel •s fil'st kingdom :;oing awry , he i nforms Saul 

that the kingdom will bL rent from him (I Sam . 15 : 23) . He 

then r ends his own I;a rment as a sign of mourning : 

AND AS SAMUEL TURNED ABOUT TO UO AWAY , HE LAID !!OLD 
OF THE SKIRT OF HIS ROBE , AND IT RENT (1 Sam . 15: 27) . 
Whose skirt? Rab and :.,evi disagree . One says the 
skirt of Saul. The other says the skirt of Samuel . 
But r eason suggests that he who says the skirt o f 
~amuel is correct , for it is the custom of the 
righteous to rent their garments when their plans 
do not turn out we11 . 55 

Thus far we have considereu miorashi m which relat e five 

of the eight major sins committed by Saul . We 'turn now to 

two minor s ins and eight flaws in Sou l ' s character' which a r e 

r e vealed in other midr-ashim . 

III 

T!le 1·abbis , ever anxious to justify .:;aJl ' s far.~ , enumerate 

t1•1O minor s i ns <'Ornmittcd by Saul : he incrca.;ed abomi nations in 

i.;1· .. ~l. anJ he neglect.ed the laws of cnasti ·y . Additionally , 

the foll owin(: chara.cter flaws urt! commen~eJ upo11 in the mi drash : 

Saul was weak, overly- hcJmble , he came Crom··" O'.'c:·l:,· - rl 6htec ... s 

covered up si11s , he ueca1ne f'eat·t'ul once he slnneu , he possessed 

55 Ruth Rabba 7 : 12 
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fie increased abominat i ons in Israel and neglected the 

laws of chastity : 

He neglected /the law3 of/ chast i ty and gave Michal 
his daughter , the wife of David , to Palti. .. and he 
increased the practice of great abominations in 
Israei . 56 

Saul i s por trayed as be i ng weak . He is label~d one of 

the 1>•.t1•11 , which means one of the Jowly or weak . A famine 

Which should have occurred i n h i s days was postponed by God 

due to Saul ' s i nabili~y to withstand ii : 

AND THERE WAS A FAMINE lN ~!E LANO (Gen . 26 : 1). 
Fami ne visited the world ten times : once in =he days 
of Adam: CURSED IS THE iROUND FOR THY SAKE ( len . 
3:17) ; once i n the days of Lamech : FROM THE GROUND , 
WHICH THE LORD HATH CURSED (Gen . 5 : 29) ; once i11 the 
days of Abraham : AND THERE 1AS A FAMINE lN THE LANO 
(Gen . 12 : 10) ; once in ihe days of Isaac : AND THERE 
WAS A FAMINE lN THE LAND BESIDE THE FlRS'i' F.4MINE 
( ;en . 26 : 1) ; once in the days o~ Jacob : ~oR T~ESE TWO 
YEARS HA'l'H THE ::AIUl~E BEEN IN ':'I.E LArD (ven . !15 : 6) ; 
once in the days ,.;hen the j ude;es j uJged : AlJD IT CAME 
TO PASS IN TIIE DAYS ':.'HEN Tl!E JUDGES JUDGED , THAT THERE 
WAS A FAMINE rn ThE LAJ!D (Ruth 1 : 1) ; once in the days 
of David : A!'D THERE WAS A P.l\;,!INE lt THE DAYS OF DAVID 
( 11 Sam . ?1 : 1) ; once 111 the days of Elijah : AJ THE 
LORD , THE COD OF I~RAEL , LIVETH , uEFORE HHQf1i l STJ\.ND , 
TliERE JHALL NOT BS DEv: NOR RA IN ':'!!!:.Si:: YEAR..i ( I Kings 
17 : 1) ; once ill t,t,e days of Elisha : !\ND THERE WAS A 
GREAT FAMINE IN SAMARIA (11 Kings b : 25 ) ; one famine 
which travels about in the world ; and one in the 
~-lessianic futur L, as it says , NOT A FAMINE OP BREAD , 
NOP. A THIRST FOR WATER , BUT OF HEARING THE WORD~ OF 
THE LORD (Amos 8 : 11) . R . lluna and R. Jeremiah ln the 
name of R . Samuel b . :-1a11ma1; said: 1 · s appl!"arance oue;ht 
really t..o have come in the days o i- ,aul , but bt.c:l .. .:.a 
3.uul ,.-;as t.hF ~h~or; u_· :.t sycamore ti·ee , the Holy One 
postponed it and brou~ht iL in the da;s of David . 
.':1:la sli1s and Johana is ~uni shed ! .';a id R. Hiyya : 
iL is like the case or a gl3ss- worker who held a 
baal<et full or p:oble?to and cut glas_, ; 1vhr>n he wished 

56 Seder £liyanu Rabb a CJ1ap . J l Note : This is part of a 
lo11f;er piece portray inc Saul ' s arrocance Nhich shall be 
presented later in this chapter . 
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to hang the basket he brought a na i l , drove it 
/into the wall/ , suspended himself thereby , and 
then hung up his basket . For that reason all 
these /famines/ came not in the days of the lowly 
(or weak) men , but in the days of mighty men who 
could withstand it . 57 

Saul represents the Tribe of Benjamin and i n tli is midrash 

presented earlier that tribe is contrasted with the much 

stronger Tribe of Judah : 

... If a wolf attacks a lion ca~ :ome and rescue . 
But if a lion attacks a wolf cannot come and 
rescue . Thus Judah and Benjami~ : Let Benjamin take 
/power first/ for his /reign/ is for a moment and 
afterwards let Judah /take newer/ for his / rei~1/ 
i s forever . SB · 

Saul ' s weakness is vi~wed ir, L,oth e xamples pre sented as 

being ic contrasi with Dav id ' s strength . We shall see i n the 

next chapter on the sin of Amalek inoications that weakness was 

a most s i gnificant flaw and quite naturally l ~nt itself 2s an 

explanation of the fate of Saul ' s kincdom . ~he rabbis see also 

in Saul a r et icence r.o assert hirnself . He uid not accept. the 

honor due him : 

57 

58 

59 

Rab Jud&h sai ... J n the nume of Rab : Why Nas $au! 
punished? Because he forewent the honor J ue co 
himself , as it is said : BUT CERTAIN BASE FELLOWS 
SAID : HOW SHALL THIS MAN SAVE US? AND THEY 
DESPISED lifi.i AND BROUGHT HIM lW PRESENT . BU'!' HE 
WASASONE THAT llELD HIS PEACE (I .~um . 10 : 27) (i.e . 
Saul faile d to p1·ess un these men h is new position) 
A11J it is writ.t. l!n /immed i atl!ly fullowinr thar/: 
rm·: Ulli!A:3 j 'T'HF' /1 .. ::;"i,iT_ 1.;AME -.IP AND ENCA!t.PED 
A'1Ail~ST JABESI! - (: lLEAD ( 1 ~am . 11 : 1) . 59 

Ge nesis Rabb a 40 : ) ; ~e11esis Rab bu bll : 2 ; Ruth Raliba 
If ,CJUU.A.t t"','9 ; Midrash Shmue l Che1J., . 28 ; vo.llrnt Shimonl , 
Prophets , ".ll Note : " shoot o f a sycamoi~e 11 is an idiom 
denotin i; barr·e'n of thoufht or merit. , 01· somethins ~hat is 
easily broken . (Ge1,esis Rabb., , Soncino, p . 208) 

Genesi s Rabba 95 

Yorna 22b ; Yalkut Shimoni , P1 ·ophets , p1 Note : Comme1:'.s 
Rash i : " F'rom the beginnine; of his kings 1ip he f'orewenc the 
honor due him and thu~ r e venleu hims elf 1,.0 be unworthy t.o rule . " 
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caul ' s excessive humility is follo wed immediately by 

tne actack by Nshash . This is intPrpr~tnd as being a punish­

ment for his rci:icence . Another drawback Cor Saul that wil l 

affect his ab i lity to lea j is ;;hat. he comes from:: family with 

no blight on its rep11tat.io11 : 

Rab Judah said in tht' name of' Samuel : Why d i d the 
kini;dom of Saul not endure? 6ecause no reproach 
rested on him (Rashi : t.his means : on his family) 
for R . Yohanan ha3 sairl in che name of R. Jimeon 
b . Jcllo:::adak : One shou1~1 r.ot appoint an udminist.1 ·ator 
o f' a communit.y unless he carries a basket of r e-pc il~s 
on his back , ::;o t.!1at i r lie h;;c0 m..:- 3rrcrant. , .::ine 
c.::iuld Lell him : TJrn around ! oo 

Jn contrast. to this image ot' ":aul , an altogct!.i:?:· opp site 

pictu1·, is paim;,J(j 011 t:·10 Jccasions . I!, ir>nesis R.ihua .'acil is 

l.H:.!JJA;,11l; I.' ,\ \·!OU 7E,\T RAVE:JE'1'11 : 1il ':'Ill:: ;,10RN1:~1i 
liE DEVOURET!1 ':' .. :-: ?REV , ,;;Jl) Ar-: E.VE'.! !:::: OIVlJF:':1 'l'H= 
iiPOIL ( :er • . ~'1 : 27) .. . f.1 ~:1~1' ittt, 1'!)1',._tativ: : Trl'..? 
t~xt :1lludes i; :, i;iiA ,dr1c .!e.;ccrldt>i from him . A3 n 
wn! t' ;;...-i.:L.$ , .; ,Ji-;1 ~:HII .1._i::e Llit> l<ir.i:::dvm , cl.3 i" 
.,'J•;:, , .'u .~AllL ·roor: TUE r,HlE)O'.•i O"!ER I.3R:,E:.. (l :'ar, . 
1 , : .. ' . .:: ,'!IE J.10R~J I:~ ; IE :JEV URET!l THE. : REY ... 
>\". _ /.';.s .l/ :•'OtJ(; 1'!" A 'A UJ.'1' A:...i., 11 l .' t::NE:UE,' ON EVER\ 
.'li.>I:. ( l, . ) . ,rrn AT SVEIJ HE DTVlDE'i'H Till:. ;';POIL 
( )~w r~!!l)--:·o :·AUL DIED , AND lllS THRH. SON.3 
(T Sam . )l : o ) (l'e :iderli11· : 3nd 'H ._,ven--t.h ~ pvenln"' 
"f Saul--!1,; .3n .!. l cause :poll t1,; be llivi~ed ; namely , 
his own :::pail to be divioell uy tile •:::n .. my--1».t7)•n,w 

,•1•,111> i11st~.1,1 u!' f~!1 ) . LI~ : 

oO l!Ji\J . i1ote : r1·•an,;, xi,i;iin;: t•n1. ;:; oa.:l<c.>\. ol' !'<. !)tiles 
'.lle,w:; a l)! ii:;111.. on thE' 1'ami1~ ' .; repi.;i;:;1t i on . 

l l Gene:; ic. Rsuua 9'J : 3 ; •:•·.111·1uma B •b .. !• 

'ialkut :himoni , Torah , ""? 
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The following midi ·ash port1·ays Saul as being a man wi th 

a sharp barb covered by a sweetness which is only on the 

sur face . The comment is based on Saul ' s statement to Jonathan 

(I Sam . 20 : 30) protesting Jonathan ' s allegiance t o David : 

AND THE ROOF' 01'' THY MOUTH ( ,~,_ , but read : And your 
fishhook) TS LIKE SWEET WINE (Song of Songs 7 :10) . 
This r efer s cc Saul who mentioned to Jonathan his 
son , THOU SON OF PERVERSE REBELLION , DO NOT I KNOW 
THAT THOU HAST CHOSEN THE

6
SON OF JESSE 'I'O THINE 

OWN SHAME (I Sam . 20 : 30) . 2 

Thi s last midrash comes to suggest that Saul •~ sweetness , 

his humility , is only parL of the _icture . There l~rks within 

Saul an aggressive , arroGant spirit which the rabbis argue leu 

to the e pnemeral nature of his kingsnip . The rollowtnb midrash 

holds that a " spiri t of ar1·ogance " l ed to an assort111~nt of sins , 

including a complecely arrogant r ~spons..: to .~amuel ' s i~quiry 

aboui Saul ' s failure to kill .1\gai:; and the rest. of Amnlek : 

Saul , thL king of Isra~l , had a spirit or arrocance 
in him . Therefore he was killed and the kingdom 
was uprooted from him . As it says , AND SAMUEL SAID: 
WHAT MEANETI! THJ::N 'I'HlS BLEAT lN(; OF THE ~HEEP IN MINE 
F:ARt , AND THE LOWrnG Or o:,EN \, iiICH I i1EAR? AND SAC .. 
SAID : THEY HAVE BROUl,H":' '!'HEM FROf•i 'I'HE AMALEXI':'ES ; 
POR THE PEOPLE rPARED T 11E DEST OP THE SHEEP AND OP 
'THE OXEN , ETC . (l Sam . 15 : 11~ , 15) . A parable is told .. . 
, /"'I wl1a1. is tht.: matter• similar? ':'o 3. king of flesh 
m,d olood ,,,ho told his son : My son , fence ln ihis 
fleld , hoe t!1is t'ielJ , and •..:c:1t, r this :'ielJ . He 
1\.nceJ i.11 par-t of th.:! t'ield IHJt not all 01' it . lie 
ho•~d par t of th, fie) i.l but 110L al 1 ,JI' it . He wat.ered 
pa:·t. of the field h• • •.c~ a~l uf 1., . When his father 
came llt? sa id to t1im : My son , have you done all that 
i d, .. creed to you'! lie ( the son) replied : Since I 
1iu11 ' t do it , why uiJ ,,•ou command n,e /in t..he first 
! lace/? Immediav•l~• he turnc.d his •·acP from hi s 
t'at.her . /Saul ' :-; belnvio r 1~ pa rallel to this/ A-:; 
it says , AND SAUL SAID rNTO S/\MUEL : d:.A , I HAVC 
HEARKENED TO 'fill:: VOICE OF THE ... ORO , AND llAVE ,ONE 

o2 Song or Songs ~uta Chap . 7, Par . 1~ Not~ : On the Biblical 
level ,~n means " the r oof or t.hy mouth ." Ho wever , ;\lll mear.s 
fishhoo~ (Jastrow , lJ . 1161) . 'l'lten for·~ t.hi:1•e appears to 1v, a 
a play on wo ~ds here . Saul ' s words a r e likened by the r abbis 
to a fisl1hook . Saul has a u ... rb whj ch is like sweet winlt' . 
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'i'II.E WAY \oiHICH THE LORD SENT ME , AND HAVE BROUGHT 
AGAG THE KING OP AMALEK , AND HAVE UTTERLY DESTROYED 
'l'JIE AMA LEK I TES . BUT THE PEOPLE 'l'OOK OF THE SPOIL , 
SHEEP , AND OXEN , THE CHIEF OF THE DEVOTED THINGS , TO 
SACRIFl CE UNTO THE LORD THY GOD IN GILGAL (I Sam . 
15 : 20 , 21) . And not just this but he kept jealousy 
and r e venge in his heart for Israel in all their 
dwelling places . What was commanded him he did not 
do : NOW CO AND SMITE AMALEK, AND UTTERLY DESTROY 
ALL THAT THEY HAVE , AND SPARE THEM NOT ; BUT SLAY 
BOTH MAN AND WOMAN , INFANT AND SUCKLING , OX AND 
SHEEP , CAMEL AND ASS ( I Sam . 15 : 3) • What he \•/as not 
commanded he did do : he slew Nob , the city of the 
priests . He neglected the laws of chastity and 
gave Michal his daughte r , t he wi fe o f Davi d , to 
Palti . And he inquired by means of a ghost and 
diviners . And he inc r eased the practice of gr eat 
abominations in Israel . Therg§ore he was killed 
and his kingdom was uprooted . 

Accoraing to ~eba~im 102a Saul ' s un ique fate entailed 

being granted kingship but never really r eceivi nc a ~~11 , 

authentic , lasting kingship f o1• himsel l' o r for his descendant.s . 

This was uue to his a rr·o&ance- : 

Ulla said : Moses des ired kiMGShip , but He did l,Ot 

g1•ant it. to him , for i t i s \•ll'itt;en , DRA\-J NOT ;JIGH 
HIT~t..R ( !::x . 3 ; '.> 'Ol~il. l"i.- '>,c ) ; halom ( ll i~i! ) 
ca.n only mean kingshii:; ,·as it i s said , /':'H!::N DitvIJ ... 
SAlD: / \o/110 AM 1 , 0 LORD GOD . . . THAT THOU HAST BROUGHT 
ME HALOM ( 111):e ) Ti~ US FAR l.l .5am. 7 : 18 , " thus far " 
r efers to kingship) . Raba raised an objection : 
R . Ishmael said : Her (El i sheba ' s ) b1·other- in- law 
(Moses) \vas a king·? Sa id Rabbah b , Ulla : He (Ulla) 
meant , /Moses desired kingship/ for himself ano fol' 
his descendants ( implied : h i: was i;ranted k ingship 
but his d~scerwants we r·e not) . 

Joes tne11 ha lorn ( "'~" ) 1·~1·e1· v . t'..i;:.ur•e/ r:ene:-atio11s 
wo0ne vet· i t t s wri ir"',., / c~c,· ...icco1•Ji n!; to the answer 
just g iven , when ;od saio to Moses DRAW NOT NIGH HALOM , 
he meant that. Moses could not enjoy kingship for 
fut,a·e gene rat i ons/? .'urcly i.: 1 s writ t.en i n connec-
t ion With Saul , IS TnERL YET A MAN ~OME HALOM ( 01~~ ) 
(T Sam . 10 : .?2) , yet only lw /enjoyed ldngship/ , but 
not. J1 i s seed? If you wisn 1 can a11s1~c>1· tha.; :..h~l'E 
wes lsn- uosheth (who ~~cceeJ~d :3Jl for~ short t i me) . 

uj s~Jer ~liyahJ Rabba , p . 159 :otf : it will be shown later 
that this text ::;o crit i cal o f' Saul i s un ique an,ong late r 
texts i n its neGat ivc por trayal . 
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If you wish I can answer that Saul was d ifferent 
for it (kingship) ciid not remain even wi th him . 
This agrees wi th R. Eleazar ' s dictum in R. Hanina ' s 
name : When greatness is decreed for a man , i t is 
decreed for h i m and for his seed unto all generations , 
for it is said : HE WITHDRAWETH NOT HIS EYES FROM THE 
RIGHTEOU S; BUT WITH KINGS UPON THE THRONE HE SETTETH 
THEM FOREVER (Job 36 :7) . But i f he becomes arrogant 
the Holy One , ble ssed be He , abases h i m, ~or it i s 
said /AND THEY BE EXALTED , end of Job 36 :7/ AND I? 
THEY BE BOUND IN FETTEBij , AND eE HOLDEN IN CORDS OP 
AFFLICTION (lb . 36 :8) . 6 

The following chapter on Amalek will provi de the classic 

exampl e of Saul ' s arrogance . However , there is one other 

e xample of this arrogance that , though connec ted t o the sin 

a~ Amalek , i s a vari~tion on it . Saul is charged wich 

cove ri nfi up the sin of Amalek . He is cont r asted to David who , 

when he sins , acknowledges his Lransgression: 

rlE THAT COVERET!I HTS TRANSC:RESSIOHS SHALL NOT 
PROSPER; ~liT WHOSO AVOWETH AND FORSAKETH ~EE~ SHALL 
OBTAlN MERCY (Pr ov . 28 : 13) . This ( first i-,art o't 
the vers e) refers to :3aul to whom .,)amuel saio : 
·JHAT MEANETH THE;J J'HIS BLEATH!G OF THE SHEEP IN 
MINE EAR::: , AUD THE LO\.:rnG OF THE OXE:; WHICH 1 H=-:AR 
(J Sam . 15:4 , which follows Saul ' s clalm to Semuel : 
I HAVE PERFORMED THE c;OM.MANDMENT OF THE LORD . Saul 
"covered his tI'd.li5£l'ession" :'or hctd he not ~x1.ermi­
nated a ll that belon&ed t o ~nalek)? The end of the 
ve:rsc , BUT WHO'O AVOWETri AND FOR~AKETI-! THEM SiiAL;_, 
O~TAlN MERCY refers Lo David , of whom it is sa id : 
A"lf) DAVID .:r:>,:c ;:~':'O :tiE LORJ ..• AID SAD : ... o, 1 
HAVE SINNED AND 1 HAVE DONE I~lW~iTOU~L\ (I : J am . 
24 : 17) ; a nd or whom it i s also saict : AND DAVTD SAID 
UNTO TH!: LORD : l HAVE :-'INNED uREA'l':..·! IN \-!HAT l HAVE 
DO!~E (lb . 2 4 : 10) . :mmediately :.ne !)!'O!ht.'t CHat.la:1 1 

s aid to David : Till:: LORD EATH Pll'T' AW/\'_- ':"' ,', .SlN : THO 
:HALT NOT DIE (Il Snm . 12 : 13) . Th~s , WtO~u AVOWFTH 
AN D PORSAKETH ThEi•1 . ' !4A!..L Ob'rA IN MERC) • O? 

Once Saul sinned he su t'f01·erJ the fat. t:- of rnany ur.her 

leaders (Adam , Moses , Davhi . ~01omo11J 11ho , J l!e t.o havini:; 

sinned, must l ive i n fear : 

b4 Zebatim 102a 

65 Midrash Tehi l i m 100 : -



Up until the time Saul s i nned , what was wri t ten 
of him? SO SAUL TOOK THE KINGDOM OVER ISRAEL , AND 
FOUGHT AGAINST ALL HIS ENEMIES ON EVERY SIDE .. . AND 
AGAINST THE PHILISTINES ; AND WHITHERSOEVER HE TURNE D 
1-fIMSELF , HE PUT THEM TO THE WORSE ( ll't,'\" ) . What 
is the meaning of »'In" ;,, ... ivw ~>~ ? It means he 
was victorious over his enemies . And when he sinned , 
what is wri tten of him? AND WHEN SAUL SAW THE HOST 
OF THE PHILISTINES , HE WAS AFRAID , AN D HIS HEART 
TREMBLED GRECiTLY (I Snm . 28 : 5) . 66 

Sau l ' s scholarship left something t.o be desi red . lie is 

crit i cized for noL maki nc his stud i es available to the publ i c : 

Habina said : The Judeans who made their studies 
accessible to the public r etai ned their learning, 
but the Cial ilea1-1 s who did not make their studies 
accessible t o the public did not r etain their 
learning . Davi d made his studies accessible and 
Saul did not mak e his studies accessible . or Daviu 
who made his stud i es accessibl e it is wri~ten i n 
Scripture , THEY THAT FE/l.R THEE SHA LL .EE ME AND Bi:: 
GLAD (Ps . 119 : 74) ; but of Jaul who did not make h ! : 
studi es accessi ble tot.he puhlic iL is written , AND 
WlTHERSOEVER HE TURNED HIMSELF HE ACTED WRONGLY 
( I Sarn . 14 : 4 7 ) • 6 7 

Rash i , i n fact. , int.e r prets I ..;am . l U: 47 as meai,inc that 
t;.t) 

:;1:h.1.l uiJ net. merit to :each the li:ila..:ha . A!l exaMpl•.! of 

.";rnl ' s halachic sk il ls is J J'uV1 ed in ~an!11;;urir, 19b . Thout;11 

o ne is impressed by 5aul ' s abllit.Y 1,;o har.dle :11rnself in an 

Jt;:dachlc .:.t1sput. e , note c11a aul ' s o inion { on wl1l.'ther or nor 

~ \"/Ould - l>e- t,usbam.l thinl<s maitdy ol' a loa11 or a pL,rt..t3h in a 

case where t.>oLt. a 1·c ros:;io l e} l::: ch:arl-.i t:lP minority opinion , 

bb Pesikta oe Rab Kahan::i f) . 11,b ; l~Jlllbt.?1" p-,bba 11 : 3; Mldrash 
ShmJel Chap . 1/ ; '." .. dkut !'himoni , Torah , )OW 

o7 Er ubin 53 a , b Not.e : I Sam. lij:~7 i s usually cranslat.ed as 
"he put them to the 1·1O1•se , " m~..i11i·1i.; , in coni.('Xt , that where­
ever Saul turned he defeated his enemies . Here M~'-'.," is 
t.aken as meaning he ncted wrongly whcrc:-ve1· he turned i11 

matters o~ halucha . 
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R. Jose was asked by his disciples : How coul d David 
marry t wo s i sters while they were both living? He 
answered : He married Michal after the death of Merab . 
R. Joshua b . Korha said : His marr i age to Merab was 
contracted in er~or , as it is said: DELIVER ME MY 
WIFE MICHAL WHOM I BETROTHED UNTO ME F'OR A HUNDRED 
FORESKINS OF THE PHILISTINES ( II Sam . 3: 14) . How 
does this prove it? R. Papa answered : Because he 
said MY WIF'E MICHAL but not " rny wife Merab . 11 Now, 
what was the error in his marriage /with Merab/? 
/It was this/ It is written , AND IT SHALL BE THAT 
THE MAN WHO KlLLETH HIM , THE KING WILL ENRICH HIM 
WITH 1iREAT R!CHES AND WILL 'll VE HIM HIS DAUGHTER 
(I Sam . 17 : 25). Now he (David) went and slew him , 
whereupon Saul said to him : I owe thee a debt , and 
i f one betrothes a woman by a debt , she is not 
betrothed (Kidd . 6b , 47a} . Accordingly he gave her 
to Adrie l, as it is written , BuT IT CAME TO PASS AT 
THAT TIME \I/HEN MERAB , SAUL ' S DAUGHTER SHOULD HAVE 
BEEN GIVEN TO DAVID , THAT SHE WAS OIVEN TO ADRIEL 
I'!:? ME!iOLATHITE TO WIPE (I Sam . 18 : 19) . ?hen Saul 
said to David : ff you still wish me to give yo u 
Michal to wife, go and bring me /another/ hundred 
foreskins of c;he Philistines . He 1\lent and or-ought 
them to him. Then he saio : You have now two claims 
on me, /the repayment of/ a loan and a perutah . Now , 
Saul held that when a loan and a perutah are o ffere o 
(as kiddushin) , he (the would - be - husb3nd) thinks 
mainly of the l oan ; but in David ' ..; view , when ther·e 
is a loan and a perutah , the mind is set on tne 
perutah . Or if youlii-"- , I •,·,ill ..;ay , all ac;1·ic-e t.nat 
HhE:re a lo:rn and a pet>utah /are o l'fe?•e.J/ the mind i:; 
set on the pe rutah. .)aul , however , thouc;h:: thai; / t,he 
hunor•·. f o r!.:Skl ns/ h:.i.; 1iv n:lue , ;-;hllc. 9avid !H:ld 

69 that. t hey hao value at. least as food for doGs ano cats . 

A lack o f 

ap! r·opriat,e ma1111ers i"" !1at·t.i culc1rly rei;ret r ul in a kin i; . He 

11 asked ' in an impr•-:, p<?r man: ,n·: 

Pour t1s l< cd 1mpropt rlv : 1,hr(), .. :·1e 1· ,-1•;".t.11l.t>1J tJ1clr· 
request in a ! ii.tin - manner , a ?.J tiie fourth , in 
aa un:'ittin(; i,1:.i;in, r . They a r e : E.liezer , Caleb , 
Sa ,Jl , and Jeptha h . Ellezer• : SO LI:.l l T COME TO PASS 

€,') .Sanhedrin 19b ; Yalkut ~h imon1 , h·ophets , n~p 
Note: A pe ru::.ah must be g iven l..O t.he b1·1de o r tne bride ' s 
family wil.h full intent that it i s for the purpos~ o ~ 
establishing kiddushin . 
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THAT THE DAMSEL TO WHOM I SHALL SAY : LET DOWN THY 
PITCHER , ETC . (Gen . 24 : 14) . .. even a bondmaid /could 
have been chosen to be Isaac ' s wife/ ! ! Yet God 
pr epared Rebekah for !1im and granted his r equest i n 
a f i tting manner . Caleb : HE THAT SMITETH KIRIATH­
SEPHER , AND TAKETH IT , TO HIM WILL I GIVE ACHSAH 
MY DAUGHTER TO WlFE (Judges 1 : 12) .. . it might even be 
a s l ave ! ! But God chose Othni el for him. Saul : 
AND lT SHALL BE, THAT THE MAN WHO KILLETH HIM , THE 
KING WILL ENRICH HIM WITH GREAT RICHES AND WILL GIVF. 
HIM HIS DAUGH~ER (I Sam. 17 : 25) . .. it mi [ht even be 
a slave !! But Jod prepared David for him . 70 

Sa~l is seen as having arranged his daughter ' s engagemen~ 

to David in an unseemly way : 

His (Davi d ' s) strength tru~ted i n the Holy One , 
blessed be lie . When? A-t the t i me that he became 
engaEed to Michal . Whet was Saul considering ~or 
!t says : AND SAUL SAID : I WILL GIVE HIM HER , THAT 
SHE MAY BE A SNARE TO HIM (I Sam . 18 : 21 ) . It is 
noL seemly for a ki ng to ei~her hasten or delay 
/his daughter ' s engagement/ . And if you say t:hat 
/David/ would not. have been ar:~ected (by t!1is 
suspi c i ous behavior on Saul ' s part} did Saul noL 
just pr eviously seek to kill him (I Sam . 1S : 11)? 
Despite this , he trusted in the Holy One , blessed 
be He , and went out /for God/ as it. says , AND DAVID 
AROSE AND WENT , HE AND HIS i•1ElJ , Alm SLEW O?' THE 
PHILISTINES TWO HUNDRED MEN (!b . 13; 27) . 71 

Having det.ermineu that the t·abbis are conce1·ned wi \.h 

elucidatlng tht' unde1•pi1mlt1t;s o !' .h .... l ' .; f::t:.~ . w-.= have seen 

material v1hicl1 porcn1ys h im iii :;! negaLive li t.::.l1 t . He committe" 

.. h:riuus .; _11s which u.:cou.nt fo r hi:; down!'al! . ~iis character 

70 ~ene:H.: Roblia bJ : , ; :. "V . ~at_\La 37 : IJ JU'ft:tt·c11ce : "Said 
tne Hol,) une , bh.·sse bi:: ne , 'If :! slavt:t 0 1· a lcn1.iie had 
l<illed him would you have i;i Ver. him you.r oaug11ter? ' What 
did the Holy One , blessed be He , do ? He rt'~p-01.ded rroperly 
and preparct! JaviJ fot• him . 
Taanlth l.!a J iff,~rcnce : Tlwee , instead or ,'our , asked 
improperly . Caleb i ~ leri out . 
YalkuL Sh imoni , Torah . '? 

71 Mi shnat R. Eliezer Chap . 7 
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we r e hi s weaknesses and his arrogance . We turn now to Saul ' s 

most seri ous sin : his failure o kill Agag, Ki ng of Amalek , 

and to eliminate the seed of Amalek . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

1 

In Chapter One we glimpsed the significance of Saul ' s 

failure to eliminate Amalek . Saul ' s arrogance , his lying 

cover- up to Samuel , and his faithlessness we r e all explained 

as beins linked to his :in o f sparing the last vestiges of 

Amalek . 1 We saw that one of the two r easons Saul was 

considered " different " i n his behavior was chis failure t o 

utterly destroy Arnalek . 2 The centrRlity of this transgression 

becomes more evident as we focus in on its :1ature and rarr.ifi­

cations . The Rabbis det~rmineu Lhat this sin was the primary 

cause ot Saul ' s fate and 1..ha-;; s-.ir sequeni sins :1:10 punishmra•1~s 

we re linked to this one si~ : 

R . Huna said : ~ow lit~le does h~ ~1om the ~er~ 
supports neea to grieve or trouble h imsel f ! 
Saul /sinned/ once and it br ought /calami y/ 
upon him. David /sinned/ twice ano it did not 
bring /calamity/ upon him . Hhat was the :me sin 
of Saul? The affair with Agag . But ther~ was 
also the matter wi h Nob , the city of pJ•iests? 
/Still/ --it Kas b ecause of what haooened with 
Agag that Scripture says : IT REPENTETH M£ T~AT 1 
HAVE SET UP SAUL TO 13E KINr; (1 Sam . 15 : 11) .. . 3 

:'v ;·wlly comprehend t.h~ dim•.:ns i ons o :' i.hi s sin it is 

nec essary t o under stand I lie irnr oi · anc,.: :0J a:..tached to 

makes iod ' s abhorrence o f Amalek v•r) ~lear . Tte ~1 1mina-

t !.on o f Amalei< was one o t' th~'• •t? tasks 10d set fo:· .:he ls1·aelites 

1 See Chapte r One , foo.,·,o es 14 , o3 , oll , l>5 

2 See Chapter One , footnotes 51 , 52 

Yoma ~.!b 
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to carry out upon entering the land : 

R. Judah said : Three commandments were given to 
lsrael when they entered the land : to appoint a 
king (Deut . 17 : 14) , to cut off the seed of Amal ek 
(Deut . 25 : 19 and I Sam . 15 : 3) , and to ~uild them­
selves Lhe chosen house (Deut . 12 : 11) . 

This command LO eli mjnate Amalek is on a par with 

establishi:1g a mono.rcny a1,d building the Temple . or the 

three tasks it is the second priority to be fulfilled : 

lj 

5 

R. Juuah said : Three commandments were given to 
Israel when they entered the land : to appoint a 
k i ng , t o cut of1' the seed of Amalek , and to build 
themselves the chosen house . hnd I do not know 
which of them is the first /to be executed/ . 
Wli i.:n it says , 'i'HE HAND UPON THE THRONE ( o, ) .:):--
TliE LORD (Ex. 17 : 16) it speaks cf raising for them 
a king first . ~or o> can mea:1 only ki~g , as it 
says , THEN SOLOMON SAT ON THE THRONE ( Jt-0~ ) OF 
THE LORD A.:, KlNG ( I Ch1·on . 29 : 23) . St ill , I do 
not know if cutting o!'f the seed or Amalek comes 
first or if the building of the chosen house 
coines first . When ii. says , AUD HE '1IVETH YOU 
REST FROM ALL YOUR ENEMIES ROUND ABOUT , SO THAT 
YE DWELL IN SAFETY ; THEN IT SHALL COME TO PASS 
THAT THE PLACE \•!HICH THE LORD YOUR riOD SHALL ChOOSE 
TO CAUSE HIS NAME TO DWELL ThERS , THITHER S hA:...L YOL' 
5RlN0 ALL '!'!!AT 1 COMMAND YOU (Deut . 12 : 10 , 11} -­
ii. becomes /clear/ that cuttinr; oft' the seed or 
Amal•~k comes f'h•.;-c . And ~h~s o:' Javid it says : 
AN~ IT CAME TO PA~s , WHEN THE KING DWELT Ii. Hlf 
HOU~E , AND THE LORD ilAD ilVEN HIM RES'!' PROM AL!.. 
HIS ENEMIES ROUNC ABOUT , THA'l' THE KING SAID NATHAI: 
THE PROPHET : 3EE NOW , ; O\•nn 1• llJ A !iOJ.;SE OF C~:JAfi , 
!:.l!':' T:i:i. AM O:· .;oo IJ\o:ELLETh Wl'I'H IN CURTAHlS (I: 
Sam. 7 : 1 , ..! ) • :> 

Sanhedrin 20b ; Pt:sikta ae Rav Kahan..r C!i;.q . .. ; : -;;: ..,1;,.,, 
Rabbati Chap . ~3 ; 'I'anhuma Tetzay 11 ; f (! s ikta Meyui:-1 " S i: t 1,. 
Rav Kahana Chap . 2 ; Yalkut Shimoni , i:·q.11.'-•~s , u,~ 
Note : The command in Deut . 25 : 19 i-> ~c l l .>t. ouc l!hl mt=m" 1·~ 
( ~?.l ) of Amalek . The midrasl) often interprets this as 
mearhng to cut off the males ( "1\) of Amc1lel, . The command 
in I Sam . 15 : 3 is co f'all upon the /1.mal~kite s , to desti•oy 
them , to put their property under .:i ban , and t o spare no one . 
The command in Deut . 12 : 11 1:.; Lo bLiild a chosen pla.::e f'or 
God , \·Jh icl1 is interp1·eted as meaning hous~ ( •remple) . ln some 
ve r s ions of ttljs pi•' Cc- R. ,J o se is in r1:1ee of R . ... ·uoa~L 

Sanhedr-1 ,1 .!Ob ; Ya lkuc Shimo1d , Prophets , v 'f 



Why should the eliminati on or Amalek be such a h i gh 

priori ty for God? The a11swer is found in the Tor ah and th i s 

answe r is quoted verbat i n. by Pes i Kta Rabbati i n an int r oducti on 

to the impo1·tance of Josliua ' s involvement in combatt i ng 

t\malek : 

REMEMBER \vllA'l' AM.i\LEK DID UNTO THEE BY THE WAY AS 
YE CAME FORTH 01~ OF EGYPT ; HOW HF MET THEE BY THE 
WAY , AND SMOTE THE HINDMOST OF THEE , ALL THAT WERE 
E~FEEBLE~ l '.J Tl!~ REAR

1
, \·ll-!EN THOU ~ AS _ FAlt!T AND 6 

Wt.ARY ; MD HE LARED .~OT GOD (Deu" . 25 : 17 , 18) . 

Knowing: !,o fear 0f' l,od , Amale l, pre:,•ed on the most ::elp-

lcss of' 1,l1e l!ebv.,.ws. For this crime: .i\malek comes to symuoli ::e 

absolute evil. The removal o:· .su-:r. evil is an importar.c 

;ocJ pr•·l°ers the clindnatior, o f A:nalek 

to burnt offerings :ind sacri!'ices : 

R . .Sim ... on b . Yochai s1=111 : lt is ii~ \•1ill o:· the Holy 
J:1e , !Jlessed Le !fo , to 1.1es r •..J:: an.:i c;;; off all tne 
se-:d of Amalek . fie s0nt .'r:.'41 tr.1:: so11 o -- (is:i t. o 
Jcslroy and cut off all 1.he seed o~ Amaluk . Sail 
auJ -..r,e µeopl1.:· 11<:arJ and uh: :101. si ar'=' any vile mar. 
c xcep1. At_'.3.[, as it 3a:r.; , Ll1';' .'Al::... A:;:> THE PEQPL~ 
: t ARED A·;,\} , AHO TllE o~ . .;T !Jr 'T'HE ...::.1:.:::r , Ai~C OF ':t!::. 
T~EN ( l . .,;a111 . 15 : J) . .'rirn:J,·l lt>2'aro 3.n..1 he ·,·ien;; 
t..:i·,4,...,:--d:; thet:i aI1J 11e ::;aiJ ::o tnem : ·:ou !1av,:; spareJ 
,',.111alek ano you l!av1: 1,.;'., ~ r e·n:-1·,n:. -:· him . TlF"Y 
.:;aiJ ~o ~)im : T:t~ ~J,, .. , , 4 J:.u ,... :.e Jx,~n 3rt? r\:.:r sac-
rifices c1n1..o · !i i= L 1•J :!::; :oJ . 11c- ;;sio to ::;em : 
The :...orJ tak,..-.:: •m J• 1 i •iit. 1:. L l!'l1•, o;':',.,rincs anl.l 
.:.:.i..:rificL.: , u•n, H,l;; i.1 ..,i.; •:, ii.~ !iis voice , as it 
;·:,_,.:: , AfJ[1 ,'/\Ml !·l .'Alll , ::A':':~ ':'HE :.,(,RD A:~ :REAT 
!.ELI~i!T li! !:I RN'r OFi-'ERl'!':,· Al!D .5At;RJ!-'ICES , AS 1N 
:}bl:. YIJl<~ ':'l!E V Ll IC'E 01•' Tl!E LOF.D? BEHO!.-D, 70 OBEY 
l; 13!-:'T".,!:P T.IA;! ,:,'\CRTFlCI:. ... A:.r TO 1IEARK!::;1J Ti!AN TiiE 
t_.AT tir. P..\:1'1.' ( 1 IJ . l') : _:,) . I 

c Pe:sil<t'l Rol>bati Cl,ap . 1:-

7 Pirke de R. Elie~'='r Chap . UJ 



So powerful is God ' s abhorrence of Amalek that Amalek 

is the one people in the world that Will never be accepted 

into the household of Israel : 

AND HE (Moses) SAID : TJIE HAND UPON THE THRONE OF 
TIIE LORD : THE LORD WILL HAVE WAR WITH AMALEK FROM 
GENERA'l'ION TO GEIJERATION (Ex . 17 : 16) . It was 
taught i11 1,he name of R . Eleazar : The Holy One , 
blessed be I-le , swore an oath and said : My right 
hand /upon/ My right hand , My throne /upon/ My 
throne , if converts come /to Isr ael/ from all the 
nations of the world I will accept them . But from 
the seed of Amalek 1 will not accept them . And 
so it was with David , who did likewise . As it 
says , AND DAVID SAID U ~T O 'l'EE YOUNG MAI~ THAT TOLD 
hIM : WHENCE ART THOU? AND HE ANSWERED : I AM THE 
SON OF AN ANALEi<ITE PROSSLYTE ( II Sam . l : 13) . 8 

P. . :'.l i ezer b . Jacob said : The Holy One , blessed be 
He , swore by His th1•01~e that lie ,;ould not r•~ceive 
any proselyte of the seed or Amalek . Ther efor e 
when he brought t i d ini;s /of the J eath of 8nul 
and Jonathan/ c&me to David , who asked him : WHENCE 
ART T!WU? (11 Sam . 1 : 13) anJ he r eplied : J AM THE 
SON OF AN AMALEKITE PROSELYTE , Davi d would not 
t'~ceive him . 9 

The se riousness of ~aul ' s 1~1l~re t o ~l~Minat~ Arnalek 

is part.lcularly ev i Jen1. i n this midrasli wnicn statG-s that 

the continued existenc~ of Amalck cau~~3 JoJ ' a face to be 

coveri::d , and proloncs th~ time whei. neither ,oJ ' s name nor 

God ' s throne a1•e compleie : 

R. Berecniah in the name or R. Abba B. K<ihana says : 
Aa lonr as th~ seed uf Amal~k exists , it is as if 
a garment covers Cod ' ~ fac~ ... R. l vt in the name 
~ i· R. Aclla iJ . \;l;aninah ~s:s : A<>- 1;;1.c ..,., AmaleK ' s 
:;'-•~u ~xists 11. t.t.L worl<t t.!1e name will not be 

10 complev.> und 1.!1c t.hPunc will not b~ comp l ei.e .. . 

8 Fes ikta de R. ~ahan~ p . -Sa ; Tanhuma Tet~ay 11 
Note : Here and in th~ ~olJowing midrash ,~ is taken as 
meaning proselyte which is often tile meani11c; useo in 
Rabbinic Hebrew . Int.he Bible it probably means ttstranger" 
and is tr-anslt.t,eu accordingly i11 1 hi:! biblical version . 

9 'l'anhuma T~tzny 11 ; Pesikta Rabbat. l Chap . lJ 

10 Tanhumn Tetzoy 11 
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God firs~ charged Joshua with the important task of 

doing away with Amalek . However· , Joshua was not expected to 

complete the t a sk . He was merely expec ted to deal Amalek 

a severe bl ow. The task of finally eliminating Amalek was 

to fall to Saul : 

R. Isaac said : W~ find that Joshua sought to blot 
out the remembrance o f Amale k , as it says , AND 
JOSHUA DISCOMFITED AMALEK AND HIS PEOPLE WITH TJ-!E 
EDOE OF THE SWORD (Ex . 17 : 13) . The Ho ly One , 
blessed be He , said : By your life , some Amale k i t es 
a r e to r emain . But King Saul wi ll in the future 
r ise from Benjamin and pluck out by the roo t 
Amalek ' s l ine , as i t says , OUT 0~ EPHRAIM CAME 
/ Joshua , one who would have plucked up/ AMALEK BY 
'I'HE ROO'l'S; AF'l'ER THEE / will rise SaLll , man of/ 
BENJAMIN , WITH MANY SOLDIERS (Judges 5 :14) . ll 

Saul ' s failure to !'ully car1·y ou t: i.his task is vi e wed 

as the source of t he breach between ,ou ano Sattl . This task 

was Saul ' s test of faith ano havinc :·ailea i\.. h e is not. 

trusted or loved by God : 

... Por all ~ho ar e tested in a matter and are f aun 
t o be 1..rustw0t·:.hy , tile tio l y One , blessed be he , 
trusts forever ... SaJl was 1,es~ed and was not rouno 
trustworthy wi th his ~hc.1 ri:;e . 3ut , rather , S Au L AN:> 
THE PEOPLE SPARED AOAG (I Sam . 15 : 9) . This / failure / 
came b~ck on h im and took h i 3 kin~dom from him . .. 12 

1ou i'inct that whoe-_re r f'ie-!1:.s on behalf of · he Omni ­
pr esent , /Gou/ loves ~im forev~r . for thus you 
f i nd in 1 he: case of' ,ioshua who ,io i ned i ssue with 
Amalek and dealt wi t11 them in .'.).CC O ! .fance with the 
1 or.3!} '·rn u the commar.dment~ , 3~ it 1., sdio , AND 
. Q,'r1UA UISCOf•i1•1 1'!:.D ANAL£K , ETC . (Ex . 17 : 13) . Said 
; 0 1.1 to him : f•'rv:n yuc11· t.ribe (Ept·iraim) wil l I r a i se 

11 Pesikta Rabbat i ~1aµ . 1 
Note : Anoth e r i11terprctati1.m in tile rnidras11 i s t.hat 1-c was 
nod ' s intention for .3aul 1,0 deal Arnalek a seve,·e blow but , 
l ike Joshua , he was not expected t o complete the ;ask . Thi s 
interpntation will be pr esented and discusse d in Secti on 
Ill of this chapt er . 

l_ Tanhuma Buber Bemi dbar 32 ; ,alkuL :himoni , Torah , ~J1A 



up one that shall punish Amalek forever : OU? OF 
EPHRAIM SHALL COME THEY WHOSE ROOT IS IN A1'1ALEK 
( Judges 5 : 14) . Saul , however , who joi ned issue 
/with Amalek/ and was not found to have properly 
carr ied out his charGe , but , AND SAUL AND THE PEOPLE 
SPARED AGAG , ETC . (1 Sam. 15 :9) --was tur ned back 
and a f ter that had his ki ngdom t aken f r om h i m: 
AFTER THEE , BENJAMIN (Judges 5 : 14 - - "an allusion 
to the withdr awal f r om hi m of hi s kingdom ." ) .. _ 13 

Unlike Joshua , Sat.tl was not one of God ' s r'a i thful 

warriors . He fa i led to be a l~ i thful warr ior fo r he lacked 

the willingness t.o mercilessl y infli ct a total punishment 

upon Amalek . God demanded r uthless , uLter per secuti on ~f 

Amalek and Saul lid noL comply . He showed mercy LO barbar ous , 

c;t•uel Arnalek . Showing m1;rcy to a cruel nation which was :.he 

virtua 1 emboaiment. of evi 1 \·1as not conside:-ed by the Rabbis 

to be a mar k of compassion on Saul ' s pat·t . On the coi~-..rar:; , 

tl:e Rabbis po:3it tn'" f o llowing dynamic : one :311owi nt: mer..,:, to 

ver·y c;1 ·u~l people will in ttre eno be round i nfl i ct in - suffcrinc 

midra.;h link3 Saul ' 3 me1·ciful zparinc o :· Amal»k t.o his rutnl ·., ... 

1.h. struc 1., ion of ~he lr.noc,·11 pri,,.;ts o •· ;,:0 1.; . ':'his 1 inka -t: 

Arn·-t le K. 

n e ~arliest c xample or his linicat;e 1 s - v br :'01.u u .l!l 

Yoma '"'2b . The comment is basc-J on a iispute> -;;:; to the mc"'tnin -

ol' .: Sam . 15: ? , AIJD f>AUL CAMr. , .. 0 'i'HE ClT'\ OP f\Iw1ALEK AND}~!! 21~\. , 

13 Numbtrs Rabba 1 : 12 
Not.e : The explanaiion or A·~TER THEE , bE!~.JAMIN is ff' O'T. 
Soncino note p . 19 . The midrash continues by d, scrib1nt; 
t ht: Levites as faithful fithters 1'ol' ,~od . Saul is t.llus 
cont.rastcd with them anu wi \.h ,1csh11a . 



The problem is t he meaning of 1'\"1 . One posit i on holds that 

it means Saul " strove in the valley " and the other posi tion is 

that "he lay in wait." R. Mani , taK i ng 1,,., as "he strove", 

interprets Saul ' s striving as being an a rgument wi th God 

over the righteousness of totally elimi nat i ng Amalek : 

R . Mani said : I ~,,, means he strove / because of 
what happens IN THE VALLEY . When the Holy One , 
blessed be He , sai d to Saul : NOW GO AND SMITE 
AMALEK (I Sam. 15 : 3) , he (Saul) said : If on account 
of one person the Torah s aid : Perform t he ceremony 
of the heifer whose ne ck is to be broken (Deut . 
21:1- 9) , how much more /ought consideration to be 
given/ to all those persons ! And i f :)uman bei:1i;S 
s inned , what nas the cattle commi tted ; ano if tne 
adults have sinned , what have the little ones done? 
A divine voice came forth and said : BE NOT RIGHTEOUS 
OVERMUCH (Eccl . 7 : 16) . And when Saul saiJ to Doeg : 
TURN THOU A!W FALL UPON 'i'HE PRIEST•' (I Sam . 22 : 18) , 
a heavenly voice came fo r·t.h to say : BE NOi' OVERMUCH 
WICKED (Eccl . 7 : 17) . 14 

Late r versio:1s 0 f :his rn iurash ad~ details a~d make expl i cit 

the princ iple t hat showi ng mercy ~o c rue l people l eads to 

cruelLy ~o those deservin~ of mercy : 

BE NOT RIGHTEOUS O\JERMUCI! ; i~EfTHER MAKE THYSELF 
OVERWISE (Eccl . 7 : 16) . Do noi be more riGhteous than 
your Cr eator , as in the nam~ of 3aul of whom it is 
written , AN D SAUL CAME TO THE CITY OF AMALEK .. . BUT 
SAUL AN D THE PEOPLE SPARED AGAG , ETC . (I Sam . 15 : 5) . 
R. Huna and R. Benaiah say : He bec;an to contend 
at1:ai nst his Creator , arguint : Thus has toe Holy One , 
blesseu be He , o rde r eu you : NOW GO , AND SMITE AMALEK •. . 
SLAY BOTH MAN AND WOMAN , INFANT IIND SUCKLING , OX AND 
.'liE~P , CAMi::L AND AS~ (lb . !', : ~\ . l!' the men sinncJ , 
nvw !.&ve 1..:1C. ·1i ... 1ut:n ..; lnned? .Au i no1•1 have he cattle , 
o x , and a ss s-t 11m u? 1\ ~at i\ol 1· . .... :,t f.)rth and s aid : 
b_ ~U~ RICfITEOUS OVERMUCH MOR~ TH~N YOUR CREATOR! 
Aud the Rabbis say : Sa.1: becan to argue about the 
precept o f the heifer wJ.ose ne<-k wa .s l o be broken . 
saying: Scrip1. ure uc-dar c-s , '!'!IEY .<::KALL BREAK THE 
HEIFER ' S NECK THERE lN THE VALLEY (Deut . 21 : 4 -
when a slain person is found and thl.? murje1·el' is 

1 4 Yoma 22b 



not known) . A man commits a murder and the neck of 
a heifer is broken ! If the man sinned , how had the 
an i mal s i nned? A Bat Kol went forth and said : BE 
NOT RIGHTEOUS OVERMUCH (Eccl . 7 : 16) . R. Simeon b . 
Lakish said : Whoever shows himself merciful in 
circumstances where he should be pitiless , i~ the 
end becomes pitiless where he should be merciful . 
From wher e do we know that Saul was pi t iless in a 
place where he should have been merciful? As i t i s 
sai d : AND NOB , 'THE CITY OF THE PRIESTS , SMOTE HE WITH 
THE EDGE OF THE :'WQRD, BOTH MEN AND WOMEN , CHILDREN 
AND SUCKL lNGS , AND OXEN , AND ASSES , A ND SHEEP ( I Sam . 
22 :19) . And Nob should not have been treated like 
the seed of Amalek . And the Rabbis say : Whoever 
makes himself merciful in a place where he should be 
pitiless will in the e~d be overtaken by the attrib ute 
of justice , as il. is said , .:o SAUL DIED At:::> hIS THRE!:: 
SONS (lb . 31 : 6) . 15 

A slmilftr midrash begins by remindin6 us or Cati ' s cnar~e 

to Saul to eliminate Amalek . Unlik e Abraham ' s plea on behalf 

of Sodom, Saul ' s pleu fo1· i11noce:1t Amc1lel<i te women , ch Ldren , 

a11d animals receives no positive response : 

Israel 1~rgot to destroy ano cut off all the seeJ of 
Arnalek but, the Holy One , blessed be ile , d i d not forget . 
Anu when Saul ruled Samuel said to him : THUS SAITH THE 
LORD OF HOS'fS , 1 HAVE MARKI::D T!iAT \-ihICr! AMALi::K DID 1'0 
ISRAEL •.• NOW UO AND SMITE AMALEK , AND UTTERLY DESTROY 
ALL THAT THEY HAVE (1 :am . l ~: 2 , 3) . Saul took the 
men of war and went out to m~e~ Amalek . When Saul 
came t o tl1e crossinG o f the way~ , he s;ood still , and 
thoucht in his heart , as it, says , AND SAUL CAME TO 
THE ..:ITY OF AMALEK Ai!J ME.DlTATED (a:1ot!1er r endering 
01 ~,,., ) . .3aul sai J : I :~ tl1e mea sin:1ed , have :he 
womt'n sinne1.1? t r Clh.: women sinned , have 1:he cl1ildr•:n 
sittneu? LJ' th<.: cl~ilun ... 11 lwv1.: :3i1,ncd , !1ave the oxen 
s irrneJ? A Bat Kol we11t, !'01'1..h ::i: d _;r;tu '~ him : Do 
nvi. ue mo r e r1GJ,i:;eous than your t;r .. ~1;n1• ! lo 

The followinc is one> 0 ·!11 r ~t ~ - ~ment: or :.ll1.. J •. i1arnic: that 

m, rcy misplact--ll leaJs 1.,0 ..: r t..e l;;.:; 11,i::;rlaced : 

Said R. Eleazar : All who .ihOw n:i:' "'CY t o t.he crut>l 
01tt.:s in tne end do mercy to i:ht> ones who do 1ne1·cy 

l'::> r~ohelet Rabba 7 : 1 and 7 : 33 ; l-licfrash :Shmud Chap . 18 ; 
Kohelet Zuta / : 16 ; Ya lkut. .-;111moni , Pr-"lphets , ~f 

lu Pirke J~ R. Eli~zer Chap . -a 



45 

(impli ed : ones who dese rve mercy) . It is wr i tten , 
BUT SAUL AND THE PEOPLE SPARED AGAG, AND THE BEST OF 
THE SHEEP, AND OF THE OXEN ( l Sam . 15 : 9) and it is 
written of Nob , the city of priests , AND NOB , THE 
CITY OF THE PRIESTS~ HE SMOTE WITH THE EDGE OF THE 
SWORD ( lb . 22 : 19) . 11 

Saul ' s sparing of Amalek was a violation of God ' s explicit 

Deuteronomi c i nstructions . It was a r ebellion against a 

responsibility God had set for him . It was the source of the 

breach between him and God . Having failed to be a f aithful 

warrior of God , Sau l ends up a wa rrior a 6a inst God . He tm·ns 

on God ' s own priests and sheds their blood . The f'ull scopc-

this trans,ression is t. hus portrayea . We tu1·n now to the 

rami ficat i ons of tliis enur·rnous s in . 

11 

It has beer. shown tha 1, t he sin o f sparing Amalek led Jirect lr 

to th e s in of destroyi ng Nob. Besides leaaing to this sin , the 

failur e t o el iminate Arna lek re3u .i. teu i n the e nd of Sa ·1l ' s ,i; in 5 -

dum, 6reat c~lami ty for him and for Israel , and even fu:ure 

pai n and suffering for Israel . In the following midrash , the 

end of Saul ' s kingdom is express ly tied to the sin of spa1•ing 

Arna - ~:. . :1. l~ads even to the supremacy o!' the Davi dic aut11ori t.Y 

in the world to co111e : 

R . Tahalifa or Caesarea taJght: ht the time whc~ S3~l 
violated the J~c~e~ uf the Holy One , blessed be He , 
cor1cerning Ama lek , ..;amuel c.ime and reb...1ked hi m, saying 
ThOt.: HAST REJEC'l'ED THE WORD OF THE LORD ( I Sam . 15 : 26) . 
When he sought to leave he rent hi s rob~ , as it s&ys , 
AND AS SAMUEL TURNED ABOUT TO GO Av/g , HE LAID HOLD 
UPON THE S KI R'l' OF HIS ROBE , AND IT RENT . AND SAMUEL 
SAID UNTO HIM : THE LORD HATH RENT THE KINGDOM UP 
ISRAEL FROM THEE TH IS DAY , AND HATH vlVE~ IT TO A 
NEIGHBOR OF THINE , THAT IS BE7TER THAN THOU (I Sam . 
27 , 28) . Saul asked : And who i s th i s neighbor of mine 

17 Tanhuma Metzora l ; Tanhuma Buber Metzora l 



who is better than I and who will rule in my place? 
Samuel answered : I will give you a hint . He who 
rends your robe will in the future take your kingship. 
And when Saul entered the cave , and David cut off the 
skirt of his robe , Saul remembered at once what Samuel 
told him . Thereupon Saul sai d : I KNOW THAT AS KING 
YOU WILL RULE (I Sam . 24 : 21) . You will rule in this 
world and you will rule in ~he world to come . As it 
says , AND MY SERVANT DAVID SHALL BE KING OVER THEM 
(Ezekial 37 : 24) . 18 

The following midrash was cited earlier in order to show 

the importance of the sin of Arnalek vis a vis Saul ' s other 

sins. It is cited here in o rder to illustrate the calamity 

brought upon Saul by this transcression: 

R. ijuna said : How little does he whom the Lord 
supports need to grieve or trouble himself ! Saul 
/sinned/ once and it broubI)t /calamity/ upon him , 
David /sinned/ twice and it did not bring /calamity/ 
upon him. What was the one sin of Saul? The affair 
with Agag . But there was also the matter of Nob , the 
city of priests? /Still/ --it was because of what 
happened with Agag that Sc riptur e says : IT REPENTETH 19 ME THAT I HAVE SET UP SAUL TO BE KING (I Sam . 15:11) . .. 

It brought great calamity on Israel. Two hundred and 

twenty thousand men of war lost their lives on account cf 

this transgression: 

18 

19 

JUDAH A!W ISRAEL INCREASED ( I Kines 4 : 20) . FI'Otn 
where do we know that Jsrael had decreased /in the 
~i~st place/? When ~runuel told Saul :hbt the 
Isr::..ellt.l:'S sltoulu e;o fo r th to blot ou~ the name of 
Agag and they disobey~d the command , there were 
220 , 000 men or war in Israel , as lt says , AND SAUL 
. . . NUMBERED THEM IN TELAIM , TWO liUNuRED 'J'HOUS.ll.ND 
,.,001'MEN , A:m 'i'PN T~O:.:~;.:,D Mc.!, OF JUDAH ( I Sam. 
15 : ~) . At that moment they were conde~ned to 
destruc:ion /for d i sobedience/ . Sairt ~he Holy One , 
olessed be ~e : lf th~y all go at once , Israel can 
not stand it . Behold , then , I shall take them some 
aL a time . And thus , seventy thousand of them died 

Midrash Tehilim 57 : ~ 

Yoma 22b ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , Hl) 
I 
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in the plag11e (at the time of David) and the 
r emainder died on Mt . Gilboa with Sau1 . 20 

ln a midrash cited in Chapter One , Saul t s failure to 

eliminate Amalek is , along with his i nqui ring of a ghost , 

blamed for t he handing over of Israel to the Philistines : 

Hillel , the Elder , said : Samuel said to Saul: Was it 
not enough that you did not hearken unto His voice, 
neither did you execute His fierce anger aga i nst 
Amalek ? But now you also inqui re by means of one 
possessed of a familiar spirit? Woe to the shepherd , 
woe to his flock ! For on your account has the Holy 
One , blessed be He , given over Israel into the hand 
of the Phi listines . 21 

The wor st of the ramifications of Saul t s sin is the 

future su1f..,,:-ing of Israel. By sparing Agag, Saul became 

responsible for che harm caused b:>' Agag •s descendants . ':'he 

most notorious of these descendants was a man nameo Haman : 

THER:C: WAS A CERTAIN JEW (•,-. w•x) 1N SnUSHAN THE 
CASTLE ... A BENJAMITE ( •.a._•~,c) (Esther .?:5) • •• 
Raba said : The community of lsrael (offer i:1g one of 
many explanations to the problem of Mordecai being 
referred to as an ~~,~•N , a Jew or Judean , and as 
an ~••• ~•N , a Benjamite) explained /the two 
designations/ in the opposite sense : See what a 
Judean did to me -- that David dlo not kill Shime i 
from whom was aescended Mordecai who provoked Haman . 
And how a Benjamite repaid me -- that Saul did not 
slay Agag from whom was descended Haman who oppr essed 
lsrae1 . 22 

Haman was a thorn 111 the side of lsrael . Israel suffered 

greatly and cried out , " WOE ! " 1n the ;;ime ... •' Laman . Th i s was 

all due to Saul ' s sparing of At;a.£ : 

20 Pesikta Rabbati Chap . 11 
Note : This midrash appears to be m1staken when it claims 
that 220 , 000 men perished instead of 210 , 000 men tnat 
I Sare. 15 : 4 claims were availablt! t.o Saul . 

21 Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 33 

22 Megillah 12b , 13a 
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R. Levi opened with the text , BUT IF YOU WI LL NOT 
DRIVE OUT THE INHABITANTS OF THE LAND FROM BEFORE 
YOU , THEN SHALL THOSE THAT YE LET REMAIN OF THEM 
BE AS THORNS IN YOUR EYES , AND AS PRICKS IN YOUR 
SIDES (Numbers 33 : 55) . Thi s refers to Saul . When 
Samuel said to him: NOW GO AND SMITE AMALEK (1 Sam . 
15:3) , he (Samuel) said to him on his return : You 
went forth virtuous and have brought back a sinner 
and spared him , as it says , BUT SAUL AND THE PEOPLE 
SPARED AGAG (lb . 15 : 9) . And behold, a scion shall 
rise from him wh~ will inflict on you hardships 
like thorns in yc•r eyes and pricks in your s i des . 
Who wil l this /sc i on/ be? Haman , who decreed to 
destroy , to slay , and to cause to peri sh . And when 
they saw all this they began crying , WOE!--WAYYEHI 
( , ;-1 • 1 there was a woe) IN THE DAYS OF AHASUERUS 
(Esther 1 : 1) . 23 

In a similar vein the entire episode i n Shushan is tied 

to Saul and t~alek . In this version Esther is reco&nized 

as a descendant of Saul: 

Mordecai responded to the matter (of Esther ' s 
responsibility vis a vis helping the Jews in their 
hour of need) by saying (to Esther ) : Perhaps you 
imagine to yourself as l'ollows : I am i ndeed r eady 
to reign and I will become a ~reat queen and µe r haps 
you think in your heart and say : that it is no t 
incunbem, upon me t,o seek rnercy for Isra.:?l . You 
should know that even if one leg of a man of Israel 
1s struck don 1 t think you can be sa ved there in the 
nouse of the king from /the far.el of all the Jews . 
For it is beca"1se ot' :aul , your :'at he r , that all this 
sorrow has come . He is the on~ tnat caused tne 
children of Israel all this evil. .~or if he had 
fulfilled the worcis of Sa;nuel and had ki lled Agag . 
t11e king of Amalek as he t·:as commanded , Haman the 
wlckeo would not have arisen from the seed of 
Amalek 1.0 destz·oy us . A11J l1e wo.ild not have pur­
chased us fo r ten thousanu kikars or silver Crom the 
hand r /\hasu..:rus . Th1;; Holy One . ,, less••ci tle 
he , woula no\. , i..ht..11 , 11ave oelivereu us into the hand 
of thest? two wiclrrd me'l (Haman and l\r.a.31.._rus) . For 
f r om tn~ f irst of our ancient days Amal~k was our 
t;reat enemy . ... 

23 Esther Rabba P~tichta , 

24 Targum Sheni I::sthe1· 4 : 13 



The following midrash also links Agag to Haman but i s 

different as it links Saul to Mordecai : 

R. Phineas said : The Holy One , blessed be He , saw 
that in the future the r e would arise from Agag a 
man , a great enemy and adversary of the Jews . And 
who was this? Haman , the wicked , as it says , 
BECAUSE HAM.4N , THE SON OF HAMMEDATHH , THE AGAGITE, 
THE ENEMY OF ALL THE JEWS (Esther 9:24) . And from 
the seed of Saul / would arise/ an avenger for the 
Jews /who woulo de liver them/ from the hand of 
Hama n . And who would t his be? Mordecai , as it 
says , THERE WAS A CERTAIN JEW IN SHUSHAN , THE 
CAPITAL , WHOSE NAME WAS MORDECAI ... THE SON OF KISH , 
A BENJAMITE (lb . 2 : 5) . 25 

Saul ' s major sin has been shown t o have had terrible 

consequences . Only th e last two midrashim, by pos iting Esther 

and Mordecai as Saul ' s des~endants , come i n any way to lessen 

the full measur e of responsibili t y Saul must bear for these 

consequences . There is great irony in the fact tha~ Saul i s 

seen both as the ultimate cause of Haman ' s per secutions of the 

Jews and as having merited two descendants who act as Israel ' s 

s aviors i n that danger ous moment . That saul should meri: such 

descendants is a clue to a dimt::11~i on o!' his image that we can 

only now beGin to understand : f or no sin does Saul stand totally 

condemned . Fot' every s in and fault presented i n t he midrash 

one finds material which mitigaLes and often r ejects altogether 

Sa~l •s guilt . That is to say , a dynamic exi::s whereby Saul ' s 

name is continually cleareu ar:d his reputation upheld. We 

glimpse thls dynaml c; when we e xamine lat~r rabbinic mat e rial 

which casts doubt on Saul ' s guilt regarding his fa i lul'c to 

ellmina~e Amal ek . We will also see that even where guilt i s 

25 Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . ~9 
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assumed , mitigating factors exist . What is with regard to 

Amalek a minority view (that Saul) bears no guilt fo r sparing 

Amalek) will be shown in subsequent chapters to be the dominant 

view . 

III 

Though clearly a mjnority view , midrashic opinion also 

holds that Saul did blot out the memory of Amalek : 

Another comment on , WHEN THOU ART COME UNTO THE 
LAND WHICH THE LORD THY GOD CIVETH THEE , AND SHALL 
POSSESS IT , AN D SHALT DWELL THEREIN ; AND SHALL SAY : 
I WILL SET A KING OVER ME , LIKE AL:.. THE NATIOl~S 
THAT ARE ROUND ABOUT ME (Deut . 17 : 111) . R. Judah 
b . Ilai said : When Israel entered the land they were 
r~mmanded three thi ngs : to blot out the memory of 
Amalek , to set a king o ver them, and to build a 
Temple unto themselves. They set a king over them , 
and they blotted out the memory o f Amal ek , but they 
did not build a Temple unto themselves . Know that 
thi s was because there were informers among them . 26 

Another miot>at :, suggests that God 1 s command to the 

Israelites was not. the physical elimination of Amalek but 

the r emembr ance of Amalek . This interpretation is based on 

Ex . 17: 111 where God declares His in1..ent.lo1, to blot out the 

r emembrance of Amalek . The i n1..erpretation deduced by this 

midrash mitigates :aul ' s guilt since 11.. declares that only the 

~emembrance is to be blotted oui . Addit.ionally , the mi rash 

co~cludes by declaring that Saul did in ~act -~ite Amal~K : 

R . 6ert..kiah :;al..i : !'ht: .tioly O:ie, blessed be He , had 
alr-eaa:; recorded i.l,e Jcliverance 01· Israel in the 
Tor•ah , a3 it is \-H'it ten , Aim lF A .3'PRANGER h'HO IS A 
SETTLER WITH 'l'HEE WAXEI~ RICH , ETC . (.Lev . 25 : 47) . 
A STRANGER WHO IS A SETTLER 1·efers 1..0 .tiaman , \\'ho 
became i;reat and rich and cou:. ... pay ;;_~ cen l1n11sar1c 

26 Deut . ~abba 5 : 10 
Note : The informers ar~ linke1.1 to tl1e generation of Saul. 
See Chapter One , foo~note 27 . 
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shekels of silver . He was called a jwl.A -,~ (a 
stranger who settled) because he was of the seed of 
Amalek and he was a stranger in Media and Persia . . . 
FOR I WILL UTTERLY BLOT OUT ( il~'1~ ;)"n, ) THE 
REMEMBRANCE OF A~~LEK FROM UNDER HEAVEN (Ex . 17 : 14) . 

l'ft'1 - - I will blot out in this world . il ft ,uc --
I will blot out in the world to come . THE REMEMBRANCE 
( -,.)), ) of Amalek - this refers to Haman but the 
passl ie is /erroneously/ read as ,~l , the males of 
Amalek . And even Jacob our father hl nted at this in 
the blessing of the tribes . A2 it is written , 
BENJAMIN IS A WOLF THAT RAVENE'I'H ; IN THE MORNING !-fE 
DEVOURETH THE PREY (Gen . 49:27) . This refers to 
Saul who was the morning of Israel , being the firs~ 
of the kings , from the tribe of Benjamin , and who 
smote Amalek and spoiled all their possessions . 27 

Another rnidrashic piece confirms that God ' s command to 

Israel was not the physical elimination of Amalek . It inter­

prets that command as being a charge to remember Amalek every 

year by reading the appropriate passage in Scriptures : 

THEREFORE IT SH.ALL BE , WHEN THE LORD TnY GOD HATH 
GIVEN THEE REST FROM ALL THINE EllEMIES ROUND ABOUT 
(Deut . 25 :19) . R. Azariah and R. Judah the son of 
Simon said in the name of R. Judah the son of R. 
llai : Israel was commanded three things upon their 
entrance to the land : co set ~Pa ktng over them, 
to build thems elves the Temple , and to blot out the 
remembrance of Amalek , THAT THOU SHALT BLOT OUT THE 
REMEMBRANCE OF AMALEK FROM UNDER HEAVEN (lb . ) . Said 
Israe l before the Holy One , blessed be He , Master or 
the Universe , you tell us /to blot out/ the remen~ 
brancc of Amalek. But we are of flesh and blood . 
We exist l>Ut :'v:- _ moment . You , ~,ho exist forever, 
you remember ! ~he Holy One , blessed be He , replied 
to them : My ch1ldren , you need only r ead every yeai 
the passage concerninG Amalek , and 1 shall reckon 
it for you as thQugh you were wipln~ out his name 
from the worlct. 2ti 

There is midrashic opinion th3t , while accepting Saul ' s 

obligation vis a vis Amalek and accepting that he did in the 

end fail to carry out this obligati on , comes to m:.tigate h!.s 

21 Esther Rabba 10: 13 

28 Pesikta Rabbatl Chap . 12 
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culpab ility . It does t his by blaming Ooeg for i n flue nc i ng and 

even preventing hi m from carr ying out thi s task : 

Ben Ka ppara said : Doeg was called the Edomi te 
because he for bade Saul to shed the b lood ( o-r 
being connected to ,n,,~ ) of Agag . For Doeg sai d : 
I t i s wr i tten in t he Tor ah : YE SHALL NOT KILL IT 
AND I TS YOUNG BOTH IN ONE DAY {Lev . 22 : 28) , yet 
you are about to ki ll young a nd old , chi ldren a nd 
wome n , i n one day . Tr.er efore , Doeg was called the 
Edomite , because t hro ugh Ooeg ' s decr ee Saul was 
he l d accountable /of bloodgui lt i ness/ (Agag ' s 
desce ndant s were blood f oes of Israe l) . 29 

One last mit i gat i ng fact or is that Saul ' s fa ilur e i s 

i nte rpr eted as being part of t he Divine Plan . God knows all 

aloni;; that Saul will spare Ama l ek . I t i s l'or this r easo:1 thet 

Israe l i s comma:1ded t o blo t out t he r emembrance of Amal e k . I n 

t he end o r t i me a Benjami te wil l come and complete tte ~ask : 

The Holy One , ble ssed be He , said : With me t he r e i s 
no f orgetfulness a nd I reme mbe r what ~he y (Amalek ) 
d i d . You , who are fl e sh a nd blood , and ar e likely 
to for get , you should r emembe r wha t Ama l ek did t o 
you in or der t o bl ot o ut his na me f r om the world : 
REMEMBER WHAT AMA LEK DID Ul~'!'O THEE .. • THOU SHA.L'I' 
BLOT OUT TH.E REMEMBRANCE OF AMALEK (De ut . 25 : 17 , 19) . 
The y s a i d : Mas ter o f the Unive r se , i s i t for us 
t o blot out his name ? ~od sai d t o the m: Is it not 
r e vea l ed a nd antic ipated by Me that when I deliver 
Ama l e k into the hand of Sa ul you r k i ng , he will l e t 
some o f Amo.lek ' s s eed r emal n al i ve , i ndeed w:i l l 
spare the k i ng or ./l.ma l ek : BUT SAUL AND THE PEOPLE 
SPARED AOAG ( 1 Sam. 15 : 9) , Therefor e 1 comma~d 
you (I srae l ) : THOU SHALT BLOT OUT (Deut . 25 : 1°) . 
And uesplte -i;he raci. th&t .'a;Jl 1-iill spar e :q;a6 , 
s till Sa mue l will come and slay him ii ~11'! •rnat.'.lrrd 
( ho1·rible) way : AND ~AM UEL HEWED Ar.An Hl PECE!: 
(I Sam . 15 : 33) . .Sah1 i\t;ag t o ~amue l : J o pr ophet s 
s lay i n such a mannet•? :aid ..:ainuel t o Aga.g : A::. 
THY SWORD HATH MADE WOMEN CHI LDLESS ( lb . ) . What 
is the meani ng o f HATH MADE .. • CHILDLESS ? What he 
said was : As your ancPstor Amalek did , who mutilat ed 

29 Mi d ras h Teh ilim 52 : 4 ; Ya l l<ut. Shinton i , Pr o phet s , 1C~? 



53 

the sexual parts or Israel ' s males and doomed thei r 
wives to be childless and widowed , AS THY SWORD HATH 
MADE WOMEN CHILDLESS ( ;\~~'t' '\WM.> ) SO SHALL THY MOTHER 
BE CHILDLESS AMONG WOMEN (1b . -- >1¥~ l:> ) . Said the 
Holy One , blessed be He : In this wor1.d I told them 
(the children of lsrael) to blot out the name of 
Amalek but in the future to come the tribe I hold 
ready against Amalek will exact punishment from him 
and pluck up by the root the last of his line from 
the world : IT IS OF ME ( lJ~l•~ '-?'>:) - r ead "it is 
of me" i1:stead of "out of Ephrai m" ) ':'HAT EPHRAIM 
PLUCK THEM UP --THEM OF AMALEK-- BY THE ROOTS ; APTER 
THEE , BENJAMIN (Judges 5 : lil) . 30 

Midrashic evidence mitigating Saul ' s guilt for the sin 

of sparing Amalek is thin . It is prese~ted i~ order to ~ill 

int.he complete picture and to suggest traces o f wilat we shall 

,.!iscover dominates his image i:1 rei:;ard -:.0 most other- ., :.ns an.:i 

raults : an attempt to clear Saul of blame . This ynamic 

of clear-ing Saul ' s ~ood name cannot undo the aamage done by 

i•iis worst sin . This s ifl stands , 1-1'"' s!1all see , as tlle only 

transgression of an otherwise µerfect man . 

30 Pesikta RaboaLj ~haµ . 1~ 
r;o:,~ : J:;d cl.ose t:.\enjamin ror Lhis 1·uh. t.i ... ,~ause "Joseph , a 
humble mar, , turned his orotnt:.· ,_, 1i.2tn:u l,f 11im i:ito love . 
. ~o <iotl said : Let. JoSLph 1,:1 0 r ooceo lun.t·"'d out o :' llis 
l)earr. come antl rc:quite Esau ( considereJ Amalek ' s a.n.:estor) 
who .-ept his hatred in h i 5 h~,H't " ( Pesikta fiabbati , Braude , 
i ' . c4 j) . 



CHAPTER THREE 

I 

Many midrashim prai se Saul . So many , in fact , particu­

larly among the later midrashim , that one is convinced of 

an attempt to portray the fallen king in as positive a 

light as possible . In thi~ chapter we shall look first at 

material which speaks highly of Saul - - material for the 

most part unrelated to anything we have thus far examined . 

Then we shall investigate midrashim relating to the sins 

and faults presented in Chapter One . We shall find that 

these sins and faults are either directly negated or contra ­

dicted by material which comes to show Saul ts virtues end 

attributes in p1'ecisely those areas in which he had oeen 

denigrated . 

The earliest material to lavish praise on Saul is to 

be found in Peslkta de R. Kahana . In the following midrash 

it is written that Saul merited to rule immediately after 

his anointment whereas David had his rei6n delayed . 'rhe 

11iid1•a.5h comes to explain the r easons Saul merited such 

distinction : 

Another interpre tation o~ HOPE DE?ERRED MAKETH THE 
HEART SICK ; BUT DESIRE FULFILLED 1~ A TREE OF LIFE 
(Prov. 13 : 12) . HnPE DEr:RRED MAKETH THE HEART SICK 
-- this refers t o DaviJ who was anointed but had to 
wait two years to rule . BUT DESIRE FULFILLED IS A 
TREE OF' LIFE - - this refers to Saul who was anointed 
and ruled immediate ly . Through what me~it? Through 
the merit o f the good deeds he accumulated , for 
being meek and humble , for observing the Levi tical 
precautions of purity even whe n he ate common food > 
because he spent his own wealth ~reely in order to 
save Israel t s wealth , and ht considered the honor 
of his servant to be of equal weight to his own 
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honor (I Sam . 9 : 5) . Taught R. Judah b . Nahman 
in the name of R. Simeon b . Lakish: Saul was a 
scholar in Torah : BY ME , says Torah , PRINCES COME 
TO REIGN {Prov. 18 : 16) ; BY ME KINGS COME TO REIGN 
(Ib . 8 : 15) . 1 

In the early days of his kingship Saul was remarkably 

successful in battle . Two midrashim explain that this success 

was due to his outstandinJ character and deeds: 

1 

2 

R. Simeon b . Yohai said : As l ong as he does not 
sin a man is an object of awe and fear . When one 
sins he is himself subject to awe and fear .. . 
Before Saul sinned the text writes , not that Saul 
took { n ?~ ) the kingdom but that SAUL CONQUERED 
( ,~~ --denoting a conquering by moral and legal 
right whereas n?~ woula denote a taking done 
simply by physical force) THE KINGDOM OVER ISRAEL , 
ET~ . (I Sam . 14 : 47) . What is the meaning o~ , 
AND WHITHERSOEVER HE TURNED HJMSELF , YARSHIA 
( »~w"I, , usually taken as " He pt.::c chem to the 
worse ." )? It means : He conquered tnem . By what 
merit? By the merit of the /performance of/ 
commandme:1ts and good deeds that h~ had to his 
credit ; for he was meek and he used to eat /even/ 
non- sacred food in a state or ritual- purity ; he 
used to be lavish with his own wealth and sparing of 
his servant t o the same extent that he considered 
his own dignity (he neld his servant to be his 
equal in terms of th~ honor deserved) . R. Judah 
b . Nahman in the name of R. Simeon b . Lak.i sh said : 
Andi~ addition he was a scholar , as it is written ~ 
BY ME KIN<iS REION , ETC . (Pr ov . 8 : 15) . But when he 
sinned , WHEN SAUL SAW THE 110::iT OF ':'!iE PHILISTINES , 
HE WAS APRAID (l Sam . 28 : 5) . 2 

SO SAUL TOOK THE KINGDOM OVER ISRAEi. {I Sam . 111 :47) . 
For he was very humb]e and feared sin ano spent his 
wealth and spared th~ wealth of Israel . Judah b . 
14:ihman in the name or R. Simeon o . !..a, ish said : For 
he was learned in ~orqh , ~~ it i s written , THROUGH 

Pes ikta de R. Kahana 5: 3; Pesiktb Rabbati Ch~p . 15; 
Midrash Shmuel Chap . l7 
Note : These attributes will be ~xplained later in ~hi~ 
cnapter . 

Numbers Rabba 11 : 3 
Note : Explanationor-i,~ was found i n the Soncino notes , 
p . 420 . 



56 

ME KINGS RULE (Prov . 18 :16). ANO (Saul) FOUGHT 
AGAINST ALL HIS EN~MIES ON EVERY SIDE . .. WITHERSOEVER 
HE TURNED HIMSELF , HE PUT THEM TO THE WORSE (I Sam . 
14:47) . What is the meaning of M•wi" 11.J_.~ iww~:,~? 
He brought evil upon the sinner . 3 

Later material waxes on about Saul ' s many attributes . 

Mishnat R. Eliezer , quoting R. Yanai , claims that Scripture 

describes Saul as possessing twelve good attributes . Reishit 

Hohma , also quoting R. Yanai , claims thirteen attributes ~or 

Saul . These two versions are almost identical . The longer 

one mentions Saul ' s containment of his desire to hurt David 

ana praises Saul for asking David for help even tho gh he k~ew 

David would l't.place him as king. Mishnat R. Eliezel' does not 

mention these two characteristics and instead contains one 

trait not mentioned by Re1shit Hohma : there was 1n :aul ' s 

laeart a tender- willingness to repent . her1;. is tne f lle!' 

version in its entirety and th~ one attrib~ie in Mishnat R. 

Eliezer that is not contained in this longer version : 

R. Yanai said: Thi r teen positive attribu es Scriptu1·e 
ascribes to Saul. A111J they are : 1) his humility : 
AM 1 NOT A BENJAMITE , OP THE SMA:..LEST OF THE 'I'RIBES 
(l Sam . 9 : 21)? 2) He heard obscenlty /directed/ at 
him and was quieL , as it says , BUT CER':'AIN 3ASE 
FFLLOWS :-AI::>: HOW SH,;LL T:!I!:: MA;: .'AVE t;:? ... 3U':' tiE 
wAS AS ONE THAT HELO HIS PEACE (Tb . 10 : 27) , as if 
he did not. know /how they were speaking of him/ . 
3) He pardoned his dLtt·actors , as it s;:.:,•s . AHD ':'HE 
PEOPLE SA ID UNTO SAMUEL : \· hO r:; .!I:- :'.iAT .";Alu : :,HALL 
SAUL REIUN OVER US? 6RTNC THE MEI~ , 1HAT WE MAY PUT 
THEM TO DEA'IH U Sam . 11 : 12) • .l\nd then it is writ ten , 
ANl..i SAUL SAlD : Tl,!::RE . ,:ALL ~WT A MAI\ 9E T ' 1T ':'0 DE.I\TH 
':'HIJ DAY (lb . 11 : lj) . 4) HL kept the co::nmandment of 
tsltsith , as it says , THE!~ DAV 1D AROSE , AND CUT OFF 
THE SKIRT OF SAUL ' S ROBE ( ~'IIM:"I ,...,~ _ l San. . 2ll : 5). 
':'his robe was tsitsith , as it says , .:)?£AK c.:TO ':'HE 
CHI LDREIJ OF ISRAEL , AND BID THEM THAT THEY MAKE THEM 

3 Mldrash Shmuel Chap . 17 
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THROUGHOUT THEIR GENERATIONS FRINGES IN THE CORNERS 
OF 'l'HEIR GARMENTS ( ,..J~i1 .r.•z•~ ),a, lJAJ1- Num . 15: 38). 
5) He married off all the daughters of Israel and 
every one who had no bride ' s outfit , he would provide 
her with it , as it says , YE DAUGHTERS OF ISRAEL , WEEP 
OVER SAUL, WHO CLOTHED YOU IN SCARLET, WITH OTHER 
DELIGHTS , WHO PUT ORNAMENTS OF GOLD UPON YOUR APPAREL 
(II Sam. 1 : 24) . 6) He had the strength to make 
teshuvah ( :,~1-..a ) . For twice Samuel said to him : 
There is no returning with you (i . e . you have sinned 
and you are " fi~i shed " ) . Saul said to him : I PRAY 
THEE , PARDON MY <;TN , AND RETURN ( :llW ) WITH ME , THiW 
I MAY WORSHIP THE LORD (I Sam . 15 : 25) . 7) He was 
modest . As it says , AND HE CAME TO THE SHEEPCOTES 
BY THE WAY , WHERE WAS A CAVE ; AND SAUL WENT IN TO 
COVER HIS PEET (1 Sam . 2ll:4). There were two fences 
and a cave and despite these he covered himself ! 
And for this modesty he was saved from death , as 
Masechet Berakoth substantiates : (Said David : ) AND 
SOME BADE ME KILL THEE ; BUT MINE EYE SPARED THEE 
( ~•~f Oilfl) ; AND I SAID : I WILL NOT PU'r FORTH 
MY HAND AGA NST MY LORD (1 Sam . 24 : 11) . I ask , 
what does it tell us that i s says lftAl instead of 

'A8ftl ? Said R. Akiba: David said to Saul : By the 
law of the Torah I am permitted to kill you . Why? 
For you are a pursuer and when one is coming to 
kill you , a person is to kill him first . Only your 
modesty - - this is what spared you ( 1>n~, is written 
in third person : and it , your modesty , spared you) . 
Anti what was Saul ' s modesty? As it says , AND HE 
CAME TO THE SHEEPCOTES BY THE \-iAY . .• AND SAUL WENT 
:N TO COVER rlIS FEST . We are taught : There was a 
f ence within a fence and a cave within a cave /and 
still he covered his feet/ ! I To cover -- Said 
R. Akiba : This means that he cove~ed himself like a 
succah . 8) Saul spent his own wealth and spared 
th e weal~h of Is r ael , as iL says , AND THE SPlRIT OF 
GOD CAME MIUHTILY UPON SAUL WHEN HE HEARD THOSE WORDS , 
i,JJ HIS ANGER WAS iC:trnLED GREATLY. AND HE TOOK A 
YOKE or· OXEN ' ANO CUT THEM IN PIECES , AND SENT THEM 
THROUGHOUT ALL TllE BORDERS OF ISRAEL , ETC . (I Sam. 
11 : 6 , 7) . 9) Saul ate even non- consecratecl food while 
observine Lhe laws of Levitical pucity , ~~ it says , 
NEVERTHELESS f}'.t}L ~I'O,,E i u·r ANY THING THAT DAY ; POR 
HE THOUGHT : SOMETIIIHO HATH 6Ef'ALLEN HIM , HE IS 
UNCLEAN ; SURELY HE IS UNCLEAN (I Sam . ~~ : 26) . This 
teaches you ~hat if somethin~ happened tc someone -­
if, !"or example , that a person becamlc' .. He lean at 
ni~t , he could not come to Saul ' s table . 10) He 
dedicated the dedicated things , as it says , AN~ ALL 
THAT SAMUEL THE SEER , AND SAUL THE SON OF KISH ... 
HAO DEDICATED (I Chr on . 26 : 23) . 11) He equated the 
honor due his servant to the honor due himself , as 
it says, A!W THE KING SA'l' llPON HIS SEAT , AS AT OTHER 
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TIMES , EVEN UPON THE SEAT BY THE WALL ; AND JONATHAN 
STOOD UP , AND ABNER SAT BY SAUL ' S SIDE ; BUT DAVID ' S 
PLACE WAS EMPTY (I Sam . 20 : 25 - in parenthesis the 
text acknowledges another exampl e of this : in I Sam . 
9 : 5 Saul includes his servant by saying that his 
father might be worried about "us" - l.J) ~,c-n . 
Also it explains how unusual it is for a king to 
sit at the same level as his servants) . 12) Saul 
contained his desire /to hurt David/. You find 
that when David reconciled with Saul in the cave , 
immediately Saul became reconciled , as it says , 
THEN SAID SAUL : 1 HAVE SINNED ; RETURN , MY SON 
DAVID (I Sam . 26 : 2 1 ) . 13) He knew that i n the 
future David would rule and he sought help from him , 
as it says , AND NOW, BEHOLD , I KNOW THAT THOU SHALT 
SURELY BE KING , AND THAT THE KINGDOM OF ISRAEL SHALL 
BE ESTABLISHED IN THY HAND . SWEAR NOW THEREFORE UNTO 
ME BY THE LORD, THAT THO~ WIL'f NOT CiJT OFF MY SEED 
AFTER ME (lb . 24 : 21 , 22) . 

Twelfth , there was in his heart a tender willingness 
to repcnL . You find that when David reconciled wich 
Saul in the cave , immediately Saul became reconciled, 
as it says , TffEN SP.ID SAUL: I HAVE SlNNED ; RETURN , 
MY SON DAVID (I Sam . 26 : 21) . Were it not for the 
slanderers who came and informed on him (David) , 
Saul would not have rursued him . 5 

Besides rnidrash i m which list Saul ' s attributes , there are 

many which detail hi s superior appearance , character , and deeds . 

Saul is one o f five created i n God ' s likeness: 

Ou~· Rabbis have taught : Five were created after the 
likeness o~ Him who is above , and all of them in­
curred punishment on account of /the feature which 
distinguished/ them : Samson in his strength , Saul 
~:' Lis 1111ck (1 Sam . 10 : 23) , Absalom ir. his hair , 
Zedekiah in his eyes , and Asa in his ~eet . Samso~ 
in his streni;th - - as i-:: is Wl'it.ten, AND HIS S':'RENCTH 
WENT FROM HIM (Judges 16 : 19) . Saul in his neck -- as 
it is written , ~AUL TOOK HIS SWORD ANJJ FELL UPON IT 
(1 Sam , 31 :14) ... 0 

4 Reishit Hohma, ;'ll.>»i'I "\WCI - Chaµ . 7 

5 Mishna~ R. Eliezer , Chap . 10 
Note : This attribute will be discussed further in Chap . 5. 

o Sotah lOa ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , lf)J 
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Saul is one of six similar to the firs~ man: 

Six people were similar to the first man and all 
were slain . They were : Samson with his might 
and he was slain by his might ; Saul with his stature 
and he was slain in his stature ; Asahel with his 
swiftness and he was slain with his s wiftness ; Josiah 
wi t h his nostrils , and he was slain t hrough his nos ­
trils ; Zedekiah with his eyes , and he was slain 
through his eyes ; Absalom with his hai r and he was 
slain with his hair . 7 

He is port rayed as bei~~ extr aordinary in stature : 

It is written , NOW IN ALL OF ISRAEL THERE WAS NONE 
TO BE SO MUCH PRAISED AS ABSALOM (II Sam . l~:25) . 
You might think /that in regards to/ everyt hing 
/there was none to be so praised/ . Scripture says : 
FROM THE SOLE OF HIS FOOT EVEN TO THE CROWN OF HIS 
HEAD THERE WAS NO BLEMISH IN HIM ( Ib . ). It 1 s 
written: AND HE (Kish) HAD A SON , WHOSE NAME WAS 
SAC!.. , YOUNG AND GOODLY, AND THERE WAS NOT AMONG 
THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL A GOODLIER PERSON THAN HE 
(1 Sam . 9 :2) . You might think /that in r egards 
to/ everything /he was so goodly/ . Sc ripture 
says : FROM HIS SHOULDERS AND UPWARD HE WAS HIGHER 
THAN ANY OF THE PEOPLE(lb . ) . ~ 

Saul was so attractive that younE women delayed him in 

order to have more time to look a t him . Sa~l asked Lhe maidens 

where the seer (Samuel) was to be located . They responded with 

a reply that was so lengthy and wordy that the Rabbis questio11 

their ulterior motives : 

AND THEY (the young maidens) ANSWERED THEM (Saul 
anu his servant) , AND SAID: HE IS , BEHOLD, H~ IS 
BEFORE THEE ; MAKE HASTE NOW, FOR r.E IS COME TOI::AY 
lNTO Tl!!:: CITY ; FOR THI:. PEOPLE HAVE A SACRIFICE 
TODAY lM THE HIGH PLACE , AS ~OONA~~~ ARE COM~ 
lNTO T:I!!. Cl7Y , YE Si-!Al.- ."':'RAJ ;HTW_II_~ ~:::m Hi:i•i , 
BEFORE LE GO 1.1r Tv l'tH:. nluli PLACE 1'0 EA':' ; FOR 

7 Pi r ke de R. Eliezer Cahp . 53 ; Midrash Hagadol 6eresh1• r. 66 ; 
Sotah lOa ; Yalkut Shimon~ Prophets , X~ 

15 Yerushalmi Sotah Chap . 1 , Hal. 8 ; Nurnbers Rabba 9 : 24 ; 
Midrash Shmuel Chap. 13; Yalkut Shimoni . Prophets , ;,,,,. ; 
Yalkut $himon1 , Prophets , ti r 
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THE PEOPLE WILL NOT EAT UNTIL HE COME , BECAUSE HE 
DOTH BLESS THE SACRIFICE ; AND AFTERWARDS THEY EAT 
THAT ARE BIDDEN . NOW THEREFORE GET YOU UP; PORAT 
THIS TIME YE SHALL FIND HIM (I Sam . 9 : 11- 13) . Why 
d i d they make a long story of i t? Because women are 
fond of talking . Samuel , however , says it was so 
that they might feast their eyes on Saul ' s good 
looks , s i nce i t i s written , FROM HIS SHOULDERS AND 
UPWARD HE WAS HIGHER THAN ANY OF THE PEOPLE (I Sam. 
9 : 2) ; while R. Yoha na n says it was because one 
kingdom cannot overl ap anothe~ by a hai r' s breadth . 9 

We saw previously that r eferences to Saul as a Cushite 

were interpreted as meaning that he was different because of 

his unusual behavior (sparing Amalek arld d i sobeyi ng Samuel ) . 

These references are also inter preted as meaning that he 

stood out. because of hi s i,t·ca.t appearance and beauty . The first 

of many such references is in Sifre . 10 The following midrash 

combines thi s interpretation wi th the delaying tactics o f the 

maidens in order co provide a most convincing pict ·re or 

Saul ' s beauty : 

Another i nterpretat i on of CONCERNING THE MATTER OF 
CUSH (Ps . 7 : 1) . Cush r efers t o t he congregacion o r 
Ist·ael . !-'or when Israe l sins against the Holy One , 
blessed be He , He cal l s them Cushites , as it says , 
ARE YE NOT AS THE CHILDREN OP THE CUSHITES UNTO ME , 
0 CHILDREN OP I SRAEL (Amos 9 : 7)? Similarly Scriptur e 
says: MOSES ... HAD MARRIED A CUSH I TE WOMAIL Did he 
r eally take a Cushite woman? Di d he not mat'l"Y 
~ippovah ( a Mioianite woman , Ex . 2 : 16 , 21)? Rath~r , 
jus t as a Cushite woman is different because o f he r 
skin ( bei ttg black) , so : ipporah was Ji :':'e~·ent by her 

9 Berakoth ~Sb ; Midrash ~hmue1 Chap . 13; 1b ~:uL J himon! , 
Prophets , n:, 
Note : Midr at h Shmuel ,1 uo 1:.•s R. J udah as sayi ng , " th~v 
stared at Saul ' s build and \•Je re not satisfied by 1 l l i. e . 
kept wanting to look mo re) ." 

10 Sifre 1.A~i,;,2, par . 99 ; Sifre Zuta p . 20 4 ; Yalkut Shimon! , 
Torsh , 1).,.a ; Yal kut Shimonl, Pr ophets , \.,Jjt 
Not.e : These midrashim a lso clai m that Saul stood out. 
because of his good deeds . 
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good deeds . Similarly , Saul was differ ent by his 
deeds and his beaut y: SAUL, A CHOICE YOUNG MAN , AND 
A GOODLY . • . FROM HI S SHOULDERS AND UPWARD HE WAS HIGHER 
THAN ANY OF THE PEOPLE (I Sam . 9 : 2) . If you want to 
know just how beautiful he was look at what is written : 
AS THEY WENT UP THE ASCENT TO THE CITY , THEY FOUND 
YOUNG MAIDENS GOING OUT TO DRAW WATER , AND SAID UNTO 
THEM : IS THE SEER HERE? AND THEY ANSWERED THEM , AND 
SAID : HE IS , BEHOLD , HE IS BEFORE THEE ; MAKE HASTE 
NOW , FOR HE IS COME TODAY INTO THE CITY ; FOR THE. 
PEOPLE HAVE A SACRIFICE TODAY IN THE HIGH PLACE . AS 
SOON AS YE ARE COME INTO THE CITY , YE SHALL STRAIGHT­
WAY FIND HIM , BEFORE HE GO UP TO THE HIGH PLACE TO 
EAT ; FOR THE PEOPLE WILL NOT EAT UNTIL HE COME , BECAUSE 
HE DOTH BLESS THE SACRIFICE ; AND AFTERWARDS THEY EAT 
THAT ARE BIDDEN . NOW THEREFORE GET YOU UP; FOR AT 
THIS TIME YE SHALL FI ND HIM (I Sam . 9 : 11- 13) . Behold , 
he asked one /simpl e/ t hing and they answered him \~1th 
so many words- - in order to gaze upon his beauty. 
Therefore , he was called Cush . 11 

111 aadition to his magni f i cent stature and. beauty a host 

of titles and honors are ascribed to Saul . He is ment.ioned as 

being one of two kines to come fo rth from Jacob : 

R. Berekiah and R. Helbo interpr~ted it i n R. Semuel 
b . Nahman ' s name : AND KINGS SHALL COME OUT OF THY 
LOINS (Jod speaking t o Jacob - Gen . 35:11) alludes 
to Je r oboam and Jesu (descended from Manasseh and 
Ephraim, Jacob ' s future children). The Rabbis saiJ: 
Was i t possible that Abner , who \-las a righteous man , 
should yet fi f3ht agains t the Davidic dynasty? ln 
fact he interpreted a text , as a r esult of which he 
proc laimed lshbosheth king , viz . AND KINGS SHALL 
cnME OUT OF 'i'!.' LOINS -- this alludinB to Saul and 
Ishboshett, . 12 

Saul is one or t wo Kings to come out of Benjamin : 

... AND FOR THE SACRIFICE OF PEACE- OPFER:NGS , 7W~ 
OXEN (Num . 7 : t>':,) . This ls a11 allusio1 o h"' tw•:: 
kings who woulJ come out u1 benjamin : Saul and 
Ishbosheth . :." 

11 Midrash Tehilim 7 : lb ; 7 : 17 ; 7 :lo 

1 2 Gen . Rabba 8~ : 4 ; Pesikta Rabbati rh~p . 1 ; Tanl.uma Bub1:>r· 
Beyishlach 29 

13 Numbers Rabba 14 : 8 
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Being a king from the loins of Jacob and Benjamin is a 

most special status . Saul was chosen at creation to be the 

prototype of the anointed one : 

R. Berekiah opened with t he text , WHO HATH WROUGHT 
ANO DONE IT? HE THAT CALLEO THE GENERATIONS FROM 
THE BEGINNING (Is . 41 : 4) . From the beginning of His 
creation of the world the Holy One , blessed be He , 
appoint ed for each one what would be appropriate for 
him (Sonci no note : ile chose the proper men to be the 
prototypes of certain kinds of characters . P. 10) . 
He appointeo Adam to be the head of those who are 
for med (i . e . human beings) , Cain the first of the 
slayers , Abel the f irst of all slain , Noah the first 
of all those saved from calamity , Abraham the first 
of all circumcised , Isaac the first of all bound for 
sacri f ice , Jacob the head of the blameless , Judah the 
head of the tribes , Joseph the head of the saintly , 
Aarol1 the head of the priests , Moses the first of the 
prophets , Joshua the head or the conquerers , Othn i el 
the head of the dividers , Samuel o~ anointers , Saul 
of anointed , David the foremost o f singers , Solomon 
the head of the builders ... 14 

Saul is labeled "righteous " oy many midrashim . He is 

spoken of as be i ng one of seven righteous descendants of 

Abraham: 

AND ABRAHAM SET SEVEN EWE- LAMBS OF THE FLOCK , ETC. 
(Gen . 21 : 28) . The Holy One , bles3ed be He , said to 
him (to Abraharn) : Thou gavesc him (Abimelech) seven 
e we- lambs; as thou livest , I will delay the joy of 
thy children for sev~n £eneracions . ~hou gavest hlm 
seven ewe- lambs ; a3 tlio1.. livest , his aescendants wlll 
slc::i.y seven right.eous men of' thy escendants : Hofnl , 
?hinehas , Samson , and Saul with his ihree sons . 15 

He is twlce labeled 1·Jcb:o:v:...; by midra»Lim f~- ... nd it1 Ruth 

Rabba : 

OF THE FAMI LY OP ELlMELECH . AND HlJ NAME WAS BOAZ 
(Ruth 2 : 1) . In the case of wicked people , he name 

14 Esther Rabba Petichta 10 

15 Gen . Rabba 54:4 ; Pesikta de R. K~1ana 11 :9 ; Midrash Shmu~l 
Chap . 12 
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precedes the word "his name". Por example , GOLI ATH 
WAS H[S NAME (1 Sam . 17 : 4) , NABAL WAS HIS NAME (lb. 
25:3) , SHEBA , THE SON OF BICHRI , WAS HIS NAME (II 
Sam . 20 : 1) . But the righteous , the word "hi s name" 
precedes the name . For example , AND HIS NAME WAS 
KISH (I Sam . 9 :1) , AND HIS NAME WAS SAUL (Ib . 9 : 2) , 
AND HIS NAME WAS JESSE (Ib . 17 : 12) , AND HIS NAME WAS 
MORDECAI (Esther 2 : 5) , AND HIS NAME WA S ELKANAH (I 
Sam . 1 :1) . AND HIS NAME WAS BOAZ . /Why is this?/ 
Because they are l i ke their Creator , as it says , BUT 
BY MY NAME ' THE LORD ' ( iUD"' ) I MADE ME NOT KNOWN 
TO THEM (Ex . 6:3 - - 'JI" comes before il1il' just as 
,~~ comes before the names of the righteous ones) .16 

(Said Boaz to Ruth : ) AND WHEN THOU ART ATHIRST , GO 
UNTO THE VESSELS ( 1:at))a - Ruth 2 : 9) . These are the 
righteous whc are called vessels , as in the verse , 
HOW ARE THE MIGHTY FALLEN (reference on the biblical 
leve l is to Saul and Jonathan) AND THE VESSELS( ' )~ 

.)Jll)ft~i't ) OF WAR (i . e. interpreted as the right eous) 
PEnI:HED (II Sam . 1 : 27) . 17 

Saul held the distinguished title of Nasi : 

For a Nasi or Ab Beth din or on hearing evil 
tidings (one needs to rend one ' s garment and is 
not to sew it up) . Whence do we derive /these 
rulings/? From wha-i: is written , THEN DAVlO 'i'OOK 
HOLD OF HIS CLOTHES AND RENT THEM ; AND LIKEWISE ALL 
THE MEN '£l~AT WERE WITH HIM . .4ND THEY WAILED AND 
WEPT AND FASTED UNTIL EVEN ) POR SAUL AND FOR JONATH,W 
HIS SON AND POR THE PEOP:..E OF THE LORD Arm FOR THE 
HOUSE OF ISRAEL ) BECA USE THEY WERE FALLEN BY THE 
SWORD (II Sam. 1 : 11 , 1~) . Now Saul, that is the Nasi ; 
Jonathan , that is the Ab Bec.ll di n . ANO FOR THE 
PEOPLE OP THE LORD AND FOR THE HO!ISE OF ISRAEL , that 
refers to evi l tid i ngs ,18 

ln the time of the Messiah ...;aul is to be one o f eight 

princes among men : 

AND :'HIS SHA LL BE PE ACF: WH!:~l '!'IIL A.5.SHUAN SHALL 
COME .:.N'l'O OUR LAND, Alm WHEN HE SHALL TREAD IN OUR 
PALACES , THEN 3H/\LL WE RAlSE UP AGAlNS'l' !HM SEVEN 

16 Ruth Rabba 4: 3 

17 Ruth Rabba 4:1 ? 

ld Mo ' ed Katan 26a ; Yerushalmi Mo ' ed Katan Chap . 3 , Hal . 7; 
Sheiltot Chap . 35 
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SHEPHERDS AND EIGHT PRINCES AMONG MEN (Micah 5: 4) . 
Who are the seven shepherds? David in the middle, 
Adam , Seth , and Methuselah on his right , and Abraham, 
Jacob , and Moses on his left . And who are the eight 
princes among men? Jesse , Saul , Samuel, Amos 
Zephaniah , Zedekiah , the Messiah , and Elijah.ig 

Saul' s deeds stand out as his appearance and titles and 

honors stand out . We have already seen mention made of his 

outstanding deeds . 20 Here is another example of such praise 

for Saul: 

SHIGGAION OF DAVID, WHICH HE SANG UNTO THE LORD , 
CONCERNING CUSH A BENJAMITE ( Ps . 7 : 1) . Was Cush 
that Benjamite ' s name? And was not his name Saul? 
But just as a Cushite is distinguished by his /good/ 
dee~s . . . In like manner you explain: ARE YE NOT AS 
THE CHILDREN OF THE CUSHITES UNTO ME , 0 CHILDREN OF 
ISRAEL , SAITH THE LORD (Amos 9:7) . Now is their 
name (Ch i ldren of) Cushites? Was not their name 
(Ch ildr en of) Israel? The truth is that as the 
Cushi te is distinguishable by his skin , so are 
Israel distinguished by their ways from all other 
nations . 21 

Saul ' s good deeds are many . One of the most outstandi ng 

was that o f spending his own Kealth in order to spare the 

wealth of Israel . We have seen me nti on of this earlier . 22 

The following rec itat i on of thi s. deed of Sa ul •s is t o be f our1d 

in a speech God makes to David wh~r e Uo d criticize s David for 

compa rin6 1, 1mse l '.~ t o ~a ul : 

19 

20 

21 

22 

Su.kkal~ 521' ; ~oi g of : ::v= ft~LLa ::: : ;, ; l3e: Ha - r-lidrash , 
Vol. 6 , p . 1 50 . 

See footnotes 1 , 2 , 11 o f thi s Chapter . 

Mo ' ed Kat an 16b ; Yalkut Shimvni , Pr ophets , l~f 
See footnotes 1 , 2 , 3 , 4 of thi s Chapt er . 
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Saul renounced ownership of his wealth for the sake 
of Israel ' s war , as it says , HE TOOK A YOKE OF OXEN , 
AND CUT THEM IN PIECES AND SENT THEM THROUGHOUT... 

23 ISRAEL (I Sam . 11 :7) . And you liken yourself to Saul ! 

Also prominent among Saul ' s good deeds was his support of 

scholars and the daughters of Israel whose husbands had gone 

off to war . In fact his support of the daughters of Israel 

accounted for their weeping over his death : 

Mishnah: And when R. Ishmael died they offered a 
lament anci they sai d , "Daughter s of Israel , weep over 
R. Ishmael ." And s i milarly it says of Saul , YE 
DAUGHTERS OF ISRAEL , WEEP OVER SAUL (II Sam . 1 : 2~) . 
Gemara : It is written , YE DAUGHTERS OF ISRAEL , WEEP 
OVER SAUL (lb , ) . R. Judah and R. Nehemiah /have 
d:i fferent interpretations of this vet'Se/ . One said 
that it literally refers to the daughters of Israe l , 
whose husbands had gone off LO war anci they (the 
wives) were provided with sustenance /by Saul/ . 
What does Scripture say? WHO PUT ORNAMENTS OF GOLD 
( 11)~~») UPON YOUR APPAREL (lb . ) . For ornamentation 
becomes only a well - nul"sed (or graceful) body (11U1' ,n) . 
The other said : Banet Yisrael ( >K'•'" Jn.)s, - Oaughter~ 
of Israel) /really refers to/ Bena •ot Yisrael (the 
beauti ful of Israel - !JIC,w'" .n1•J~ ) , which is the 
Sanhedrin. For when he ( Saul) would see a group of 
scholars , he would provide them with food and drink. 
What doeJ i.he t-=-xt mean - \-JHO PUT ORNAMEN'i'S OF GOLD 
UPON YOUR APPAREL (Ib . )? It means he would listen 
to the lessons of a sage and praise !'lim . 24 

Saul possessed many virtues. Among the most prominent was 

his modesty . 25 When David nakedly an~ w11~1y danced With the 

Ark he was rep1~ ached by Micnal who reminded him of her father ' s 

modesty . This occasion ls used for a lengthy discourse on the 

subject of Saul ' s modesty and David ' s ~xperience of that 

23 Midrash Tehilim 7 : 2 
Note: In Chapter Five we shs.11 review thi s speech in i::s 
entirety . 

2q Yerushalmi Nedarim Chap . 9 , Ha l . 9 ; Midrash Shmuel Ch. 25 

25 See footnote 4 of this Chapter where Saul ' s modesty is 
referred to. 



modesty in the cave when he had an opportuniLY to kll! the 

pursuing Saul . There are several versions of this midrash and 

though similar all a r e pr esented for slic;htly varying nuances . 

First presented ls the shortest versi~n : 

Michal said to David: Today the honor of my ~ather ' s 
house was revealed (at the time o f David ' s wild 
dance at the return o r Lhe Ark) . They said of the 
House oi' Saul Lhat one ne ver saw his heel o·r toe. 
Thus it is written : AtJD HE CAME TO THE SHEEPCOTES 
BY T~E ,AY . WHERE THERE WAS A "AVE, A:m SAUL WEIIT n 
(I Sarr . 24 : 0) to r e lie ve himself a little at a rime , 
and cover it repeatedly . Sald David : r.ursed b e 
whoever touches that modest ore . LG 

The l'ollowlnG midrash pr ovioes us witi. more det.ails o!"' 

:aul ' s modesty . Note that in these midrashim ~avid concJrs 

wii.h Michal ' s jucir;ment Lhat Saul was Vo.:?":,' ;.1.->dest inieed : 

THEN DAVID RETURNED TO BLE. ~ HIJ HOU5EHOLO . AND 
MICHAL THE DAUGilTER OP . Al L CAME OU':' TO MEET DAV:C , 
AUD 3.UD : HOW 010 THE J(WJ 0:-' ISRAEL ;:;E':' :iIM HOUR 
·roDAY WHO UN.:'OV!::RED !!1M3E:.F TODAY lN ? 1!E EYES OF rHE 
ltA:WMAID" ( .l'll;\,:»t( ) o:::- HIS SERVANT~ , A.i Ol~E 0:-' THE 
VAIN ~ELLOi·J.: ( a•i'\:'\ ,n,c ) ..:HAMEL!:.:.SLY ··•,cov::RE.TH Hl:-:­
SELF (ll .:am. 1> : 20 , 21) . 11hat is t.he meaninc o:' ,nx 
o,in : ..;ai:l Al.>ba b . J\ahana : O"?";\ - t;l1·se are 
,ain fLllows (or :J~ly peopie) . -h~ sal3 : ToJ3y the 
honor of :'ather ' s r:o:;::c wa: i•e·.'t.::i.cU . 'i'll•Y sai ot 
it. , ot' t.ht- i!OJs,.. .:,f :aul , n:.t i n :1!.l -.hei r· life no 
one had (;Ver .:iec! l /: t~•- nal<eJ/ h•.•:l OJ' to~ o f any o :' 
them . : c, it ls ,•lri:i.• ll , AND !IE cA:•lE TO '!'II!:. SHE>-'.PC~TES 
( 1v ... .. , ... ,... -"t;" • •• ···-,:, ••• •·u·· - , ft.• tt • t f ,_ !,jt ,. "-,,. u l J /. ,t1r_;1- ,".ff. !"'l ri•._ - 3r • 

~ :-' 1 . R . Abl:1 in Ll1 !.ar.i,_ ~· R . .:.!.ea=ar ;;ai:.1: 
!'her e wu:; a 1\ nee ( "l.,.\J i1J.;lj~ :·rom tn, /o 1tsid / 
one (r-r•:;1 onJi;w t ·fie r lu1·..i1 '.01·m o ;' J\n,)) . AN:) 
• I\ L 1•,El'IT !'; , ~')\'ER •::.;:; F::::.:- \ ·1: • ) • ~' ] H? D'l\'il.i) 
saw nlm le~ -:, - Jo;•,11 a 1itt.1e ::.r:tJ 1 1:~.:.tn,- uo:: . i"tle 
\tile-...... . ,c~11 1t : 1.•i ..,;.e .-1:1il nc 1•:::i.; !e~t~n,- J-•,~n 
anu liftlr.i; up--Pl'd"'l"'" ll!.~· t,·111J;,i·es O!' Li., ,_;;,;·m~n•.) . 
':iLl . :.t\'i,J : Hvw COJld :;ou::h i-bi" :•t-r1i.., Ou5 o, .i . ... 27 

, ,IS 1 . ·' 

J7 :i·eru:.halmi .'ukkah Chap . , , t-·.11 . .J 
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In this next version Michal ' s i,rrat:h is extreme and David 

announces that it is not right to harm such a modest body : 

THEN DAVID RETURNED TO BLESS HIS HOUSEHOLD .. . AND 
MICHAL . •. CAME OUT TO MEET DAVID , ETC. (II Sam . 
6:20) . She did not let him come into the house . 
Rather , she went outside and overwhelmed him with 
reproaches and she said : HOW DID THE KING OF ISRAEL 
GET HIM HONOR TODAY , WHO Ul~COVERED HIMSELF TODAY IN 
THE EYES OF THE HANDl"AIDS OF HIS SERVANTS ( Ib . ) ! 
. .. She began quarrell!ng with him and sought to destroy 
his countenance . She said to him: Have I seen your 
glory? 0 , HQ\ol 010 THE KlNG OF ISRAEL GET HIM HONOR 
TODAY ! Now you have made it known that you are i ndeed 
a king ! WHO UNCOVERED HIMSELF TODAY . 0 , that it had 
at least been in private ! But no ; IN THE EYES OF THE 
HANDMAIDS OF HIS SERVANTS! It was the women of Israel 
that she called handmaids . AS ONE OP THE VAIN FELLOWS 
SHAMELESSLY UNCOVERETH HIMSELF ! R. Abba b. Kahana 
said: A dancer is the lowest of the low , for there i s 
none more empty of mitzvot than he ls , and like him 
David danced before the Ark . She sai d to him : Thi s 
day the honor of my father ' s house has been revealed. 
Come and see what a difference there is between you 
and my father ' s house . All the members of my father ' s 
house were modest and pious . The;;• said of the members 
of the House of Saul that in all the ir life no one 
had ever seen the heel or toe of any o~ them . So it 
is written , AND HE CAME TO THE SHEEPCOTES BY THE WAY , 
WHERE WAS A CAVE ; APD SAUL WENT IN TO COVER HIS PEET 
( I Sam. 24 : 4) . What is the meaning of AND HE CAME 
TO THE SHEEPCOTES? R. Abi~ in the name of R. Eleazar, 
explained it as meaning that he entered a sheepcote 
;,Jhich had a fence within a fence. AND SAUL \-.'Ett:' IN 
TO COVER HIS FEET . He uisposed himself like a succah 
and wrapped himself tn reminolia (banda~es) as he 
seated himself in the privy . He (David) saw him 
L,:_1·:. little and then raise a little , lower them a 
little , then raise them a little . ~aid David : It 15 
not r ight to harm such a mod1.:st body . .. 2S 

In the followlng midrash David does not acce~& Michal ' s 

judgment . he def-:nds h i s behavior . However the m1 dr11sh 

concludes wit h Michal getting in the final word and the 

reader is left with the impression chat Michal ' s assessment 

stands : 

28 Numbers Rabba 4 : 20 
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... AND IT WAS SO , AS THE ARK OP THE LORD CAME INTO 
THE CITY OF DAVID, THAT MICHAL THE DAUGHTER OF SAUL 
LOOKED OUT AT THE WIN DOW , AND SAW KING DAVID LEAPING 
AND DANCING BEFORE THE LORD; AND SHE DESPISED HIM IN 
HER HEART (II Sam . 6 : 16) . She said to him: My 
father ' s house was more becoming than yours . It was 
a desecration for them if a man ever saw a n exposed 
hand or ankle dancing -- rather , all were mor e dig­
nified than you . And what did Davi d say to her? 
BEFORE THE LORD, WHO CHOSE ME ABOVE THY FATHER , AND 
ABOVE ALL OF HIS HOUSE, TO APPOINT ME PRINCE OVER THE 
PEOPLE OF THE LORD! OVER ISRAEL, BEFORE THE LORD WILL 
I MAKE MERRY (lb . 6:21) . He fur ther said to her: The 
members of your father ' s house sought only the ir own 
glory, and did not trouble about the glory of heaven ; 
I do not so , but , I do not t r ouble about my own g l or y 
whereas I seek the glory o f heaven . He /fur ther/ 
said : You say that I act lowly before the eyes o f 
others but not despised be fore myself (i . e . I do 
realize that such conduct i s normally Jnbecoming for 
a king but I do ic anyway , abusing myself in other ' s 
eyes , i n order Lo i ncrease God ' s glory ). Scripture 
state s , I WILL BE BASE IN MINE OWN SIGHT ; AND WITH 
THE HANDMAIDS WHOM THOU HAST SPOKEN OF , WITH THEM 
WILL I GET ME HONOR (Ib . 6 :22) . Dav id said : Mi chal, 
Heaven forbid that you should call them handmaids 
( .Ah,;,~ ) , rather they are mo1:hers ( .iuan"',c ) . And 
she said: HOW DID ':'HE KING OF I SRAEL GET HIM HONOR 
TODAY, WHO UNCOVERED HIMSELF AS ONE OP THE VAIN 
FELLOWS SHAMELESSLY UNCOVERETH HIMSELF (lb . 6 : 20) . 
She s aid: Would that/this happened/ before the eyes 
0f reg~lar people , but before the ~yes of che hand­
maid s of his servants , like the complece uncovering 
of one of the vain fellows . Faid R . Atba b . Kahana : 
Like ~n~ chiefs of robbe rs . 29 

Modesty savea Saul ' s life . ln the cave , as we have seen , 

Sau :... • s ~:·:.~ .,r,,~ ;nodesty l ed to David ' s ennou.ncing 1;hat: such a 

body should not be harmed by him o r :myone else . The midrash 

addition&lly provide s text•Jal e vidence to pro ve- tnat ii: t·:as 

Saul ' s modesty in the cave that s pared his life : 

Said Davi d : How could 1 t ot.tch this righteo ulj body? 
As it is writ ten , he said t o him : BEHOLD, THIS DAY 
THINE EYES HAVE SEEN HOW THAT THE r,ORD HAD DELIVERED 
THEE TODAY llJTO MY HAND IN THE CAVE ; AN D SOME BADE 
ME KILL THEE (I Sam . 24 : 11) ; but it isn ' t written 

1"~lt 1>•1n (and I spared you) - rather /i1; is 

29 Midrash Shmuel Chap . 25 
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written/ ,,~~ OftJn (and it- - your modesty- - spared 
you) . Your modesty spar ed you . 30 

In another version David articulates his right to kill 

Saul but t hen states that Saul ' s modesty saved him . Textual 

evi dence is again employed : 

AND HE BADE TO KILL THEE , BUT HE SPARED THEE (I Sam . 
21l : ll) . AN D HE BADE ·-- it should be "And I bade !" 
R. Eleazar sai d : David said t o Saul : According to 
the law , you deserve to be slain , since you ar e a 
pursuer , and the Torah has said , If one comes to 
kill you , rise and kill hi m f i rst . But the modesty 
which you have shown has caused you to be spared . 
What i s this? As it is written: AND HE CAME TO THE 
FENCES BY THE \-JAY , WHERE WAS A CAVE ; AlW SAUL WEUT 
lN <,v~~) TO COVER HIS FEET ( I Sam. 24 : 4) . It has 
been taught : There was a fence Within a fence , and 
a cave within a cave . R. Eleazar says : ion~ teaches 1 that he covered ( ,~ow J himself like a s ukkah ( i'\:>10.)) . 3 

Saul is portrayed , f i nally , as being the right per son for 

the historical s it uat i on faced by Israel i n his day . ~e was 

the right one to help Israel : 

AND LET THE MAIDEN THAT PLEASETri THE KING BE QvEEN 
INSTEAD OF VA3HTI {Esther 2 : 4) . Who was the right 
person for this s i tuation? Mor decai ( for right next 
to the verse announcing the opportunity we find:) 
THERE WAS A CERTAIN JEW IN SHUSHAN THE CASTLE , WHOSE 
NAME WAS MORDECAI ( 1 b . 2 : 5) . Similarly ( we find 
tnat in the foJlowing hi stori cal situations the right 
person for th~ situation appears in the text next to 
the commPnt which describes or sets up the opportunity 
to help Israel) , AND GOD SAi:! TllE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL , 
AND COD TOOK COGNIZANCE OF THEM (Ex. 2 : ~5) . t'lho was 
the right perso11 for this slr.uatlon? Moses - - NOW 
MOSES WA S KEEPING , ETC . ( lb . 3 : 1) . S!milbrly , AND 
SAMUEL SAlD UNTO THE MEN OF I:::R4fl. : 0(' YE EVE:RY MAN 
UNTO HlS CITY (I Sam . d : 22) . Wno was the right 
pers on for this s itu&Liun'l 3aul - - NOW THERE WAS A 
MAN OF 3ENJAMIN , WHOSE NAME WAS KISH . . . AND HE HAD A 
SON ... ( lb . 9 : 1 , 2) . 32 

30 Yer ushalmi Sukkah Chap . 5 , Hal . 4 ; Yerushalmi Chap , 1 , 
Hal . 4 ; Numbers Rabba 4 : 20 

31 Berakot:h 6 2b ; Midrash Tehilirn 56 : 1 ; Yalkut;. Sh imoni • 
Pr ophets , .->r 

32 Esther Rabba 5 : 4 
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II 

Hav i ng reviewed midrashi m in praise of Saul ' s appearance , 

deeds , and character we turn now to midrashim which conta in 

i~terial relating to the sins and faults which were detailed 

in Chapter One. 

Fai':hl essness 

In contrast to midrashim which portray his faithlessness 

many midrashim describe Saul ' s piety and his devotion to God . 

For example , Saul is sa id to have run one hundred and eighty 

miles in a single day in order to r ecapture the Ar.k from the 

Philistines: 

or Saul it is said : SWIFTER THAN EAGLES ... STRONGER 
THAN LIONS (II Sam. 1: 23) . R . Levi said : Saul ran 
sixty miles i n one day . R. Simon said : One hundred 
and twenty mi les . And the Rabbis say: One hundr ed 
and ei ghty miles . When? When the Ark was captured 
by the Philistines . As i t says , THERE RAN A MAN OF 
BENJAMIN WITH HIS CLOTHES RENT , AND WITH EARTH UPON 
HIS HEAD (I Sam . 4 : 12 ) . This 1,ias Saul. 33 

At the time of his selectio n as king Saul i nsisted that 

the Urim and Thummi m be consulte d i n or der t o ascertain divi he 

approval . This is in clear contrast t o the midrash in Chapter 

One wl,.i -.. i, ..:l iticizes Saul for h 1s reluc.:ance to rely upon the 

Urim and Thummim: 

Thus says the ~e xi , A MAN' S PRIDE ~HALL BRTNG HIM 
LOW, BUT HE Tll/\'I I.S JF 1iUMbLE SPIRIT SHALL ATTAIN 
HONOR {Prov . 29 : 21) . Whoever purSUPS hiGh offi ce , 
nig!1 o ffice flees from him . But whoe·,-~r flees high 
o f fi ce , the high office pursues hlm . Saul was one 
who fled from hiGh office at the momen; they wanted 
to make him ki:1g . Said thl.? !loly One , blessed be He 
co Samuel : HE HAS HID HIMSELP AMONG THE BAGGhUE ll 
Sam . 10 : 22) . When they came to Sa ul he said to them: 

33 Midrash Tehi lim 7 : 2 ; Midr ash Shmue l Chap . 11 
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Go and inouire of the Urim and Thummim /to see/ if 
I am wort~y or not - - then put me in my place (i . e . 
do what is appropriate to me) . Immediately they 
asked God if he was wor thy or not . Thus the sages 
taught that BAGGAGE ( ~~)~n) refers only to the 
Urim and Thummim . 34 

Saul was so pious and devoted to God tl1at 1t i s accounted 

to him as if he built the first altar to God : 

It is written , AND SAlJL BUILT AN ALTAR UNTO THE 
LORD; HE WAS THE FIRST THAT BUILT AN ALTAR UNTO 
THE LORD ( I Sam . 14 : 35) . How many al tars the 
ancients built ! Noah , Abraham , Isaac , Jacob , 
Moses , Joshua /all built altars/ and you say it 
(Saul ' s) was the first , meaning first among the 
kings . Sai d R. Judah: Because he (Saul) put his 
soul into the thing (the thing probably refers 
to the rit1•al slaughtering which accompanies the 
setting up of an altar , for the miorash previously 
discusses this) , Scripture credits him as if he 
built the first altar to the Lord . 35 

Saul gave concrete expression of his devotion to Cod 

through pious adherence to a variety of laws and rituals . 

He observed the Lev1t1cal precautions of purity even when he 

ate common food : 

Saul observed the Levitical precaut.io11s of· purity 
even 1·1l1en ite ate common food , as it says , AND THE 
COOK TOOK UP THE THIGH AND THAT WHICH WAS UPON IT 
( ~~~fl) AND SET IT BEFORE SAUL (1 Sam . 9:24) . 
'l'ne word · ( i\,~lf:l ) accordi 11g to R. Johanan has the 
samt 1,,ca,, .:.1,b in the phrase " t:he thigh toget:her 
with the fat - tail ( n:~1~ ) buc according t o R. 
Eliezer ;1,_~lf!l means 11 thai whlch was upon it. " 
This t eaches· tfiat /Saul/ used to observe he 

JI.! ruarash Agaoah E Jber Vayikra 1 : 1 ; 1'anhuma Buber 
7ay1~ra L; Yal~~: :hi~oni , ?~01he~! , K'f 

·- ~--=•; . - ...:.: ... ;. -::: ; -·~=-:~~ :-:..=--: __ :_; ~=::~ ~: ... :::.~ 
=~~~ :::.:: ---=~- =--=-~ - : :-::: . : -: ~~:--.- .::a.:.-~~ ~. 
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Levit i cal precaucions o f purity even when he 
ate common food . 36 

Saul i s credi ted wi th performing correct , halachic 

ritual slaughteri ng : 

Who fulfilled the commandment of the blood? Saul , as 
it says , THEN THEY TOLD SAUL : BEHOLD, THE PEOPLE SIN 
AGAINST THE LORD , IN THAT THEY EAT WITH THE BLOOD . . . 
AND SAUL SAID : DISPERSE YOURSELVES AMONG THE PEOPLE , 
AND SAY UNTO THEM : BRING ME HITHER EVERY MAN HIS OX ... 
AND SLAY THEM WITH THIS - BAZEH ( ffl'l.- I Sam . 14 : 33 , 
34) . What is the meani ng of ~n? The Rabbis say : 
He showed them a kni fe fou r teen finger s long - be t h 
represents two , zayi n seven , he five -- and said to 
them : You are to slaughter and eat accordir.g to this 
prescribed method . What d i d the Holy One , blessed 
be He , r epay hi m? You must say that it was on the 
day of the battle (with the Phil i stines ) , as it is 
written , so IT CAME ·ru PAS~ IN THE DAY OF BATTLE , 
THAT THERE WAS NEITHER SWORD NOR SPEAR FOUND IN THE 
HAND OF ANY OF 'l'HE PEOPLE ... BUT \HTH SAUL ••• WAS 
THERE POUND (I Sam . 13 : 22) . And you say EUT . . . THER~ 
WAS POUND ! Who supplied it to him? R. Haggai in 
the name of R. Isaac said : An angel supplied it to 
hi m. But our Rabbi s sa~ : The Holy One , blessed be 
He , supplied it to him . 37 

R. Hisda said : Whence do we learn f r om Scriptures 
that it is nece~sary co examine the s laughterinb 

36 Midrash Tehilim 7 : 2 
No"Ge : Brie!' refe1•ence to Saul ' s observance o l' ritua l purl.ty 
ls a l so found 1n Pesikta de R. ~ahana 5:3 ; Numbers Rabba 
11 : 3 ; and Pes ikta R3bba·~ Chap . 15 . Braude (Mi d . Tehilim 
µ . 410 , 419) e xplains how the rabbis deduced ~aul ' s obser ­
vance of ritual purity as follows: "The proof for Saul ' s 
scrupulous observa nce or Levit i cai precautions is not qulte 
clear . However , t he deduction seems to have been made i11 
the foll owing manner: the meat must have bee,, ~!:'rn!'!lcn ; ZJt!1er­
wise Saul could not have eaten either the fat - tai l or th~ 
breast , or the thigh , all or which we n~ in a sacri i'ice 
reserved for the priests . On the other hand , the cook ' s 
excessively long invitation (1 Srun . 9 : 24) i s regsr~ed as 
an indication that the cook had taken zpecial pains to keep 
ritually pure tl1e common food which he set before Saul . '' 

37 Lev . Rabba 25 : 8 ; Num . Rabba 10 : l ; Song or Songs Rabba 5 : 15 ; 
Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ,,, 
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knife? From the verse , AND SLAUGHTER WITH THIS 
AND EAT (1 Sam . 14 : 34) . 36 

He is portrayed as one who strictly kept his oaths . In 

the following midrash based or, the story in 1 Samuel Chap . 14 

Saul nearly kills his son because of an oath sworn forb i dd ing 

the eating of food in a time of danger : 

You should know the power of the ban . Come and see 
from (the story of) Saul , the son of Kish , who 
decreed that all the people , from the youngest to tl1e 
oldest , would fast , as it says , CURSED BE THE MAN 
THAT EATETH ANY FOOD VHTIL IT BE EVENING (1 ._)am . 14 : 
24) . But Jo~athan di d not hear anJ he ate a little 
honey and his eyes were c"nli i;htened , as it says , AND 
HI3 EYES \-/ERE ENLIGHTENED (lb . 14 : 27) . Saul saw che 
Philistines returnini; against ls1·ae: and !le knew tl1at 
Israel had trespassed the ban . He looked at the twelve 
stones of the tribes ; for each t ribe which per~ormed 
one of the precepts had its stone (on the High Pr i est ' s 
breast- plate) shining with its light , and each tribe 
which transgressed , the lifl;ht ol' i ts sto .. 1;;- was dim . 
And he kne1·1 that the tribe or Eienjami:1 had trespass(!d 
th~ matte~ of the ban . He cast lots ana :aul and 
Benjamin were taken (their family beinb :he gui lty 
party among the tribe of Benjamin) , as it says , ANO 
SAUL AND JONAT!lAJ~ WERE TAKE!~ (Ib . 14 : 111) . And Saul 
took his sword co slay his son , as it says , GOD DC 
SO ('1'0 ME) AND MORE ALSO ; TEOU SHALT SURE:.;,; D!E , 
JONATHAN ( 11:: . l 4 : !J !J) • Tlle people said r.:o !1im : O~r 
Lord Kinb! 1t is an <? rro1· ! T11ey brought on !1is 
b~h&lf a sacri~ice of~ bu~nt ot'feri n; ror his 
error ar,d Ht: was entreai;'?d of him , and tl1ey saved 
hi~ from death , as it says , 30 THE PEOFLE RESCUEJ 
JONATHAN , THAT HE DIED NOT (Ib . 14 : 45) . 39 

~a~l is praised for b~inG 1ike Muses , s~muel , and E~ra 

moments o t' oanget' : 

And similarly (as in t:11,._ ~3.s.:,s o !' ..:amuel , Mv.::~r 
a1,d Ezra) ,~._ ~-ind v/i~t, .'a.ul . ~/h.::11 11<? saw that it 

3d HiJll in l lb 

39 lirke de R. Elh.zeI' Chai., . 3o ; 'l'anhuma Vayas!wv 2 ; 
Yalkut Shimon1 , Propl1ets , ''? 



was a time of trouble he decreed a fast f or all 
Israel , as it says , SAUL ADJURED THE PEOPLE , SAYING: 
CURSED BE THE MAN THAT EATETH ANY FOOD UNTIL IT BE 
EVENING (I Sam . 14 : 24) . There was no time of 
distress like that day , as it says of i t , THE PEOPLE 
DID HIDE THEMSELVES IN CAVES , AND IN THICKETS! Arm 
IN ROCKS , AND IN HOLDS , AND IN PITS (Ib . 13:6J. 
And by t he merit of Jonathan , who delivered himself 
on behalf of Israel , they were answered , as it says , 
AND THAT FIRST SLAUGHTER , WHICH JONATHAN AND HIS 
ARMOR- BEARER MADE , WAS ABOUT TWE:JTY MEN ••• ANO THERE 
WAS A TREMBLING IN THE CAMP IN Th~ FIELD , AND AMONG 
ALL THE PEOPLE (lb . 14 : 14 , 15). 1hat does it say 
(at the end) 4 SO THE LORD SAVED ISRAEL THAT DAY 
(lb . 14 : 23) . 0 

Saul was s trictly obser vant in the duty of wearing tsitsith . 

In fact, his observance of this ritual saved him from death : 

R. Yehuda b . Shalom ~~id : nreat is the tsitsith for 
it saves one from death . Por behold , Saul was 
chasing after David and David was /legally/ pe rmitted 
to kill him . But /Saul/ was strictly observant in 
the duty o f / wearing/ tsitsith , as it says , THEN DAVID 
AROSE , AND CUT OFF THE SKIRT OF SAUL ' S ROBE PRIVILY 
(I Sam . 24 : 5) . When he (David) succeeded in this , he 
stopped returning after Sa 1 and he said , MOREOVER ~ 
MY FATHER , SEE , YEA , SEE THE SKIRT OF THY ROBE IN MY 
HAND ; FOR IN THAT I CUT OFF THE SKIRT OF THY ROBE , 
AND KILLED THEE NOT > KNOW THOU Arm SEE THAT THERE l~ 
NEITHER EVIL NOR TRANSGRESSION IN MY HAND , ANO I HAVE 
NOT SINNED AGAINST THEE , THOUUH THOU LAYEST HAIT FOR 
MY SOUL TO T.4KE IT (I Sam . ?ll : 12) ... \•/hat did he say? 
'{EA , SEE ( ;,,c~ ~ ) . (The midrash will now e xplain 
the r ea son for the r epetition of :llC1 11~ . ) He (David) 
said t0 him (Saul) : Don ' : you s~c that only the skirt 
is in my hand but if I had wanted , your heao wou ld 
bi:: 111 my hand . fuid afterwards he regr~tted the remark. 
He aaid : Just as my impulse ( ~,i~ ) told me to cut hi s 
skirt and I hearkencJ to it , SJ if it ~aa ~old me to 
kill him , I would have listened to it (thus he secono 
t),c') comes to indicate thi s St'coud remark by David , 

a remark admitting tnat t he l!Ct.t....i ,;as oeyond his 
control , i . e . 1n Uod ' s control , w~ich links back t ~ 
Saul ' s tsitsitti saving him ) .. . What caused him (Saul) 
to be saved? Th~ Tsi~sith /the wearing o f which/ 
he strictly observed . 41 

40 Mi shnat R. Elie=er Chap . 15 

ljl Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap . lll 
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ln a speech to David , God recalls Saul ' s pi ety and devotion . 

;,ccording t o the following JJ~drash no idolat r y was practised in 

Saul ' s day : 

... for you (David) have not shown kindness co him 
(Saul) and have not mourned (him) i n accordance wi th 
the law . The Holy One , blessed be He , fu r ther said : 
Dav i d ! ls he not Saul who was anointed with the 
anointing oil? Is he not Saul , in whose dsys idola­
try was not practiced in lsrael?q2 

One is hard pressed to co11clude tha't. Saul ' s overall image 

in the midrash is that of a faithless man . As we nave seen , 

many more midrashim come to pra i se his devotion to God and his 

pious adheri=nce to law and ritual tha1·. come :.o aer:ry his 

faithlessness . ~3 

..;1ander 

As we saw in Chapter One , Saul is portrayed as bein[ an 

1ictive listener of slander and as being a member of a i;;enerat:'...o!~ 

o t' slanderers . ln C!iaptecs Four and rive \1e shall have occasi.:•n 

io examine this si~ l~ Grekter detail as it relates to the crime 

cf Nob an~ to Saul ' s relationship with David . Here , howev~r , 

let us conshier one midrasi1 which pra i ses Saul :'or h:.;; silence 

':I.BU hi.s ,Jiscr•:et11ess . .-;sul practiced siler,CL" as did Racl1el , 

be:1jami?1 , n: .d Esther : 

ES'I'HER .!/l.D ;~ T , :::':' i•iA!JE. iNOi•:N ri!::R r'.l~~!JRl:;!) ( Esther 
2 : 20) . This :~;.ict es :hat. s•H. maJe nersel:' ;.i1•5:1.,ice 
.;;ilenc~ like flu~•.,, _ 1·.~1' ,ir·~estr-t:3!: , .~ho mh.dc s i le11C• 
her duty . All tl,e great1::sc of her (Rachn.,::,l ' s) descen ­
dani:s pract iceJ .:i lcncc . Rachael mace sil.-:nce he1' 

1!2 Nu.mb.:rs Rautla t• : 4 

q 3 Not"' : ':'l!E: reaaer may wish co compar~ the midrashim in ct.is 
Chapter with the mi<lrashim in Chapter One to dete1mine 
Saul ' s ov,:,rall image . This might be c one f::ir all c~· the 
s::.r.s anJ raults }-'resf<nLed ir. t!,c> !'ol lo11i?l[; paces anJ. in 
Chapter One . 



duty - - she 3aw her wedding presents in the hand of 
her sister and was s i len~ . Benjamin her son pr acticed 
silence . The proof is that his stone in the High 
Priest ' s breastplate was a jasper , indicating that he 
knew of the sale of Joseph but kept silent . ~•w, 
(jasper) , as i f to say , ~ c,, (there is a mou th) , 
and yet he was s i lent . ~aul , her descendant -­
CONCERNING THE MATTER OP THE KINGDOM ... HE TOLD HIM 
NOT (I Sam . 10 : 16) --Saul did ~ot speak of his anoint ­
ment to h i i:: uncle) . Esther - - ESTHER HAD NOT YET 
MADE KNOWNHERKINDRED NOR HER PEOPLE . ~il 

Jealousy 

Saul ' s jealousy of David is taken for franted by the 

midrash . Yet thi5 Jealousy was not unbridled . It was a jealousy 

subject to limiiations . When raced with a choice between Kil!in~ 

David and rescuinG Isr ael , su~l immediat~ly chose the latter 

\unlike some of his men 1·1ho freferred a11 attack Oil David) : 

What prompted David to prais~ lod as a rock (THE 
LORD I~ M'. ROCK AND MY F'ORTREJ,' - Ps . 15 : 3) '2 
Because~ mi r acle was done for Javid at a r ~cK , &s 
it says , :JAVID CAME D0':11! rn':'O A ROCK ... A:JLJ • .. :A-'L ... 
PliRSUED AFTER :JAVD ... AND DAV:D 1•:ADE J-!A..:7E ":'0 ~E:' 
AWAY ..• FOR SAIJL AND HI~ MEN COMFA,-;:.ED DAVID AN!:i ur· 
Ml:.N ROUND Ai30UT ... l31JT THl:.RE CAME A ME..;:.DiGER UN':10 
~AUL, .~/\YI!rn : HASTE THEE , AiD COM!:. ; FOR THE PHILlS­
TllJES tiAVE l !NADED THE :..All!) . l•:HEREFORE :.Ar:. ... 1-li::llT 
AGA1N.3T TH.I:. PHILUTii~ES ; 7t1::REfOR::.. :'HEY ~ALLEI; :'HA':' 
PLACE. THl:. ' ROCK OF 01v1.·101r..; • l ~ ..:am . .?~ : 5- 25) . 
R. Al.>lla /took t.11-.: µhi ·as.:i :;,\ljL AIJC dl:' Ml::ll COMiAJJED 
DAVID ( ,,~ )It 0"'"\1UI > tv mca1i ·.llat✓ 1.tiey .:cmp1.:;sed 
hi·~ ~.3 :1 cr•n wn nilu1 /l'.: 11~: om~ ~s::es a mar.' s !,ea1J1 . 
o.;:: h . ·! -:.m.ai :;a iJ : As 1 ,;e:rne ... ~ ':' ':'i:!:.RE ~,'\!,;EA 
Mt:.!:i3ENJE.R INT ) .·Au:.. . Faoui \ ok ME,'3EN ;E? to r,:,Ci?r 
1,0 a m1.Sst!1.ge1· fl'O"'! iieav<!n .:;uuv1. , since 11., says , ~lE 
,_;EHT FROM ABOVE: , HI:_ TOOK ME ( l s . l .. : 17) . E: ,t R . 
,judar. sa: '..I : 'Th~ rr,E:SS.:1. g~1· wa~ /:.n .... rdinal':11 courier . 
.:aid R . ::-iii1 .~11;;,.s t u R . ,; ,H.tah : B .. t wo1...lo a co1m~o1,/ 
couriet· advi:;,;: llirn c.-<iul , ~!. 'int:,)~ Yet. Lt;c :;a.:...i r.o 
11im : HAJTE Tlir..r.. , Al~i:• COME . Ra1.,1lcl" , hi.? musl ! . o:1\lc.; bo::i?l. 
a heavt'nly mi;,ss~nf;eI· . 'J'HERE . .-,.,!L J'"EY ALLED 7.,h..' 
FLA~::: THE ' RQr!\ Of· DIV1:'10iJ .' ' ? \•/hy 1·:as it caL:.1.-\1 
' ROCK O!· D1v1.:;10r1s • ·~ FL .;amuel t, . :~ah:-·1111 sa1d: 

.. 4 E.st:ncr Ra:>oa {):l~ ; ~~nesis R3bbi 71 : 5 ; Midrasti :;hmuel 
Cha1 . c 
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For there Saul ' s mighty men were divided concerning 
David . What did they say? /Some said : / Now that 
the son of Jesse is in our hands , let us not turn 
away from him ! What did the others say? Israel ' s 
war takes precedence , and this son of Jesse can always 
be found . R. Eliezer said : The rock was divided from 
end to end , Saul and his mighty men standing on one 
part , and David and his men standing on the other part . 
/It is to this division/ David refers in saying : IT 
IS HE THAT GIVETH SALVATION UNTO KINGS (Ps. 144:10) -­
/salvation/ to two kings , and these are Saul and David . 
Saul , who was deliVt~cd from the shedding of blood . 
David , who was delivered from the sword of Saul , as 
it says , WHO DELIVERETH DAVID HIS SERVANT FROM THE 
HURTFUL SWORD (Ps . 144:10) . 45 

Weak 

Saul is portrayed as bei~g one of the weak or lowly ones . 

Yet as we shall 3~~ he is also portrayed as a Lruly great and 

powerful leader . In Chapter !'°ive we shall encounter m1drashim 

claiming Saul to be the most powerful of all the enemies faced 

by David (includinG Goliath) . Exodus Rabba iesti~ies to Saul •s 

greatness : 

None was creater than Saul , as it says , r;6oAUGHTERS 
OI•' ISRAEL , WEE P OVER SAUL ( II 3am . 1 : 24) . 

At the moment of his anointment Samue: kissed him wit!. a 

kiss acknowledging greatness : 

45 Miarash T~hillm 16 : 7 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ~~1 
Note : BratJde , ln Mid1·ash Tehilim, J • 445 .:01:unents oh t.lie 
meanini:; or Saul ' s encompassit,e; Dav:d :-is .., belmet : "Meaning 
that Saul ' s men were s~ationed not only all arounrt the 
rock, buL also on top c:~ 1·~ , t.hus coverln~ David all over , 
Just as & helmet covers 0r ' ? he~J . In other wor1s , were 
iL not t'or tne miracle wh1cl1 caused Saul to de~:H·t. i n 
haste , David could not possibly l.3V" esc·~red death . '' 

46 Exodus Rabba 30 :16 
Note : Sonc ino iranslatlon p . 365 states : "Saul was the 
f1rst t,;o raise l3rael ' s glory. " This , apparently , 
accounts for the dauchters of Israel weeping and for the 
statement thaL none was greater than Saul . 
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All kisses are frivol ous exceot t hree . These are 
they : the kiss of separation , · the kiss /acknowledging/ 
greatness , and the kiss /when encountering one/ at the 
crossroads . The kiss of separation , as it s ays , AND 
ORPAH KISSED HER MOTHER- IN- LAW (Ruth 1 : 14) . The kiss 
/acknowledgi ng/ greatness , as it says , THEN SAMUEL 
TOOK THE VIJI.L OF OIL , AND POURED IT UPON HIS (Saul ' s) 
HEAD, AND KISSED HIM , AND SAID : IS IT NOT THAT THE 
LORD HATH ANOINTED THEE TO BE PRINCE OVER HIS 
INHERITANCE (I Sam. 10 : 1) .4 7 

He was supreme both in Torah and l n worldly affairs . 

Unlike Moses and Rabbi he was not designated the greatest all 

his life but like Davi d and Solomon he was so des i gnated for 

part of his l i fe : 

Rabbah the son of Rabbah - - others state R. Hi llel 
the son of R. Wallas -- also sai d : Prom Moses until 
Rabbi we do not find sacred learning and /worldly/ 
greatness combined in the one /person/ . But do we 
not? Was it not so i n the case or Joshua? /No , 
ror/ there was Eleazar . But what of Phinehas? 
There were the Elders . But was not Saul such? ~o , 
/ with him/ was Saiouel . But did not Samuel die 
/before hiin/? We are referring t o his whole life ­
time (that 1s , someone who was gr eater than all 
du.ring their entire liCe ) . But d i d 11ot David 
/co1nbine these possessions/? There was li-·a the 
Jairite . But he died /be fore David/ . We are 
referring t o his whole life- time . Was not Solomon 
/such a man/? /No • :°Ol'/ the!"e was Shime i son of' 
Gera . But he (Solomon) slew him ! We are referring 
t o his who l e lif~- time ... ~H 

Af'-..-.:1· t.111: ucath of some (Abraharn J Moses • Joshua , a:id 

Saul) t.he world reverts to 1 ts previou:: i~fe1•.lor state . One 

can deduce from this that ouri!1& t.heir lives the \.;o:•ld wa!;I 

affected by what was presumably their strong leadars~i p and 

i nfluence : 

AND IT CAME TO PA<':J AP1'ER THE DEA'!'H OF ABRAHAM , THAT 
GOD BLESSED IS3AC Hir SON (Gen . 25 : 11) . R. Simon 

47 Tanhuma Buber Shemot 2', ; Ylakut Sh1moni , Pro;>het.s , ftf 
4a Sanhedrin 36a; Glttin ~9a 
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said : Wherever it says AND IT CAME TO PASS AFTER THE 
( ~n,r ~r.-11 ) > the world relapsed into its former 
state . Thus : AND IT CAME TO PASS AFTER THE DEATH OF 
ABRAHAM -- straightway , ALL THE WELLS WHICH HIS 
FATHER ' S SERVANTS HAD DIGGED IN THE DAYS OF ABRAHAM 
HIS FATHER , THE PHILISTINES STOPPED THEM (Gen . 26 : 15 , 
18) . NOW IT CAME TO PASS AFTER THE DEATH OF MOSES 
THE SERVANT OF THE LORD {Joshua 1 : 1) -- immediately 
thereafter the well , the mann~ and the clouds of 
glory ceased . NOW IT CAME TO PASS AFTER THE D~ATH 
OF JOSHUA (Judges 1 : 1) -- strai ghtway , the powerful 
men of the land rose agai nst them . NOW IT CAME TO 
PASS AFTER THE DEATH OF SAUL (II Sam . 1 : 1) - - AND THE 
PHILISTINES FOUGHT AGAINST ISRAEL (I Sam . 31 : 1). 49 

Overly Humble , Aggressive , Arrogant 

It has been shown that Saul is portrayed as being too 

humble anu yet at tht: sam~ time is portrayea .... s be ing ag{;ress!.ve 

anti arrogant . Of all the negatl ve elements in Saul ' s over a 11 

imaGe , thi s contradictory notion stands up least when subjected 

t o the full weight of midrashic evidence . Saul is lauded f o r 

his deep humility . Just pri or to listing Saul ' s thirteen 

positive 3.ttrib .. n;es the midrash tells ,ts that Saul wes raised 

to be humble : 

Saul was raised to be very humble . The proof is to 
be round in the following exchange . Said Samuel to 
Saul : AND ON \ftiOM I~ ALL THE DESIRE OP ISRAEL? IS 
IT NOT ON 'l'HEE , AND ON ALL 'T~Y Q!\THER ' S HOUSE (I 
Sam . 9 : ~0J? Saul humbled himself before answerinG 
him and then replied : AM NOT I A BENJAMITE , OF THE 
SMALLEST OF THE TRIBES JP 1JRAEL? AND MY F'_~r-:ILY TH£ 
LEAST OF ALL THE FAMILIES OF THE TRIBE OF BENJAMIN 
(Ib . 9 : 21)? And when they sought to anoint him kinf' , 
he went and hid himself amo115 r.ne baggage until t hey 
cast lots , as it says , AND THE LOP.D SAID: BEHOLD HE 
HATII IIID HIMSELF AMONG 'l'!IE BAliGA(;E (lb . 10: 23) .56 

49 Genesis Rabba 62 : 4 ; Yalkut 5himoni , Torah , 
Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ,c 

50 Reishit Hohma i\Ulf i\ ,~w Chap . 7 
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As in the case of Gideon , Aaron, Moses , the Levites , 

Samuel , and David , Saul became great by virtue of his humility: 

Great is humility , for thr ough it Saul /also/ became 
great . When Samuel said to him : AND ON WHOM IS ALL 
THE DESIRE OF ISRAEL (I Sam . 9 : 20)? What did Saul 
say to him? AM NOT I A BENJAMITE , OF 'l'HE SMALLEST 
OF Tl-!E TRIBES OF ISRAEL? AND MY FAMILY THE LEAST 
OF ALL THE FAMILIES OF THE TRIBE OF BEl~JAMIN (lb . 
9 : 21)? And at the 111oment when they sought his 
anointment he went and he hid himse lf until they 
cast lot s , as it says , AND THE LORD ANSWERED : 
BEHOLD , HE HATH HID HIMSELF AMONU THE BAGGAGE 
(I Sam . 10 : 22) . 51 

In rabbinic d i scussions of humility Saul ' s name is very 

prominent. In the followinG midrash he is portrayed as a model 

of hwnillty . We read this pr e viously in thi s chapter as evidence 

that Saul was faithful and willing and anxious :o cormn~nicate 

with God by means of th e Urim and Thurnmim . Here it i s presented 

for its portrayal of a man r unning from honor and high off:.ce 

and only willing to accept it if God a gr ees : 

Thus says the text , A MAN ' S PRIDE SH ALL BRING HIM 
LOW , BUT HE THAT IS OF HUMBLE SPIRIT SHALL ATTAIN 
HONOR (Prov . 29 : 23 ). Whoever- pur sues high office , 
high office I'lees from him . But whoever flees high 
offic e , the high office pursues him . Saul was one 
who fled from high of!'ice at the moment. r.hey wanted 
to make him king . Said i;Oe Holy One , blessed be He~ 
t o Samuel : HE HAS !!ID HIMSELF AMONG THE BAGGAGE (I 
Sam . 10 : 22) . When they came to .'aul he said to them : 
Go and i nquire of -i;he t.: rim and Thummim (to see) if 
I am wortny o r not - - then put m~ i ~ ~=· place (do 
what ls appropriate to :ne) . Immeuiatel. t hey as1<eo 
tiod if he was wo1·r. n~• or no: . Thui :;he sages taught 
cha 1, bAGGAGE ( O .,),n) refcrs only 1;0 the Urim and 
t he Thummlm . 52 

He merited t o rule bec1usc o: hi~ humility : 

51 Mi shnat R. Eliezer Chap . 10 

52 Midrash Agadah Buber Vayikra 1:1 ; Tanhuma Buber Vayikra 
q ; Yalkut Shimoni Prophets , K'? 
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Through what merit /dld Saul r ule immediately/ ? 
Through the mer i t of the good deeds he accumulated, 
for being meek and humble .. . 53 

He merited success in battle beca use of his humility : 

He (Saul) conquered them . By what merit? By the 
merit of /the performance of/ commandments and good 
deeds that he had to his credit ; fo r he was meek . .. 54 

The following midrash provides us with two examples of 

Saul ' s humility : he considered his servant along with hi mself 

and he fled from rulership. Additionally he is compar ed 

favorably to Samuel who did not consider Saul ' s ser vant along 

with Saul : 

By what merit was Judah ent it led to kingship? 
Because of humility ... And e ven Saul me rited king­
ship only because /of hi s/ humilt i y . As it s ays , 
COME AND LET US RETURN ; LEST MY FATHER LEAVE CAR1HG 
FOR THE ASSES AND BECOME ANXIOUS CONCERNING US 
( l..1) ~11-n - I Sam . 9 : 5) . He considered his servam; 
along with himsel !' . Samuel did not do likewise , 
rather THE ASSES WH ICH THOU WENTEST TO SEEK ARE 
FOUND ; AND, LO , THY FATHER HAS LEFT OFf CARING FOR 
THE: ASSES, AND IS ANXIOUS CONCErunNG YOU SAYING : 
WHAT SHALL l DO FOR MY SON ( •~l !, - 1 Sam . 10 ; 2)? 
/Another example of Saul ' s humility is/ when he fled 
~rom rJlership , what 1s written , THEY ASKED OF THE 
LORD FURTHER : IS THERE YET A MAN COME HITHER? AND 
THE LORD ANSWERED : BEHOLD , HE HATH HID HIMSELF AMONG 
TrtE bAGGA~E (I Sam . 10 :22 ) . 55 

Jlnother example of :jaul ' s h .... n,i _lc;;• appeared at t he begin­

n i ng o f thi s chapter in th~ listing o r Saul ' s attributes . He 

equated Lh1:: honor due his s-..:-v· 11, :~ -::i.•= nu!1ur• due himself by 

s it t i ng at the same l evel as his servants Abner a11d David: 

53 Pes i kta de R. Kahana 5: 3 
Note : See root.note 1 o f this Chapter for the ~ull text . 

5~ Numbers Rabba 11 : 3 
Note : See footnote 2 or this Chapter ror the full text . 

55 Tosefta Berakoth 4 : 16 ; YalkuL Shimoni, Pr ophets , nr 
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... He equated the honor due his servant to the honor 
due himself , as it says , AND THE KING SAT UPON HIS 
SEAT , AS AT OTHER TIMES, EVEN UPON THE SEAT BY THE 
WALL ; AND JONATHAN STOOD UP, AND ABNER SAT BY SAUL ' S 
SIDE ; BUT DAVID ' S PLACE WAS EMPTY (I Sam . 20 : 25) .56 

Yet another example of Saul ' s humi l ity was when he did not 

tell his uncle that he had been anoi nted king (I Sam . 10 : 16) . 

For this act of humility Saul received the reward of meri ting 

Esther as a descendant : 

R. Eleazar said : What is the meaning of the verse , 
HE WITHDRAWETH NO':' HlS EYES FROM THE RIGHTEOUS (Job 
36 : 7)? In reward fo r the modesty displayed by Rachael , 
she was granted to number among her descendants Saul ; 
and in reward for the modesty displayed by Saul , he 
was granted to num~er amon& h i s descendant s Es~her ... 
What modesty did Saul display? As i t is written , BUT 
CONCERNING THE MATTER OF THE KINCDOM WHEREOF SAMUEL 
SPOKE HE TOLD HIM NOT (I Sam . 10 : 16) . He was there­
fore rewarded by having Esther among his descendants . 57 

Covering Up Sin 

It is true , as we saw at the end o f Chapter One , that Sa ul 

i s portrayed in the rn idrash as covering u p the sin or Amalek . 

Yet we shall now see that he is praised ~or bei ng pure and 

free of sin and that one who denigr aLes o r casts aspers i on on 

Saul ' s charbcL~r wi ll meet wi~h Jivine ~isapproval . The fol ­

lo1•11ng mi drash sugce51,s that when he began t o reign Saul had 

not e ven Lasted sin . \·!hen one rabbi sut;Gests that Stiul mi ght 

fri ghtening ni gh tmares am.J must repeatedly beg Saul ' s forrive ­

ness and acknowledge that Saul 1"as King of Israt.•l : 

56 Mishnat R. Eliezer Chfi.p . 10 ; Reishit Hohmaill.>.»n """" Cnap . 7 
Note: See footnote LI or thi s Chapte1· for the full text and 
e xplanator y notes on Lhis plissage . 

57 Megillah 1 3a , b ; Ya lkut Shimoni , Prophets , ~~ 
Not e : This incident was referred to earlier. See footnote 
4b of this Chapter . 
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SAUL WAS A YEAR OLD WHEN HE BEGAN TO REIGN (I Sam . 
13:1 --finding the literal interpretation impossible 
the Rabbis endeavor to find therein homiletical sug­
gest i on) . R. Huna said : Like an infant of one year ~ 
who had not tasted the taste of sin . R. Nahman b. 
Isaac demurred to this: Say perhaps : Like an infant 
of one year that is filthy with mud and excrement? 
R. Nahman ther eupon was shown a frightening vis i on 
in his dream whereupon he said : I beg your pardon , 
bones of Saul , son of Kish . But he saw again a 
fr i ghtening vi sion i n his dream , wher eupon he said : 
I beg your Qardon , bones of Saul , son of Kish, King 
of Israel. 5~ 

Another version of this midrash omits the dream episode 

and concludes that Saul was simply free of sin when he began 

to rule: 

What is the meaning o f n~w '~~ in the verse: THIS 
IS THE OFFERING MADE BY FIRE WHICH YE SHALL BRING 
UNTO THE LORD: HE- LAMBS OF THE FIRST YEAR ( t1.>w '.J~ ) 
WITHOUT BLEMISH (Num . 28 :3) . He said to them : If 
you sacrifice before Me by the merit or your sacrifice 
I will grant you atonement and you will be to me as a 
baby of one year who has no s in. As we learn from 
Saul: SAUL WAS ONE YEAR OLD (:,~w )l. ) WHEN HE BEGAN 
TO REIGN (I Sam . 13:1). Was Saul r eal ly a one- year­
old when he began to 1·ule? Rather~ he was free 
from sin like a one year old baby . ?9 

I~competent ;cholar and Not Devoted to Scholarship 

One o f the faults we encountered in Chapter One was Saul ' s 

poor sc!1, ~:?.r-i• ip arm his lack o f devotion to sc!1olarship . Many 

midrashim, however·, give us the opposite picture . We have 

already read in t,his chapter midrashim which account for Saul ' s 

re lgning imrned ia te ly after anointment: a!ld for his mi 11 tary 

victories by virtue o f his being a scholar. Both sLa~ements 

are credited to R. Judah b . Nahman : 

58 Yoma 22b 

59 Pesikta Rabbati Chap . l; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 17 ; Yalkut 
Shimoni , Prophets , l'1 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , K~ 1, 



Taught R. Judah b . Nahman in the name of R. Simeon b . 
Lakish : Saul was a scholar in Torah : BY ME .. says 
Torah , PRINCES COME TO REION (Prov. 18:16) ; BY ME 
KINGS COME TO REIGN (Prov . 8:15) . 60 

Saul sat in attendance at the Sannedrin: 

R. Zeira sai d in the name of R. Yehudah b . Simeon 
~wM (tamarisk- tree) means Sanhedrin , as it says , 

NOW SAUL WAS SITTIHG IN GIBEAH , UNDER THE SANHEDRIN 
( ~tu« ) IN RAMAH ( I ::im . 22 : 6) . According to the 
opinion of R. Nehemiah - ~.,,. is a tavern ,. meaning 
a place where Abraham ate and drank and blessed God . 61 

Saul questioned Abner about David ' s background for halachlc 

purposes . Note Saul ' s expertise and his concern for accurate 

r.alachic information : 

Mishnah : An Ammonite and a Moabite are forbidden /to 
enter the assembly of the Lord - - Deut . 23 : 4/ and 
their prohibitio11 is foreve1• . Their women are per­
mitted at once . .. Jemara : Whence are these laws inferred? 
R. Yochanan replied : Scripture stated , AND WHEN SAUL 
SA\• DAVID 00 FORTH AGAINST 1'HE Pn!LISTINE , HE SAID 
UNTO ABUER , THE CAPTAIN OF ':'HE HOST : ABNER , WHOSE SON 
IS THIS YOUTH? AND ABNER SAID: A THY SOUL LIVETH , 0 
KING , l CANNOT TELL {l Sam . 17:55) . But did he (Saul) 
not know him? .Surely it i s writte!'l , AND HE LOVED HHi 
GREATLY ; AND HE BECAM~ HIS ARMOR BEARER (lb . 16 : 21) . 
He rather made the inquiry concerning his father . 
But did he not know his fathi!!'':' St.rely ic is w:ritte:i , 
AND THE MAN WAS AN OLD MAN IN THE DAYS OF SAUL , 
STRICKEN IN YEARS AMONG THEM (lb . 17 : 12) ; and Rab , 
or , it migh~ be said , R. Abba , stated that this re­
ferred t o the father of David , Jesse , •;ho came i n 
with an army and went out With sn army . It is this 
t.hat Saul meant.: Whether 11e descended from Perez , or 
from Ze:rah . If hi! descenced from ?erez he would be 
king , for a king breaks ( ,.,. to b1•eak . a play upon 
Perez ,i~ ) for nimst! 1 r a ,-:ay and no onP c~n hinder 
him. Ir , howev1..r , 11"' is uescended from :el'ah he would 
only be an importa:1'.. ma1. . \-!~1at. is tl'.1. :•eacon why he 
gave insLructiona that inquiry be made ~~ncerning him? 
Becaust: it is \'ll'itten , A~rn .3A' 1L CLAJ DAVID \:ITH HIS 
APPAREL ( l~l"! his apparel - ~ Sam . 17: ,B~ , being or 

60 Pesikta de R. Kahana 5: 3; Numbers Rabba 11: ; ; Pesikta 
Rabbati Chap . 15 

61 Yalkut Shimoni , Torah , i\Y 
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the same size ( \.n~))f - like his size) as his, and 
about Saul it is written , FROM HIS SHOULDERS AND UP­
WARD HE WAS HIGHER THAN ANY OF THE PEOPLE (I Sam . 9 : 2) . 
Doeg the Edomi te then sai d to him (Saul ) : instead of 
enquiring whether he l s fit to be king or not , enquire 
rather whether he is per mi tted to e nter the assembly 
or not . What is the reason? Because he is descended 
from Ruth the Moabitess . Said Abner to him (to Doeg) : 
We learned an Ammonite (is forbidden) but not an 
Ammonitess ; a Moabite , but not a Moabitess . But in 
that case a bastard would imply : But not a female 
bastard? I t i s writ ten •mamzer ' / which implies/ any­
one obj ect i onable (man or woman) , Does then Egyptian 
exclude the Egyptian woman? Her e (case of the Ammonite 
and the Moabite) it is different since the reason for 
the Scriptural text is explicitly stated : BECAUSE THEY 
MET YOU NOT WITH BREAD AND WITH WATER (Deut . 23 :5 ) ; 
it is customary for a man to meet /wayfarers/ ; it i s 
not , however , customary for a woman ~o meet /them/ . .. 
He (Abner ) i·emained silent . THEREUPON THE KING SAID: 
INQUIRE THOU WHOSE SON THE STRIPLING IS (1 Sam . 17 : 56) . 
Elsewhe r e he calls him youth ( "'l&JJ _ lb . 17 : 55) and 
here he calls him stripling ~ )~ ) . It is this that 
he (Saul) implied : you have overlooked ( :\ 11')).u.a.> -
r oot is a~- ) an halacha ,· go and incuire at the 
college ... 62 . 

And , as we saw earli er , Saul is said to have sustained 

members of the Sanhedrin with food and drink and to have listened 

eagerly to them : 

The other sairl : Banot Israel ( ),<-,w• .nlll - Daughters 
of Israel) /l·eally refers to/ Bena ' ot Yi.sraec-1 (the 
bea 1.1t i ful of Israel - ~•-,w• -"'•J~ ) , which is the 
'"qn!J '.! ~rin . Fo.t· when he (Saul) would see a group of 
scholars , he would ~rovide them with food and drink. 
What does the text mean - WHO PUT ORNAMENTS Of UOLD 
UPON YOUR APPAREL ( II Sam . l : 24) ? It means he v1ould 
listen to the les5011S o:~ a sage auo Pl'"iwe him . 63 

Lack of ,,K ~~-

Saul asi<cd in an improper manner :lnd h~ arrani:;Pd fnr his 

daughter ' s engabement i n a way that was unseemly for a king . 

62 Yebamoth 76b ; Ruth Rabba 4: G; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 22 ; 
Yalkut Sh imoni , Prophets , ,~~ 

63 Yerushalmi Nedarim Chap . 9 , Hal. 9 ; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 25 
Note : See footnote 24 of this Chapter for the full text . 
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Now we shall see that he is praised for his manners and i s 

said to have been the only one besides Abraham to travel in a 

proper way: 

AND / Abr aham/ TOOK TWO OP HIS YOUNG MEN WITH Hlll! , 
AND ISAAC HIS SON (Gen . 22 : 3), R. Abbahu said: 
Two people behaved with propriety { '(11< J""') , 
Abraham and Saul . Abraham , as it says , AN TOOK TWO 
OF HIS YOUNG MEN WITH HIM ; Sbul as it says , AND SAUL •• • 
WENT , HE AND TWO MEN WITH HIM (I Sam . 2tS : 8) . 6 4 

AND HE DI~GUISED HIMSELF ... AND WENT , HE /IND TWO MEN 
WI TH HIM (1 Sam . 28 :7 ) -- Abner and Amasa . Sa id 
R. Isaac : The Torah he re teaches you proper behavior 
that a man should not set out on a journey accompanied 
by less than two persons . For if he does he will 
e ventually become a servant t o servant s . Said R. Albu: 
There were two wii~ followed the correct procedure : 
Abraham and Saul. Abraham -- ANO ABRAHAM ROSE EARLY 
I N THE MORNING ... AND TOOK TWO OP HIS YOUNG ME:~ WITH 
HIM lGen . 22 : 3) . And Saul -- AND WENT , HE AND TWO 
MEN WITH HIM (1 Sam. 28 : 8) . This was Abner and Amasa . 65 

In Chapter One it was shown that che Rabbis are very 

concerned with just ifyi ng Saul ' s fate . Many sins and faults 

are put forth as e xplanations ror thi s fate . :n this chapter 

we have discover ed that Saul is greatly praised and that most 

of nis so- called sins and faults turn out. to be e ither :1egated 

or emi nP.ncly deoat.able (only :..he sins of necromancy ana disobe-

, 1e 11 ... ~ t,o Samuel are uncontested by othe1· midrashi;:: evidence) . 

Thi s dynamic we are wi c.nessi:1t:; t..J .,ears to n"' as fol lo\•1s : Concer ned 

with his fate , the Rabbis struei;le to dt:termir1t> rh 0 !"~~:;en:; !;aul 

fe ll from power and lost his ii fe . Tl11-.. :, re Jett. .Jtll of hand most 

or the just.lfications fo1• hi s l'ac.e . Or1e justU'h:1t i on , t!1e sin 

of Amalek , is accepted . Having settled ou Saul ' s on~ clea!" 

64 Gen . Rabba 55 : 6; Yalkut Shimoni , Torah , •~ 

65 Lev . Rabba 26 :7; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 24 ; Tanhuma Emor !I ; 
'l'anhuma Buber Emor 4; Yalkut Shi moni , Prophets , 0)1 
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they praise and defend him . This is particularly clear among 

l ater midrashim . 66 We turn now to Saul ' s sin of destroying 

Nob . We shall see that this dynamic reaches its zenith when 

the Rabbis consider Saul ' s culpability for this tremendo us sin . 

66 See footnotes 4 and 5 . 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

I 

In I Samuel Chapter Twenty- two Saul give instruct ions for 

the priests of Nob to be slain on account of assistance renderPd 

to David . Doeg , carr yi ng out Saul ' s order , proceeds to put to 

the Si•1ord eighty- five priests and all the other living i nhabi­

tants of Nob : men , women , children, and animals . The midrash , 

as we shall see , devotes much attention to this terrible slaugh­

t e r . We shall see how the midrash describes the e xtent of the 

horror of Nob , how this cri me is linked to 1..he sla.Jghter of the 

Gibeonites , and fi:1al ly , how the Rabbis manage to clear Saul 

of responsibility . 

Most of the material linking Saul to the destruction of 

Nob does so in a way that emphasi~es the horror of the crime . 

For the most part the material does not dwell on Saul ' s evil , 

nc~ does it focus in on what led Saul to issue such horrendous 

orders . We have already seen in Chapters Onc and Two material 

which does seek to explai n Saul ' s evil command . In Chapter 

Two we learned fro:11 a n 1..1mbE'r o!' midrasil:m ti.at .;he Rabbis 

postula1..e a connection between Juul ' s showin~ mercy to cruel 

.l\malek and his lack o f mercy for :he rriests o f ~Jot who '•• ~re 

1 
Jeserv1ng of compassion . - In Ch~µter Une w~ reviewed one 

rnidrash which connects the sin ol' Nol> to Saul ' s arro&ance : 

Saul , the king o f Israel , had a spirit of a rrogance 
in him ... What he was not comma:ided he d!.<l do : he :;lew 
Nob , the city of priests . 2 

1 Note : See Chapt;er Two , footno -ces 111 - l"f 

2 Seder Ellyahu Rabba Chap . 31 
Note : For th-= complete text see Chap . One, footnote 59 . 



The crime of Nob is so terrible that , When challenged by 

Moses to justify the death of Israel ' s first king, God sugges ts 

that Moses speak to the priests . The murdered priests of Nob 

stand befor e God accusing Saul and God throws this in Moses ' 

face . This material comes at the conclusion of a long midrash 

detailing Saul ' s act of necromancy and the reasons for his 

downfall. 3 Leviticus Rabba Chapter Twenty- six then draws a 

connection between Lev . 20 : 27 which is the commandment against 

nec r omancy and the very next verse , Lev . 21 : 1 which i nstructs 

Moses to speak to the priests : 

R. Joshua of Siknin said in the name of R . Levi : 
The text (Lev. 21 : 1 , which is the over- all subject 
of Chap . 26 of Le¼ Rabba) t eaches that the Holy One , 
blessed be He , showed Moses every generation and its 
wise men , each generation and its leaders , each gene­
ration and i ts scholars, each generat i on anri its 
judges , each generation and its officers , each genera­
tion and its priests , each generation and its Levi tes , 
each generation and its ki ngs . And when He showeci him 
Saul , king of Israel , fall by che sworri , he (Moses) 
said before Him : Master of the Unlverse , thus is the 
honor of Your children , that the first king to rule 
them should fall by the sword? The Holy One blessed 
be He replied : Me you speak to? SPEAK UNTO THE PRIESTS 
THE SONS Of AARON (Lev . 21 :1 ) that accuse h im . AND THE 
LORD SAID UNTO MOSES: SPEAK UNTO TKE PRIESTS (Ib . ) . 4 

3 Note : See Chapter One , foo \.notes J , 12 , 19 , 20 , 21 , 2 3 , 2!1 , 25 , 26 , 
50 for reference ~o or selec~io~s o f Lev . Rabba ~6 : 7 . 

4 Lev . Rabba 26 : 7 ; Midr•ash .Shii,·,.c: l Chaµ . .?4 ; Tanhuma Emor 2 ; 
Tanhuma ~uber Emor 4 ; Yal kut. <::himoni , Prophets ,U~? 
Note : In ~lidras11 Shtnut? l Chap . 2 4 God showed Adam i 1.staad of 
Moses . 111 Tanhuma Emor 2 the text incl udes the following 
e xplanation of the juxtaposition of Lev . 21 : l and ~0 : ~7 : 
" What is t.11<? one mate.e r next 1;0 th,. other ma,tel' for? Only 
to i ndicat.~ that the !loly One , blessed be l!e , expected ti tat 
i n the future Saul would rule over Israel and murder the 
priests of Nob and inquire by means of a ghost , as it says : 
THEN SAID SAUL UNTO HIS SERVANTS : SEEK ME A WOMAN THAT DlVINETH 
BY A GHOST , THAT I MAY vO TO HER , AND IN UIRE OF HER (I Sam . 
28 : 7) ." 
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Adding to the dimension of the crime is the observation 

that everyone of the priests slaughtered was worthy of being 

a high priest : 

AND HE (Doeg) SLEW ON THAT DAY FOURSCORE AND FIVE 
PERSONS THAT DID WEAR ( IC!\'~ ) A LINEN EPHOD ( I Sam. 
22 :18). R. Chiya taught: And not just this but one 
does not count two ~igh priests as one . Rather , this 
(s ingular form of wea1· - Kw'.> ) teaches that all of 
them were 1~orthy of being i1.igh priests . 5 

It was the slaughter of the priests of Nob which removed 

the Urim and Thummim from Saul . He could not bear to use them 

as a means of communicating with God for they were used with 

the help of prit~ts. Using them woulu thus remind him of the 

crime . We learn thi s from Saul ' s failure to mention the Urim 

and Thummim to the arisen Samuel when he tells Samuel of h i s 

abandonment by God : 

. .. AND SAMUEL SAID TO SAUL, WHY HAST THOU DISQUIETED 
ME TO BRING ME UP? AND SAUL A!~SWERED , I AM SORE DIS­
TRESSED; FOR THE PHILISTINES MAKE WAR AGAINST ME , AND 
GOD IS DEPARTED FROM ME , AND ANSWERETH ME NO MORE , 
NEITHER BY PROPHETS NOR BY DREAMS ; THEREFORE , I CALLED 
THEE THAT THOU MA YES':' MAKE KNOW. UIJTO ME WHAT 1 S:iALL 
DO ( I Sam . 28 : 15) • But he ooes not mention the Urin1 
and Thu~nlm because he had killed , all /the inhabitants 
of/ Nob , th~ city of the priests . 0 

The sin of Nob caused Saul such a,ony chat it was the 

cause of his wi:c;h to ;;.?nJ I.is ~1 r~ : 

And Saul was killed , as it 6ays , ~n SAUL DIED FOR Hl5 
TRANSGRESSION HHl~H Ht COMMlTTED AGAINST THE LORD 
(I Ghron . 10 : 13) . nMi similarly Saul said ltO the 

5 falkut Shimoni , Prophets , ,c~l 

6 Berakoth 12b ; Lev . Rabba 26 : 7 ; Yalkut Shlmoni , Prophets,"'(' 
Note : Rashi •s inter•oretntion of 1..he last line is that Saul 
was ashamed Jamuel ~ould ask hlm ubout his murder of the 
priests . In Lev . Rabba 26 : 7 a similar mldrash is attributed 
to R. Isaac son of R. Hiyya . It differs in that it included 
Prov . l~:10 , THE HEP.RT KNOWETH ITS OWN BITTERNESS . 
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Amalekite who found him in the battle on Mt . Gilboa): 
STAND, I PRAY THEE , BESIDE ME , AND SLAY ME , FOR THE 
AGONY ( ~~f~ ) HATH TAKEN HOLD OF ME (II Sam . 1 :9). 
/What agony?/ The /agony/ of the accusat ion o f /the 
destruction of/ Nob , the city of priests . For there 
is n o ~ ~Ill e xcept as connected to priestly garments , 
as it says , AND THOU SHALT MAKE SETTINGS ( .n•:sp'f".) 
OF GOLD (Ex. 28:13 where this instruction is one of 
many inst~uctions on how to prepare the pri estly 
garments -- obviously i)Unning on '(_~W ) . 7 

II 

By itself the destruction of Nob stands o ut as a crime of 

some significance . It is used , as we have just learned , as a 

justification for Saul ' s punishment and as an e xplanation of 

his death . Yet anoth~r dimension o~ this crime i s establisheo 

in the midrash. The sin of Nob is linked to the murder of a 

group of proselytes known as the Gibeoni t es . The Bible (II Sam . 

2 1 : 1 , 2) e xplains that a famine in David ' s time v:as caused by 

Saul and his family slaughtering these Gibeonites . The Rabbis , 

presumably puzzl ed by the lack o f any previ ous ment i o:1 of the 

murder of the Gibeonites in the Saul narratives , posit a connec­

tion between the crirnes of Nob and the death of the Gibeonites . 

Two ea1ly midrashim establish the connec=ion on the basis o f a 

beli ef that the priests of Nob s upplied the vibeonites with 

sustenance : 

HE 'r!IA1' KlLLETH AN OX IS AS lF HE .. ' LE\·! A riAN , t 'l' t; . 
(I$ . 60 : 3) . R. Yohanan and R. Simeon u. Lakish 
o f fer different interpretations of this text . 
R. Yohanan says i t means that whoever robs 111s 
ne i ghbor o f anyth ing the value 01 a peruta (or 
more) it is regarded ss if he killed him . There arc 
sufficiently nume rous texts t hat apply to him . HE 
THAT KILLETH AN OX I S AS IF HE SLEW A MAN (Ib .-im­
pl i ed t hat the ox is not h i s own hut r ather stolen) ; 

7 Tanhu.ma Metzora 2 ; Tanhuma Buber /\letzot•a 4 ; \'alkuL Shimoni , 
Torah , h.lf"" 
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AND HE LEARNED TO CATCH PREY , HE DEVOURED MEN ( Ezra 
19 : 3 - Soncino : Thus by eating what is not theirs 
they are said to kill thei r vict i ms , p . 284); SO ARE 
THE WAYS OF EVERY ONE THAT IS GREEDY OF GAIN ; IT 
TAKETH AWAY THE LIFE OF THE OWNERS THEREOF (Prov . 
1 :19) ; FOR THE ROBBERY AGAINST THE CHILDREN OF JUDAH , 
BECAUSE THEY HAVE SHED INNOCENT BLOOD IN THEIR LAND 
(Job 4:19) ; AND THEY SAID UNTO THE KING : THE MAN THAT 
CONSUMED US , AND THAT DEVISED AGAINST US , SO THAT WE 
HAVE BEEN DESTROYED ..'ROM REMAINING IN AIH' OF THE BOR­
DERS Or' ISRAEL ( 11 Sar.: . 21: 5- - Gibeoni tes r eferring t o 
Saul) . Did he (Saul) kill them (the Gibeonites) or 
devise aught against them? It can only be that because 
he destroyed Nob , the city of priests , which provided 
them wi th su~tenance , Scripture considers it as if he 
killed them . 

R. Yohanan said : To r ob a fe llow- man even of the value 
of a perutah is like taking away his life from him , as 
i t says: ~o ARE THE WAYS OP EVERY ONE THAT IS UREEDY 
OF CAIN ; WHICH TAKETH AWAY TIIE LIPE OF THE OWNERS THERE­
OF , and it is also written , AND HE SHALL EAT UP THINE 
HARVEST AND THY BREAD /which/ THY SOUS AND THY DAUGr.':'ERS 
/SHOULD EAT/ (Jer. 5 : 17) , and it is saiu again : FOR 
HAM.AS (onn - vi olence) AGAINST THE CHILDREN OF JUDAH 
BECAUSE TH£Y HAVE SHED INNOCENT BLOOD TN THEIR :..AND 
{Joel 4 : 19) , and ic i s said further : IT ( a famine) IS 
FOR SAUL AND FOR HIS BLLODY HOUSE BECAUSE HE SLEW THE 
GIBEONITES (II Sam . 21:1) . But why cite the further 
statements? Because you might say that Lhis applies 
only t o his own soul but not to the s oul of his sons 
and daughters . Ther efo r e come and hear : THE FLESH 
OF HIS SONS AND HIS DAUOH~ERS . :a also i~ you say 
that these statements apply only where no money wa~ 
given (by the robber for the mi sappropriated article) 
whereas where money wa~ given , this would not be so 
(thou~h the wnole transaction was by ihreats and 
violence) , come and hear : POR HAMAS (violence) AGAINST 
THE CHILDREN OF JUDAH BECAUSE THEY HAVE Si-iED INNOCENT 
BLOOD IN THEIR LAND . Acali. , should :iou say that these 
~tat~ments refer only Lo a case where~ robber y was 
dirl!c:.ly committeu by hand whereas whei•r:. it was merely 
c:aust?d inairecj;ly t;:il..: 1\loulJ 11ot be so , come and hear: 
IT IS r'OR SAUL AND PCR 111S BLOOD\ HOUSE B~CA-;;SE HE 
3LEW THE GlBEONITES ; for i ndeed Khere do~~ find that 
Saul slew the Gibeoni t es? lt ffiUSt therefore ~e because 
he slew Nob , th~ city of the pri~sts , who ~3ed to 
supply them (the Gibeonites) with water and food (Joshua 
9 : 27) . Scripture considers it as thougb he had slain 
them (since he stole t heir sustenance) . 9 

8 Lev . Rabba 22 : 6 

y Baba Kamma 119a 
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Mishnat R. Eliezer presents a late r and more direct account 

which explains the connection: 

• . ,Rather , /4he famine conti nues because o f/ the 
spilling of blood /gone unpunished/. Immediately he 
(David) inquired of the Urim and Thumrnim , as it says , 
IT IS FOR SAUL, AND FOR HIS BLOODY HOUSE, BECAUSE HE 
PUT TO DEATH THE GIBEONITES (II Sam . 21 : 1) . When did 
Saul kill them? When he destroyed Nob , the city of 
priests , who were hewers of wood and hdulers of water 
for the Temple . You find that Saul killed even the 
ox and the ass , as it says , AND NOB, THE CITY OP THE 
PRIESTS, SMOTE HE WITH THE EDGE OF THE SWORD, BOTH 
MEN AND WOMEN , CHILDREN AND SUCKLINGS , AND OXEN AND 
ASSES AND SHEEP , WITH THE EDGE OF THE SWORD (I Sam . 
22 : 19) . And if he did not spare the o x and the ass , 
how much the more so did he not spare the hewer s of 
wood and the carriers of water . If this be so , then 
he should have killed ail :he Gibeonites . But because 
not all o f them we r e i n Nob , but a small part of them 
were i n the city of Yearim /therefore no t, all of the 
Gibeonites were killed/ .10 

The Rabbis posit a g r eat sympathy on God ' s part for the 

-G ibeoni tes and di vine anger toward Saul and his house f o r :nux•­

dering them . Additiona lly , they add many details to the Bi ble ' s 

c rief llrtkdg<;c of tlie unpunished slaughter of the Hbeonit es to 

the famine in David ' s time (II Sam . n :1 ) . In the :'ullo,dl!.7 

midrash we learn or Uod ' s acceptance of the Gibeonites despite 

their "inferior " status . '!'his mi ti:·ash also tells us that ,iod 

killed Sa ul fo1· hi s crime ag:.a1 nst the Gibeon j tes : 

. .. ( God i s speak inc : } The l1ibeonites were i nl'c:•ior 
converts a nd were no t, t, r ue !)l'oselyt.es (:-'oncin,:, nor"' ., 
p . 141.1 : " i. e . \'1 ho haa attached theinse lv t."?s to lsrael 
yet had not been fully accepted , and .5 u mi ght not 
i nte rmarry with the lsraelites " ) but r a ther converted 
from fear /of the Is r aelite:.:./. Ye t I accepted c;1em . 
And because Saul sought to crush ~hem and kill the 
priests who supplied them with sustenance , l killed 
him . And not only that but l brought three yuars of 
famine on their account , as it says , AND THERE WAS A 

10 Mishnat R. El i ezer Chap . 9 



FAMINE IN THE DAYS OF DAVI D THREE YEARS , ETC . (II 
Sam . 21 : 1) . And if I di d not reject the Gi beoni tes 
who came to be with you, shall I reject my own 
children?ll 

In Exodus Rabba God ' s concern f or proselytes is demor.­

strated by reference to Hi s punishment of Saul for what Saul 

did to the Gibeonites: 

God said to the proselytes : You are afr aid because 
I di squal ified you from the Passover celebr ation by 
commandin g : THERE SHALL NO ALIEN EAT THEREOF (Ex . 
12:4 3) , Why don ' t you ask the Gi beonites how ki ndly 
I treated them, though they acted deceitful ly o ut of 
fear a11d came to My children , so that t hey ( the 
Israe l ites) s wore to them /to preserve them/ (Joshua 
9 : 3- 15) . /Why don ' t you ask the Gibeonites/ what I 
did t o Saul '311d t o his house because he (Saul) sought 
to kil l them . /1 brought it about/ thaL they slew 
seven of his (Saul ' s) chi ldren , as i t says , BUT THE 
KING TOOK THE TWO SONS OF RIZPAH . .. AND THE FIVE SONS 
OF MICHAL ... AND HE DELIVERED THEM INTO THE HAPDS OP 
THE GIBEONITES (I I Sam. 21 : 8) . God sald : If I 
rece i ved f a vor ably the Cibeonites , who a re Amorites , 
and out of fear wrought deceitfully with Israel , and 
1 gave them satisfaction fo r their wrongs (by punish -
i ng) My children , shall I not favorably r eceive and 
promote the proselytes who come to serve ~e out of l ove?l2 

The murder o f the Gibeonites i s considered to have been an 

intentional muruet· . l)od , so horrifi ed at a murder of tl1i s k i ne , 

al l ows the Gibeoni tes t o seel< vengeance against Saul ' s fami ly . 

ThP Pl'':.ent of \.nc VL-11 t:;eance (the e xecution o f seven of Saul ' s 

sons - :r Sam . 21; 6) , thoui;h jJSC.ifie b:; ~•e ason o !' the.: nature 

of the crime , displeases Cod : 

Similarly i r someone slays 'i soul i11 l:;r•ael j t i s as 
if he removes i mages of the King and he is jud,ed and 
he has no life the i s sentenced t o death ) , for man 
was created in the form of the minis~ering ange~s . 
And if one kills a ccide ntally God has Given hi m a 
place of refuge t o escape (Ex . 2 1 : 13) . But if he 
kills intentionally , even if he 1s the Hi gh Priest , 

11 Numbers Rabba 5 : 3 

1 2 Exodus Rabba 19 : 4 
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he is to be k i lled . None was greater than Saul , as 
it says YE DAUGHTERS OF ISRAEL , WEEP OVER SAUL (II 
Sam . 1 : 24 - Saul be ing the first t o raise Israel ' s 
glory) . Yet who claimed /vengeance/ of him for the 
bloodshed of which he was /still/ guilty at the time 
of his death? Not Israel , but the Gibeonites claimed 
/this blood vengeance/ from him, as it says , LET SEVEN 
MEN OF HIS SONS BE DELIVERED UNTO us (II Sam. 21:6) . 
The priests had pardoned him , but the Gi beonites did 
not pardon him . For this reason did God thrust them 
off from afar , fo r it says , NOW THE GIBEONITES WERE 
NOT OF THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL (Ib . 21 : 2) . And it was 
from this thi ng that David was afraid , as it says , 
9ELIVER ME FROM BLOODGUILTINESS, 0 GOD (Ps . 51 : 16-
presumably Lhe bloodgui lt i ness of having delivered 
Saul ' s sons over to the Oibeonites) . l ~ 

I\. is to be r emembered that 1;h i s punishment of Saul and 

hi s house takes place in the conte xt of a gr eat fami ne . The 

following midrash e xplains bot h the connection of Nob to the 

Gibeonit es and the connection of the murder of the Gibeonites 

t o the famine in the days of David . Note that in this midrash 

Dav id r e signs himself t o pac ifying th e Gibeonites and holds in 

abeyance any act i on designed to mollify ;ad ' s othe r concern 

that , besides Giving justice to the Gibeonites , David arrange 

!'or .Saul to be pr-o p~rl~• mourned : 

AND THERE WAS A FAMINE IN THE DAYS Of DAVID THREE 
YEARS , YEAR AFTER YEAR (11 Sam . 21 : 1) . I n t he fi rst 
yea1· ne (David) said to them ( the Gi beon1 tes who are 
e xcluded from tne Coni:;regat i on o :~ Israel) : I t is 
poss i b l e that ther e 31'1? idolaters a:nong you , for it 
is written , AND SERVE OTHER JOOS , AND WORSHIP THEM . . . 
AND HE WILL SHUT UP THE tiEAVEN , SO TliA':' THFRE SHALL 
BE NO RAIN , ETC. :neut . 11 : lb) . They instituted 
enquiries but coul~ not discover any idclaLers . ln 
the second yea1• 11e said to them : Ther e nis.y be .:;rans­
gressers a111ot1g you , for i t 1s 1-,ritten , THERCFORE THc 
SHOWERS HAVE BEEN WITHHELD AND THERE HATli BEEN NO 
LATTER RAIN ; YE'r THOU HADST A HARL0T ' S FOREHEAD. ETC . 
( J er . 3: 3) . Enquiries we r e made but none 1-1as f ound. 
In t.he third yea_r• he said t o them: Ther e might be 
among you men who announce specified sums for charity 
in pub lic but do no t gi ve them , as it is writte n , AS 

13 Exodus Rabba 30 :16 
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VAPORS AND WIND WITHOUT RAIN , SO IS HE THAT BOASTETH 
HIMSELF OF A FALSE GIFT (Pr ov . 25 : 14). Enquiries 
were made and none was found . The matter, he concluded , 
depe nds ent irel y upon me . Immediately , HE SOUGHT THE 
FACE OF THE LORD (II Sam . 21 : 7) . .. AND THE LORD SAID : 
IT IS FOR SAUL AND HIS BLOODY HOUSE , BECAUSE HE PUT TO 
DEATH THE GIBEONITES (II Sam. 21 : 1) . FOR SAUL, because 
he was not mourned for in a proper manner ; AND HIS 
BLOODY HOUSE , BECAUSE HE PUT TO DEATH THE GIBEONITES . 
Where , however , do we fi~d that Saul PUT TO DEATH THE 
OlBEONITES? The truth 15 that , as he killed the i n ­
habitants of Nob , the city of the priests who were 
supplying them with water and food, Scripture regards 
it as if he himself had killed them . 

Justice i s demanded for Saul because he was not 
properly mourned for, and justice is demanded because 
he put t o death the Gibeonites? Yes ; for Resh Lakish 
stated: What is meant by the Scri ptural text , SEEK YE 
THE LORD , A~L YE HUMBLE OF THE EARTH , THAT HAVE EXE­
CUTED HIS ORDINANCE ( -1>\', ,u~'f~ - Ze ph . 2 : 3) • Where 
there is his ordinance ( \U.Jum - literally : h i s j udg­
ment) there are also his execut i ons ( \~u~ - hi s 
works , Saul ' s good deeds) . Davi d said : As to Saul , 
there have alr eady elapsed the twelve mon~hs of the 
/first/ year /of mourning/ and it would be unusual 
to arrange for his mourn i ng now . As to the Nethinim 
(Gibeonites) , however, l et them be summoned and we 
shall pacify them . 14 

We shall see in the ne~t chapter that God will be qui:e 

insistent with David that he mourn Sa1.1_l rroperl:,r . A midrash 

in the Ye rushalmi , s i milar tu the preceding one , e xplains the 

I'amlne as stemming !'1•010 the murder- of the Ci beonites and Davi d ' s 

failure is explicit ly mentioned as being a lack of mercy t owards 

Saul : 

14 Yebamot 78b , 79a ; Pirke de R. f:..l i ezei- , Chap. 17 ; Yall-.u1. 
Shimoni , Prophets , ~JP 
Note : Rashi explains that the reason justice i s demanned 
for Saul is that Saul is being judged (for the crime against 
the Gi beonites) and that "in a place where a man is juoged 
they mention i:;he works of his righteousness . " Doi ng chis , 
God comes t o the conclusion that Saul was not mourned 
appropriately. In Pirke de R. Ellezer the third potential 
cause of the famine is said to have been the shedding of 
blood . 
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David searched throughout his generation but could 
not find one of them (the sins that were suspected 
of causing the famine) . He began to inquire of the 
Urim and Thummim , as it is written , AND DAVID SOUGHT 
THE FACE OF THE LORD (II Sam. 21 : 1) by means of t he 
Urim and Thummim . Said R. Eliezer: SEEK YE THE LORD , 
ALL YE HUMBLE OF THE EARTH , THAT HAVE EXECUTED HIS 
ORDINANCE (Zeph . 2 : 3) . What is the meaning of THAT 
HAVE EXECUTED HIS ORDINANCE? Whose justice and deeds 
are as one . Said God (to David concerning the reason 
for the famine): FOh ~AUL AND FOR HIS BLOODY HOUSE . 
For Saul , for you (David) did not behave mercifully 
with him . And for his bloody house , for it (Saul ' s 
house) , killed the Gibeonites.15 

The Gibeonites themselves provide us with the most 

thorough description of the crime and its dimensions : 

What , ~avid asked , is amiss between you ( Gibeonites) 
and the house of Saul~ They (the Gibeonites) 
answered him: He cut off our sustenance , and pt;t to 
death seven of our men : Two hewers of wood , two draw­
ers of water , a superinLendent , a scribe , and an 
attendant. Said he (David) to them: What do you wish 
now? Accordi ngly it i s written , AND DAVID SAID UNTO 
THE GIBEONITES : WHAT SHALL I DO FOR YOU? AND \'HERE­
WITH SHALL I GIVE RANSOM , THAT YE MAY BLESS THE 
INHERITANCE OF THE LORD (II Sam . 21:3)? What benefit , 
he asked them, will you obtain if you slay some mem­
be1· of the house of Saul? Tell me rather ,·,•hat repa­
ration 1 can make you so that you may be pacified , 
and how much silver and &old I should give you as 
you r ransom .. . AND THE GIBEONITES SAID UNTO HIM : IT 
I S NO MATTER OF SILVER AND GOLD BETWEEN US ( •~) AND 
SAUL , OR HIS HOUSE (II Sam. 21:4) . The writt~n form 
is •~ (me) and it is read lanu (us) ! Why is this? 
LJbVi~ said to them : What benefit wil l it be to you 
if they are killed? Take silver and gold ! Said 
they : We do not seek ~11 ver or gold f':rom Saul or :'rom 
his house . He owed us no money , that WP should take 
money trom him . it is lives that he owPs us and 
lives W<: demand . Ca;lJ tnought. : Perhaps one hal:' of 
them is afraid of th.,. .'.>ther. !:O he too:~ eaci1 one of 
them asldt.: and t.r•ied to talk to each sep,tt•aiely , 
saying : What benefit will you have if they are killed? 
Take the money l The one addressed would a11sw~r : It 
is no matter of silver and gold bet1·:een me ( •~ -
hence 11 , to me , is written , while lanu , to ui is 
read , to show that he spoke to~em boch collectively 
and individually) and Saul , 0 1• his house , nor should 

15 Yerushalmi Kiddushin Chap . 4 , p . 65c ; Midrash Shmuel 
Chap . ?8 ; Numbe t•s Rabba 8 : 11 
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we go i n sear ch of others but himself . For hisser­
vants r efused to put fort h a hand e i ther agains t the 
priest s or aga i nst us ; as it says, BUT THE SERVANTS 
OF THE KING WOULD NOT PIJI' FORTH THEIR HAND TO FALL 
UPON TIIE PRIESTS OF THE LORD (I Sam . 22 : 17) . This 
is wha t i s meant by NEITHER IS IT FOR US TO PUT ANY 
MAN TO DEATH IN ISRAEL ( II Sam . 21 : li) . When David 
saw that they would not accept his suggestion he 
said to them : What do you propose that I should do 
for you? If it is lives that you d~mand , I shall 
comply with your des i re . For so i t i~ wri tten , AND 
HE SAID : WHAT SAY YE THAT I SHOULD DO FOR YOU (Ib . )? 
When David told them this they sai d : We have no 
desire to pay him back in accordance with the full 
measure of hi s act . Though he consumed us and meant 
to destroy us so tha t we might have no root i ng in 
the whole Land of Israel , we demand only seven of 
his sons to compensate for the seven of our men whom 
he slew . Hence it i s written , AND THEY SA19 Ul~TO THE 
KING : THE MAN THAT CON~UMED US ( •lJtf '\WK ) AND THAT 
DEVISED AGAINST US , ETC . (lb . 21 : 5) . ASHER KILLANU 
( u~~ ,c.,,c ) consists of seven letters ( in the Hebrew) , 
alluding to the seven persons whom he sle\•1 (and not 
to the whole people , as the literal rendering or the 
word would i mply) . THEREFORE LET SEVEN MEN OF HIS 
SONS BE DELIVERED UNTO US , AND WE WILL HANG THEM UP 
UNTO THE LORD IN !HBEAH OF SAUL , THE CHOSEU OF THE 
LORD, ETC. (Ib . 21 : 6) in order that the whole wo1•ld 
may see and be afraid and no~ again do evil to prose­
lytes . The reason why H i s written UNTO THE LORD 
is because He had commanded that the 1roselytes should 
be treated well and Saul had done evil to tnem . Why 
lN GlBEAH OF SAUL? In ot·der that people might k110N 

that if the Holy One , blessed be He , showed no favor 
to a king, much less would He do so to ordinary men. 
THE CHOSEN OF THE LORD: This is strani;e ! Here are 
these people denouncinv him, yet callinb him, THE 
{'HC''>Er OF TrlE LOhlJ ! l l1e fact is that they only said , 
lN GlBEArl OF SAUL , and a heavenly voice came forth 
and added , THE CHOSEtJ OF THE LORD . 16 

Radak i1.terp1·et ~ this lo3i; line as meanine; t hat - ~ 1 ' s "'1?":t 

11uJ bee11 forgive11 . Thus , next to material whi.:r, ,1 c id::.Les the 

horror of the slauGhter of the Gibeonites , we learn of \:~ct •s 

forgiveness of Saul . This s\.art 1 ing j uxtapos1t1on is a fitt i ni., 

Hi K.t.'tlbers Rabba 8 : 4 
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transition to those numerous midrashim which come to absolve 

Saul for the slaughter of the priests of Nob and the Gibeonites . 

III 

The Rabbis succeed in clearing Saul ' s name by making it 

very clear that God forgave Saul for murdering priests and 

Gibeonit es and , as if this wer·0 not enough , by indicating that 

the real blame for the slaughter of Nob must fal l on others . 

They therefore assign the blame to Doeg , Abner , Ahimel ech , 

David , Jonathan , and to Saul ' s relatives. 

Our last mi drashic citation , from NumbErs Rabba , gave us 

an initial indication that God forgave Saul . We see from 

o-cher material in that same chapter of Numbers Rabba (8 ; ll) 

evidence of divine displeasure wiLh the Gibeonltes and even a 

statement that Saul had :1ot actually slain any Gibeonites : 

AND SAUL SOUGHT TO SLAY THEM (the Gibeon ites) IN HIS 
ZEAL FOR THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH (II Sam . 
21: 2). Even though he (~aul) had not /actually/ slain 
them , they were cruel t o him . This teaches you that 
ic was not for nothing chat Davi d re~oved them /from 
the Cougregation of Israel / . IN HIS ZEAL !"OR THE 
CHILDREN OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH : Event.hough Saul had 
only shown anger against them because of ihe resent­
ment he felt aE;ai ns t Israel and Ju.Jah , and nad not 
d~LeJ ~ut or any hat red which he entertai ned against 
them , they s howed no mercy t o his children . What was 
thi s r esent,ment (of Saul ' s)? ThaL they would not 
r eveal wh ere David was hidi n& . 17 

Anet.her mid rash makes it 1u1~~ c~1 lic i t Lhat Ucd forgave 

Saul r or the cri me o f !lob : 

Raba b . Hanina the elder further said i n th~ name or 
Rab : If one comm.its a sin and is ashamed o f it, all 
his sins are f or c iven h im , as it says , THAT THOU 
MAYEST REMEMBER AND BE CONFOUNDED , AND NEVER OPEN 
THY MOUTH ANY MORE, BECAUSE OF THY 3HAME ; WHEN I 
HAVE FORGIVEN THEE A~L THAT THOU HAST DONE , SAITH 

17 Numbers Rabba 8: 11 
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THE LORD GOD (Ezra 16: 63) . Perhaps with a whole 
congregation the case is different? Rather /we 
derive it/ from here : AND SAMUEL SAID TO SAUL , WHY 
HAST THOU DISQUIETED ME TO BRING ME UP? AND SAUL 
ANSWERED, I A.M SORE DISTRESSED; FOR THE PHILISTINES 
MAKE WAR AGAINST ME, AND GOD IS DEPARTED FROM ME , 
AND ANSWERETH ME NO MORE, NEITHER BY PROPHETS NOR 
BY DREAMS ; THEREFORE , I CALLED THEE THAT THOU MAYEST 
MAKE KNOWN UNTO ME WHAT I SHALL DO (I Sam . 28 : 15) . 
But he does not mention the Urim and Thummim because 
he had killed all /the inhabitants of/ Nob , the city 
of the priests. And how do we know that Heaven had 
forgiven him? Because it says , AND SAMUEL SAID . . • 
TOMORROW ShALT THOU AND THY SONS BE WITH ME (I Sam . 
28 : 16,19) , and R. Yohanan said : WTTH ME means , in my 
compartment (in Paradise) . The Rabbis say /we learn 
of God ' s forgiveness of Saul/ from here: WE WILL HANG 
THEM UP UNTO THE LORD IN GIBEAH OF SAUL , THE CHOSEN 
Of THE LORD (II Sam . 21:6) . A divine voice came forth 
and proclaimed: i'HE CHOSEN OF THE LORD. 1B 

In his commentary to Berakoth 12b Rash i states , "It cer­

tainly was not the Gibeonites who said that Saul was the Lord ' s 

chosen ." Rashj thus stresses that the statement came from 

God . Saul clearly received divine forgiveness . R. Yohanan 

is quoted in another place as saying essentially the same 

thin~ as he did in Berakoth: 

R. Yohanan rurther stated: Whence 1s i t deduced 
Lhat the Holy One , blessed be He , pardoned him 
(Saul) for that s in (Rashi : the sin o:' the mut•der 
o f the priests or Nob)? from /Scriptur~/ where 
it says , TOMORROW SH ALT THOU AND THY SONS BE WITH 
ME (I Sam , 28:19) . WITH ME implies : in my 
(celestial) division . 19 

Saul is not only forGiven b1Jt he is remc vPn 11tc;-=tl1~1· 

from culµa l>ili ty by a :10st of midrashi111 . .:!den cast blame fop 

the crime o f Nob ~nio others . The one to receive the mosc 

blame is Doeg . Doeg was called the Edomi te t 'JH'UCil - tne 

18 Berakoth 121.J; Yallcut Shimoni Propllets , ":'I 
I 

19 Erubln 53b 
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bloody one , the red one) because he not only slew the inhabi ­

tants o f Nob but he and not Saul was ultimately responsible 

fo r the bloody crime : 

R. Abba b . Kahana maintained: Doeg was called the 
Edomi te (the bloody one) because he so tur ned 
matters as to have decreed the shedding of the 
blood of Nob , the c ity of priests , as is said , 
DOEG THE EDOMITE TURf'.ICD , AND HE FELL UPON THE 
PRIESTS , AND HE SLEW ON THAT DAY FOUR SCORE AND 
FIVE PERSONS (1 Sam . 22 :18) . 20 

/Deeg was cal led the Edomite/ be cause he permitted 
the blood of Nob , the c ity of the pri ests . 21 

Doeg •s slander is portrayed as the root cause of the crime : 

FOR THE LFADER . MASCHlL 0~ DAVID ; WHEN DOEG CAME AIW 
TOLD SAUL: DAVID IS COME TO THE HOUSE OF AHIMELECH 
(priest of Nob- Ps . 52:1) . These words are to be read 
in the light of the verse , SUFFER NOT THY MOUTH TO 
BRING THY FLESH INTO GUILT (Eccles . 5 : 5) ... /this 
verse/ refers to s lande r , for with their mout hs people 
make their flesh suffer guil t . By what they let es­
cape from the i r mouths t hey are stricken by leprosy ... 
When Doeg slandered David , he became leprous , a s it 
says , GOD WILL LIKEWISE BREAK THEE FOR EVER ... AND 
ROOT THEE OUT OF THE LAND OF THE LIVING FOR EVER (Ps . 
52 : 7) . What is the meaning of HE WILL BREAK THEE? 
That he was made leprous , Just as it is sai d o f a 
lepr ous house , HE SHALL BREAK TH£ HOtSE (Lev. 14 : ~5 
where i s says J\'ll\ .M( 1.nJ1 , which ls parallel 
to Ps . 52 : 7 n.sJ~ ;ri-,! )x11a - ) . And what caused 
Doeg ' s leprosy? B~tause he slandered Davi d , as it 
i s sa i d , WrfEN DOEC TH!:: EOOMTTE CAr·1E AND TOLD SAUL , 
/\ND SAlD UNTO HlM : DAVID IS COME TO THE HOUSE OF 
Ar¾IMELECH . 22 

Doeg •s slander which lead t o the destrucci~~ -~ Nob 

caused him to be banisneo tc, u1:n11.om: 

20 

21 

22 

And similar ly Doeg is banish~d (to Geh inom) because 
of his tongue . Whell? The time David f l Pd to the 
city of Nob , co Ahimelech the priest who accepted 

Midrash Tehil i m 52 : 4 

Yalkut Shimoni , PropheLs , I'<~, 
Midrash Tehilim 52 :l 
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him. And Saul perceived /this/ and gathered all 
his servants and said to them : You are all treati ng 
me in a beautiful way - David does whatever he wants 
and not one of you tells me , as it says , ALL OF YOU 
HAVE CONSPIRED AGAINST ME , AND THERE WAS NONE THAT 
DISCLOSED IT TO ME WHEN MY SON MADE A LEAGUE WITH THE 
SON OF JESSE, ANO THERE IS NONE OF YOU THAT IS SORRY 
FOR ME (I Sam. 22:8) . Doeg began to speak slander , 
as 1t says , THEN ANSWERED DOEG THE EDOMITE , WHO WAS 
SET OVER THE SERVANT3 OF SAUL, AND SAID : I SAW THE 
SON OF JESSE COMmo 'iC' NOB, TO AHIMELECH THE SON OP 
AHITUB (Ib . 22:9) . And by his (Doeg ' s) hand eighty­
five priests were killed , that did wear a linen 
ephod and A.himelech the high priest and Nob the city 
of priests was destroyed by the edge of /his/ sword . 23 

Midrash Tehilim provides us with a desciption of this 

slander. We learn of nod ' s anger at Doeg: 

. . . Doeg began speaking to Saul , saying: I SAW THE 
SON OF JESSE COMING TO NOB , TO AHIM.ELECH ... AND HE . . . 
GAVE HlM VICTUALS (I Sam. 22 : 9 ,10) . The Holy One , 
blessed be He , asked Saul : Was it from your victuals 
that Ahimelech gave to David? Was it not from the 
showbread that is placed before Me that he gave David 
/food to eat/? Doeg said further to Saul : EE ALSO 
GAVE HIM THE SWORD OF GOLIATH THE PHILISTINE . . . AND 
HE INQUIRED OP THE LORD FOR HIM (Ib . 22 :10) . Imme­
diately the Holy One , blessed be He , silenced the 
mouth of this evil one and o f him it is said , LET 
THE LYING LIPS BE PUT TO SILENCE , WHICH CRUELLY , 
DISDAINFULLY , AND DESP!T,ErJ LLY :P~AK Av A!NST THE 
RiuHTEOUS (Ps . 31 :19) . 2ij 

The midrash graphically to~trays Doeg ' s slanderous 

provocation a.no 111s ca11 rying out of the murder at Nob : 

AN D (Doeg) TOLD SAUL (Ps . 52 : 1) . Wha t did he say? 
Thus spoke Doeg: David has been m11de kine while you 
st ill live . For though inqui ry mav "n~ be made 0 f 
the Urim anJ Thummim u1, oehal r o f anyone e xcept. the 
king, the Beth Din , er Jne J ~1on whom t.he n~edb of 
many people depend , yet. inquiry has been made of the 
Urim and Thummim on behalf o f David ! When he was 
told this a spirit of envy entered Saul. How do we 
know this? Because Saul said to Ahimelech; TijOU 
HP.ST GlVEN !HM BREAD, AND A SWORD (I Sam. 22 :1 3) , and 
as i f this were not enough for you , THOU HAST ALSO 
INQUIRED OF COD FOR HIM (Ib. ) . Therefore , THOU SHALT 

23 Tanhuma Metzora l ; Tan!1uma Buber Metzor a 1 

~4 Midrash Tehilim 7 : 15 
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SURELY DIE , AHIMELECH (lb . 22 :16). When he saw the 
face of Saul seething with anger at him , immediately 
AH I MELE CH ANSWERED THE KING , AND SAID : AND WHO AMONG 
ALL THY SERVANTS IS SO TRUSTED AS DAVID, WHO IS THE 
KING I S SON- IN- LAW (lb . 22 : 1 4). /Therefore , impute 
nothing to me/ e i ther because of the giving or be­
cause of the inquiring. Indeed , was this the first 
t i me that David called upon me? HAVE I ONLY TODAY 
BEGUN TO INQUIRE OF GOD FOR HIM? BE IT FAR FROM ME 
(Ib. 22 :15 ) . This was 1,ot the first t i me , for it is 
my custom to inquire on ~e~alf of David. Therefor e , 
LET NOT THE KING IMPUTE ANYTHING UNTO HIS SERVANT, 
NOR TO ALL THE HOUSE OF MY FATHER (lb . ). Saul sai d 
to him: So all along you were inquiring for David ! 
And you are not deserving of death? ! When Saul brought 
forth the sentence of death against Ahimelech , THE llNG 
SAID UNTO THE GUARD THAT STOOD ABOUT HIM : TURN , AND 
SLA Y THE PRIESTS OF THE LORD (lb . 22:17) . But the 
guards did 11ot heed him. As Solomon said: WHOSO 
KEEPETH TH£ f'OMMANDMENT SHALL KNOW NO EVIL THINC 
(Eccles . 8 : 5) . It was Abner and Amasa Who (acting 
as guards) would not permit / themselves/ to t ouch the 
priests , as it says , BUT THE SERVANTS OF THE KING 
WOULD NOT PUT PORTH THEIR HAND TO FALL UPON THE PRIESTS 
OF THE LORD (I Sam . 22 :17) . When Saul saw that the 
guards d i d not obey him , he said t o Doeg : Why do you 
just stand there? You , who smote them with your 
tongue -- rise now and smite them with the sword . 
As it says , THE KlNG SAlD TO DOEG : TURN THOU , AND 
FALL UPON THE PRIESTS (lb . 22 : 18) . Immediately Doeg 
stoocJ. up anu. smote them , as it says , HE SLEW OU THAT 
DAY FOURSCORE AND FIVE PERSONS THAT D1D WEAR A LINEN 
EPHOD (Ib . ) . 25 

Th~ Rabbis remind us of who was responsible for ~he actual 

bloodshed : 

Said R . Isaac : Doeg was an EJomi ti:- ( --n,11t , bloody , 
red ). As it says AND DAVID SAI D UNTO HI~; THY BLOOD 
BE UPON THY HEAD (II Sam . 1 : 16- connect.in Oe>P,:; \•Jith 
the man who info rmed David of Saul •s death , . !t is 
written THY BLOOD --much bluoo was shed At Nob , the 
c ity of pri ests / by Doec/ . 26 

It is written , oUT 'l'HE SERVANTS OF THE KING WOU LD NOT 
PUT FO RTH THEIR HAND TO F'ALL UPON THE PRIESTS u!' THE 
LOR D (I Sam . 22 :17) . 6ut Doeg killed th~m, as 1t 

25 Midrash Tehil i rn 52 : 5 ; Yalkut Shimoni, Prophets , x\r 

26 Pesikta de R. Kahana 28a , 29b ; Pes . Meyucheset l e 
R. Kahana 28b 



says , AND DOEG THE EDOMITE TURNED, AND HE PELL UPON 
THE PRIESTS (Ib . 22 : 18) . 27 

Mishnat R. Eliezer informs us that it was Doeg and Saul ' s 

relatives who destroyed Nob : 

And who killed them (the i nhabitants of Nob)? You 
find that eighty- eight (probably an error- it should 
read e i ght y- five) of them were killed by Deeg . Nob , 
the city of priests , i :s men and its women and its 
herds and its flocks and its hewers of wood--who 
killed them? If you say the servants or Saul--were 
they not righteous ones? As it says , BUT THE SERVANTS 
OF THE KING WOULD NOT PUT FORTH THEIR HAND TO FALL 
UPON THE PRIESTS O? THE LORD (I Sam . 22 : 17) . So who 
killed the m? Saul ' s r e lative s killed them , as it 
says , IT I S 8oR SAUL AND FOR HIS BLOODY HOUSE (II 
Sam. 21 : 1) , 2 

This same source earli er puts the blame fo r Nob on Ahimelech : 

And the spilling of blood did not come to Nob e xcept 
because of Ahimelech . 29 

An early midrash declares that Abner was puni shed because 

he had it in his power to prevent the destruction of Nob but 

did not do so. It i s perhaps significant that this statement 

re- appears frequently i n many other midrashic sources : 

And why was Abner k i lled? . . . Some say chat Abner was 
punished because while he was provi ded with the 
opportunity to prevent Saul rrom / murder' in/ the 
matter of Nob6 the c i ty of priests . he did not 
pr ... ·;~r,\. !,.im . 3 

There is a dispute r ecorded in Sanhedrin as to 1..,hether 

or not Abner attempted to halt: t!ie violence in Nob: 

27 Yalkut Shi moni , Prophets )( )'\J\ 

28 Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap . 9 

29 Mishnat R. El i ezer Chap . 9 

Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 10 : 4 

30 Lev . Rabba 25 : 2 ; Yerushalmi Sotah Chap . 1 . Hal , 8 ; Yeru­
shalmi Peah Chap . 1 , Hal . l ; Pesikta de R. Kahana 32e , 32b ; 
Pesikta Meyuchese i le R. Kahana 32b ; Numbers Rabba 19:2 ; 
Tanhuma Hul<.at ~; Tanhuma Buber Hukat 8 ; Tanhuma Buber ,~,»~ 
9 ; MishnaL R. El l ezer Chap . 9 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , A~r 
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Rab Judah said in Rab ' s name : Why was Abner pun ished? 
Because he should have prot ested to Saul (Rashi : for 
putting the priests of Nob to death) but did not . 
R. Isaac , however , said : He did i ndeed do so , but was 
not heeded . Bo-ch derive their views from the same 
verse , viz ., AND THE KING LAMENTE;D FOR ABNER AND 
SAID: SHOULD ABNER DIE AS A CHURL DlETH , THY HANDS 
WERE NOT BOUND NOR THY FEET PUT INTO FETTERS ( 11 Sam . 
3 : 33) . The one who says that he did not protest , 
interprets i t thus: THY HAIWS WERE NOT BOUND NOR THY 
FEET PUT INTO FETTERS; why then didst thou not protest 
(for you were thus i n a posit i on to protest)? /Ther e ­
for e , / AS A MAN FALLETH BEFORE THE CHILDREN OF INIQUITY 
SO DIDST THOU FALL . The other who maintains that Abner 
did protest but was not l istened to , /holds that/ he 
(David) expresse d his astonishment : SHOULD HE HAVE 
DIED AS A CHURL DIETH? Seeing that thou didst indeed 
protest to Saul , WHY , THEN, DIDST THOU FALL AS A MAN 
FALLETH BEFORE THE CHILDREN OF INIQUITY? But on the 
view that he did pro;est , why was he punished? 
R. Nahman b . Isaac says: Becau s e he delayed the acces ­
sion of David ' s dynasty by t wo and a half years (by 
h is a ct of appoin'ting lsh- Bosheth , Saul ' s only sur v i ­
ving son , as king o f Israel) . 31 

Even David and Jonathan a r e blamed for t he c rime s at Nob ! 

The following t wo midrashim assi gn the blame for Nob t o Jonathan 

for his failure to provide David with bread t'or his travels . 

This necess i tate d David ' s stop in Nob for suste nance : 

Had but Jonatha n I_;i ven David t wo loa ves or bread 
/for his travels/ , Nob , the city of pr i ests would 
not have been massacr e d , Doeg the Edomite would not 
huv~ been destroyed , and Sa 1 and his tlU'ee sons 
would r-:- ~ r.~ .. _ be1:n s l e i n . j 

Come and see how great the puni shment can be becaus~ 
of /fai lur e to give/ bread . lt can k i ll the leaders 
of IsrP.el a nd the Shechinah \-Jill adrninist-e1· / t}ii.$ 
punishment/ 1:0 false proph'=ts . •~r "':n 1·:h1. 1 ~ \Jo we 
know chat ;he punishment can be the slaying of 
Israel ' s leader s? Come ano 1earn from the i ncioenc 
of Nob and Saul and Ahimelech the son o r Ahitub . 
They we r e punished on account o ~ Davict ' R / not 

31 Sanhedrin 20a 

32 Sanhedrin 104a 
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receiving bread at the hand of Jonathan/ a great 
punishment . 33 

God holds David responsible for the crime of Nob . It 

should also be noted that David , like Jonathan , is held 

responsible for Doeg's punishment and for Saul 's death: 

AND ISHBI-BENOB , WHO WAS OF THE SONS OF HA- RAPHA , 
THE WEIGHT OP WHOSE SPEAR WElGHED THREE HUNDRED 
SHEKELS OF BRASS IN WE.LGIIT , HE BEING GIRDED ANEW, 
THOUGHT TO HAVE SLAIN DAVID (II Sam . 21:16) . 
What is the meaning of ISHBI-BENOB ( llJl 'lW' )? 
Rab Judah said in Rab ' s name: a man ( c.,•,c ) who 
came on account of the business of Nob ( ~,~ - as 
an avenger of the crime of Nob) . Said the Holy 
One , Blessed be He , to David: How long will this 
crime be hidden in your hand? Because of you Nob , 
the c ity of priests , was massacred ; because of you 
Doeg the cJ :>mite was banisi1ed ; and be~ause of you 
Saul a11d his three sons were l<illed. 3 

The dynamic described i n the Di gest has ~ow been fully 

portrayed . There is an effort to clear the name of Israel ' s 

first king . His character is dominantly viewed as being or 

the finest quality . The vast majority of his si~s and faults 

are rejected or need to be viewed in the light o f material 

which comes t o praise his actions . Hia great 3in o r or dering 

the destruction of Nob and thus of the Gibeonites is pardoned 

by God and blame for this sin i..s assig11ed to a host. of his 

contemporaries. ln the biblical Lext Saul forthrightly orders 

the execut.icn of the priest.s of the LOI'O . ~hat he O:"'J ld be 

granted suc!1 complete exonerac.ioo fer this act is further 

evidence of a rabbini c attempt t o reject all justifications 

33 Seder Eliyahu Rabba Chap . 1 2 
Note: The commentary to Seder Eliyahu Rabba Chap . 12 states 
that the punishment was on account of David not receiving 
bread at the hand of Jonathan . 

34 Sanhedrin 95a 
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for his fate except for the sin of Amalek . With this dynamic 

now fully elucidated , we ~urn to Saul •s relationship with 

David . We shall see that here , too , the dynamic is reflected . 
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CHAPTER FJVE 

1 

Saul ' s relationship with David was a troubled one . From 

the day they met until the day Saul died the tension between 

them darkened both their lives . Even after Saul ' s death David 

was not f ree of the consequences of their difficult r ~lationship . 

In this chapter we shall examine material whi ch compares the two 

men co each other , Saul ' s wronging of David , David's mixed 

behavior towards Saul , the role Saul ' s family played in the 

drama , the effort by the Rabbis to clear Saul ' s name , and mid-

1·ashim which at.tribute their fates to the r'ate assigned thero 

by God . 

Saul and David are very often compared to one another . 

For the most part the comparisons seem to be prompted by a 

rabbinic desire to explain David ' s supplanting of Saul as Kin6 

of Israel . One mi drash , 1n the course of comparing the two , 

expl i citly tells us that because of differences cited in the 

comparison David stands t o rule while Saul was cu t off from 

his kingship . Thi.; n1id1·ash asset'ts that Wl)ereas David returned 

good for evil dealt hlm (by sparing ~aul who was pursuing him) 1 

Saul returned evil for good dea.ll. him (by pursuing David who 

had killed Goliath a11d bad soothed Saul ' s nerves b:; ,,~rp 

playing) : 

Behol d , it says : one who returns evil for good , 
evil will not move from his house . it does not 
move from his house unless it came to him first 
(presumably this means before the person initiated 
the evil in return for another ' s good) . Thus you 
learn that even one who returns e vil for an evi l , 
an e vil will come to his house but LheL evil will 
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move , while in the former case the evil will not 
move . Against this is the following : one who r etur ns 
good in place of evil , good will not move from his 
house. And you can not say that one who returns good 
in place of good that good leaves , for the attribute 
of goodness is great . And thus /you learn this whole 
lesson from the case of/ Saul who said to David: AND 
NOW , BEHOLD, I KNOW THAT YOU SHALT SURELY BE KING (I 
Sam . 24:21) . And from where did Saul know at that 
moment that David would in the future rule that he 
/could/ say to him : BEHOLD: I KNOW (Ib . ) . Well , thus 
spoke Samue l: T HE LORD HATH RENT THE KINGDOM OF 
ISRAEL FROM THEE THIS DAY , AND HATH GIVEN IT 1'0 A 
NEIOHBOR OF THINE , THAT IS BETTER THAN THOU (lb . 
15 : 28) . And when he saw that David was better than 
him, that he ( Saul) was delivered into bis (David ' s ) 
hand but did not kill him , he knew that David was the 
one Samuel referred to . And there are those who say 
that when the skirt of Samuel ' s coat was torn , he saltl 
to Saul : He who tears t he skirt of your garment will 
rule in your place . l 

Si nce the Rabbis are primari ly t:ryi11g co ~:<plain t.he ~ate 

or both Saul and David , most midrashim whe r e the t wo a r e com­

pared portray Da vid in a ros itive libht.. and ~aul negatively . 

We read in Chapte r One a midrash explaining t hat a fa mine due 

i n Saul ' s time was delayed unt il the time of David. For Davi d 

was strone; and coul d bear s uc h a burden but Saul , being v,eal<, 

could not. 2 Saul is por trayed as being Jealous of Davi e (see 

th1: s1::ctlon on jea lousy i n Chapte r One) whereas David i s 

portrayed as r esponding to Saul ' s Jealousy wi th kindness 3nd 

thoughtfulness : 

Wh en he (David) Nent to f'ii;ll~ wltlt Goliath Saul said 
tc h i m: THOU ART NOT ABLE TO GO AGAINST THIS PHILIS­
TINE TO F!UHT WIT!! HIM ; £-'OR THOU ART BUT A VQUTH ( I 
Sam . 17 : 33 ) . Said Davld to him : THY SERVANT KFPT HIS 
FATHER ' S SllEEP ; AND WHEN THERE CM1E A LIOil , OR A BEAR , 
AND TOOK A LAMB OLT OF THE PLOCK , 1 WENT OUT AFTER 
HIM , AND '.'"'MOTE HIM , AND DELIVERED l'r OUT OF hl$ MOUTf.: 
AN D WHEN HE AROSE AGAINST ME , I CAUCHT HlM BY HIS 

1 Mishnat R. Eliezer Ch ap . q 

2 Note : See Chapter One , footnote 57 
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BEARD , AND SMOTE HIM , AND SLEW HIM . THY SERVANT 
SMOTE BOTH THE LION ANO THE BEAR; Alm THE UNCIRCUM­
CISED PHILISTINE SHALL BE AS ONE OF THEM (Ib . 17 : 34). 
Saul asked him: who told you that you will be able 
to slay him? Thereupon David answered him: THE LORD 
THAT DELIVERED ME OUT OF THE PAW OF THE LION , AND OUT 
OF THE PAW OF THE BEAR , HE WILL DELIVER ME OUT OF THE 
HAND OF THIS PHILISTINE (Ib . 17 : 37) . Straightway SAUL 
CLAD DAVID WITH HIS APPAREL (Ib 17 : 38) , though i t is 
wr itten of Saul , FROM HIS SHOULDERS AND UPWARD HE WAS 
HIGHER THAN ANY OF TH~ PEOPLE (lb . 9 : 2) . When he 
c l ottled him in his gar111~nts and saw that they fitted 
him, he i nstantly cast an evil eye upon h1m . When 
David perceived that he had offended Saul he said t o 
him : I CANNOT GO \oJJ TH THESE , FOR l HAVE NOT TRIED 
THEM . AND DAVID PUT THEM OPF HIM (lb . 17:39) . 3 

David ' s faith in God is contrasted with Saul ' s lack of 

faith and wi th i rascible behavior on Saul ' s part which betrays, 

presumably , a l ack of faith in God . We have seen that David ' s 

trust in the Urim and Thummim was quite unlH:e Saul ' s tendency 

to break off the use of such means o:' commw1ication with l.ioo 

in times o f danger . 4 In the following midrash David ' s trust 

in God is set next to a portrayal of Saul ' s attempt on David ' s 

lif'e and hi s unseemly use of Michal to ensnare David : 

His (David ' s} strength trusted i n the ~oly One , 
blessed be He . When? at the time that he became 
engaged to Michal . What was Saul considering f or it 
says : AND SAUL SAID : 1 l-HLL GIVE HIM HER , THAT SHE 
MAY B~ /l t:NARE TO Hlfo; ( I Sam . 1S : 21) . It is not 
seemly for a kir1c t o either has t en .-:>r delay (hi s 
daughter ' s engagement ) . And if you say that (David) 
would not have been aff~c t ed (Dy chis suspicious 
behavior on Saul ' s part) did Saul no; jut~ previously 
seek to kill him ( 1 Sam. 18 : 11)? nP~pit e thi~ , h~ 
(David) trusted i11 t;tw Holy One . blessed be He , and 
went out /for God/ a.:: it ~a~•:;, AND DAVlu liROSe AND 
WENT , HE AND tiIS MEN , AND SLEW OF ThE PHlLlSTlNES 
TWO HUNDRED MEN (lb . 18:27) .5 

:; Le v . Rabba 26 : 9 ; Midrash Sl1muel Chap . 21 ; Tanhuma Emor ~; 
Tanl1Uma Bube1· Emor l ; Yalk\..lt. :,himoni , Prophets , hf 

4 Note: See Chapter One , footnote 16 

5 Mi sllnat. R. El i ezer Chap . 7 
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Saul covered his transgressions whereas David admi tted his : 

Another interpretation of: HE THAT COVERETH HIS TRANS­
GRESSIONS SHALL NOT ?ROSPER; BUT WHOSO AVOWETH AND 
FORSAKETH THEM SHALL OBTAIN MERCY (Prov . 28 :13 ) . This 
(first part ot' the verse) refers to Saul , to whom 
Samuel said : WHAT MEANETH THEN THIS BLEATING OF THE 
SHEEP IN MINE EARS , AND THE LOWING OF THE OXEN WHICH 
I HEAR (I Sam . 15:14 , which follows Saul ' s claim to 
Samuel : I HAVE PERFORMl::D THE COMMANDMENT OP THE LORD, 
I Sam , 15:13. Saul " covered his transgression" for 
he had not exterminated all that be longed to Amalek . ) 
The end of the verse , BUT WHOSO AVOWETH AND PORSAKETH 
THEM SHALL OBTAIN MERCY refers to David , of whom it 
is said : AND DAVID SPOKE UNTO THE LORD .. . AND SAID : 
LO, I HAVE SINNED AND I HAVE DONE INIQUITOUSLY (II 
Sam . 24 : 17) ; and of whom it is also said: AND DAVID 
SAID UNTO THE LORD: I HAVE SINNED GREATLY IN WHAT I 
HAVE DONE (lb . 2!1 : 10) . Immediately the prophet 
(Nathan) said to Davia : THE LORD HATH PUT AWAY THY 
SIN ; THOU SHALT NOT DIE (II Sam. 12 : 13) . Thus! WHOSO 
AVOWETH AND FORSAKETH THEM SHALL OBTAIN MERCY . 0 

ln the following midrash Saul ' s \•tillingness to near slander 

is contrasted to David ' s sparing of Saul: 

6 

7 

And he (David) said: MOREOVER , MY FATHER , SEE, YEA , 
SEE THE SKlRT OF THY ROBE IN MY HAIW ( I Sar, . 21.j : 12) . 
See what you are to me and see what I am to you . 
Said Saul to David: AND NOW , BEHOLD, I KNOW THAT 
THOU SHALT SURELY BE KING (lb. 24 : 21) . Fl'om this it 
is known that when Samuel said to Saul: THE LORD HATH 
RENT Ttffi K lllG DOM OF ISRAEL F'ROM THEE 1'rl rs DA y, AND 
HATH OJVEN IT TO A NEIGHBOR OF THINE , THAT IS BETTER 
THAN THOU (1 Sam . 15 : 28) , Saul asked him: who is this? 
Jamuel replied : ! will not tell :;uu but I will tell 
y e~ l..11.:.:- ,,int : h~ who tears :Nul' garment will 1r. the 
future tear your kingdom . And when he (David) tore 
his garment , Saul knew what Samuel had told him . He 
began to say : AND NO~ , [jEHOL), I KNOW THAT THOU SHALT 
SURbLY BE KING (lb. 2• : ~l) ... AN~ 3AUL WE~1 ~OME (lb . 
24 : c:::3) . When Saul went horn•• !,1: i-:arriv1·~ :saio to him: 
Bet:ause he didn ' t kill you in toe cave he is righteous? 
ne knew t.hat if he aid anything to you 1-1 e would have 
entered (the cave) and devoured him as roasted meat . 
And Saul liste11ed to them . 7 

Midrash Tehilim 100 : 2 

Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ,~~ 
Note : The reader may wish t J review the section on slander, 
Chapter One , footno~es 27- hO 
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Saul ' s active participation in the slander of Davi d is 

also contr asted to David ' s turning to ~od for understanding 

and assistance : 

HEAR MY PRAYER , 0 GOD ; GIVE EAR TO THE WORDS OP MY 
MOUTH (Ps. 54 : 4) . Accordi ng to R. Hoshaya , David 
said to the Holy One , blessed be He : Master of the 
Unive r se , Doeg came and sla nde r ed me , and Saul 
accepted t he s lander fr~~ him a nd l i stened t o him . 
The Ziphi tes came , and Saul heeded them also . I 
shall not go to Saul , but to Thee . Hear me . Give 
ear unto me . HEAR MY PRAYER, 0 GOO . FOR STRANGERS 
HAVE RISEN UP AGAINST ME ... THEY HAVE NOT SET GOD 
BEFORE THEM . SELAn (?s . 54 : 5) . They have not set 
thei r mi nds on what is written in the Torah : CURSED 
BE HE THAT SMITETH HIS NEIGHBOR lN SECRET (Deut . 
27 : 24) . But what have they set their minds on? On 
wha t Saul said to them: BLESSED BE YE OF THE LORD 
(I Sam . 23 : 21) . But or what avail i s Saul ' s blessing, 
if they are accursed men? They have long been 
accursed , for Moses cursed them , saying: CURSED B~ HE 
THAT SMITE'rH HIS ITT:IGHBOR It! SECRET ( Deut . 27 : 24) . 
Hence it is said: THEY HAVE NOT SET GOD BEFORE 'rHEM, 
SELAH (Ps . 54 : 5) . 8 

In a quaint legend Saul i s portrayed as something of a 

concerned but dull bumpkin whereas David is portrayed as a uii:.~ 

won9er- worker . Saul, at the end of the tale , is amazed at 

David ' s talents and like cne rest of Israel , convinced that Cod 

is with Da vid : 

lt- 11.:1ppt:!1t:'\l once that there was a man who lived in 
the days of King 3aul . He had an exceedin&lY beautl ­
.ful wife . And he ,..,as ricn sn<l prominent and the man 
Kas older t:1an most and che clme arrived for him to 
die. And because the woman was ~ery beautiful a 
prince or the country lai-j ~yi::::, 011 her and wanted to 
take her with a forceful hand . But she did not want 
/him/ for any !'.Jason and fear enter·ed her heart to 
no end . And she took all her wealth and put it !n 
vessels . And in the vessels she /also/ put honey and 
she deposited them with a man who was an acquaintance 
and good friend of her husband , but there were no 
wi tnesses . Then she fled the country. After some 
time the prince died and the woman returned to her 
house . Meanwhile the man wi th whom she had deposited 
the vessels made an engagement feast for his son and 

8 Midrash Tehilim 54 : 3 
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he was i n need or honey . He went and founo the 
vessels with the honey and took the l i ttle honey t ha t 
he found i n the vess els . In the end he found that 
all of the vessels were full of gold . Immediately 
he took the money and filled the vessels With honey . 
When t he woman returned home she went to the man ' s 
house and said to him : Give me the deposi t that I 
placed with you . He said to her : Go and b ring me 
wi tnesses /to ve rify/ the return of your vessels 
with honey in them and then you can take you~ vessels . 
She went a nd she brought witnesses and he the11 brought 
a ll t he vessels and r eturned them to her in front of 
the impress ionable witnesses . When she came to her 
home s he found all the vessels full of honey . She 
began to scream and to cry . She went t o a judge of 
the state and he received her /case/ . He said to he r : 
Do you have witnesses? She said to him : No . He sai d 
to heP: My daughter , what wil l I do with you? Go ~o 
Ki ng Saul and he will Judge you . She went to Saul 
and he sent her to the Sanhedri~ . They (the judges 
or the Sanhedrin) said to her: Do you have wi tnesses 
that you deposited money with th i s man? She sai d to 
them: 1 have no wi tnesses for I did the thing in 
secret out o f fea r of the prince . They said to her : 
My daughte1·, we have no pe rmissi on to j udt;e /this 
case/ unless we have \•11 tnesses for we are not able 
to Judge Juagments of t:he heart . She went from them 
witn a despairing soul . She began to return to her 
house when she met David , King of Israel , when he 
was a small , young shepherd of a flock and he was 
playinr with /other/ boys . She immediately cried and 
said: My sou , 1 have r eceived /a hearing/ but they 
did not Juoi;e the man that cheated me . Hea r my words 
and judge me with your ~indnes3 . He (David) said : o 
her : Go t o the King that he &1ve me ~ermlssion to 
bring justice to thf' 11 i:;ht . :ht! r,:turned to the King 
and 5he s31d : i•ly Lo1·d , l have found a you~h who -<1.ow:s , 
acco rding to his words , nu\•, .:.o tiring 1'orth :ny judgment 
I_, th~ ligllt . He (Saul) said to he l' : Go . And she 
brought David before Saul and introduced him to lne 
king. Saul said to David : Is it tr~e that you are 
able to bring forth j udgm,.mt Lu the liglH,? he replied : 
If I have permis~iu11 fl'om ya , trusi me t!1-1t. .1. ~ar, 
a<-rieve it. "aul saia t r.1.:r : }o with r.im . :.:...iJ 
said to h er: Bring ;;he Vt...;.;1,;l.; that yo~ depositea wit.I, 
this ruan . She b r ought th~ ve;.;sels . He said to her : 
Do you recognize that 'these a1•e th~ same vessels that 
you deposi Led With that man? She said : Yes , my Lord . 
He asked the man also and he ucknowledsed that they 
Wt'l'e the vessels . Said Daviti to her : Go and b1·ing 
me othe1· empty vessels . .'.:;he went and brout;ht th1.:m 
and she emptied the honey into tnose vessels (the ones 
Just brought) and he took those vessels and brok~ them 
be f or t! t.he e yes or the comrnuni ty . lie examined and he 
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found amids t the broken vessels in one place two gold 
pieces attached and hanging from the vessels . Immedi­
ately David spoke and sai d to the one who had the 
vessels (the one they we re depos i ted with) : Go and 
return the deposit t o this woman . Immediately when 
Saul and al l Israel heard th i s they were greatly 
amazed by the matter . And t,hey knew that the spiri t 
of God was there . 9 

There are midrashim which , whe~ comparing Saul and David , 

portray Saul favorably . In Chapt e r Three we read a seri es of 

midrashim that compare Saul ' s outstanding modesty in the cave 
10 to David ' s lack of modesty in his dancing before the a rk . 

Saul merited t o r ule immediately whereas David did no: : 

Another "nterpr etatiOtJ of HOPE DEFERRED MAKE'I'I-: 1'HE 
HEART SICK ; BUT DESIRE FULFILLED IS A TREE OF LIFE 
(Pr ov . 13 : 12 ) . HOPE DEFERRED MAKETH THE HEART SICK 
-- t,his r efers to David who was anointed but had to 
wai t two years to rule . BUT DESIRE FULFILLED IS A 
TREE OF LIFE -- this r efers to Sa~l who was anointea 
and ruled immediately , Through what merit? Through 
t he meri t of the good deeds he accumulated , for being 
meek and humble , for observi ng the Levitical precau ­
tions of pu!'ity e ven when he a:.e common t'ood , because 
he spent his own wealth freely in order to save 
Israel ' s wealth , and he considered the honor of his 
servant to be of equal weight to his own honor. 
Taught R. Judah b . ifahman in the !lame o;' R. Si meon 
b . Lakish : Saul was a scholar in 7orah : BY ME , says 
Torah , PRINCES COME TO REIGN (Pr ov. 18 : 16) ; BY ME 
KINGS COME TO REIGN ( F1·ov . 8 : 15) . 11 

f1•or.i v11c. miu1·ash we r~ceive the opinion that Sau l ano David 

•!eJ'e alike in that e\'il 1ss1..ea !'o::-:h 1 r om uoth 0 1· them : 

(Corrunenting on rs . llJIJ : 14 , WHOSE OXEN A.RE \·JELL LADE.N ; 
o/I'i'li !JO BREACH , AND !'.-.. JJI v I-ORTH , AIJ!) NO OUTCRY IN 
OUK BROAD PLACE~ . ) THERE 1$ ~JO BREACH (LL . ) : 1 that 
is/ may ouv 0o~µany (of scholars) be not like that of 

9 Bet Ha- MiLlrash Vol. IJ , p . 1,0 ,151 

1 0 Note : See Chapter Three , footnotes 26- 31 

11 Pesikta de R. Kahana 5 : 3; Mid1·ash Shmuel Chap . 17 ; 
?esikca RaLbatl Chap . 15 
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David from which issued Ahitophel (who made a "breach" 
in the kingdom of David) . AND NO GOING FORTH: /that 
ls/ may our company not be like that of Saul f r om which 
issued Doeg the Edom1te (who went forth from Saul to do 
the evil of slaughtering the priests of Nob) . 12 

In the midrashim which compare Saul ana David a maj orit y 

clearly portray David in a more positive way . We turn now to 

material whi ch presents Saul wronging ~avid . 

II 

One of Saul ' s most serious s ins was his pursu&nce of David . 

The Rabbis hold Saul accountable as a "pursuer " and therefore 

grant David the l egal right of killing him in self defense : 

David said : NOW THEREFORE , l PRAY THEE , LET MY LORD 
THE KING HEAR THE WORDS OF HI' SERVANT • .• FORA~MUC.!-i 
AS THE LORD DELIVERED THEE INTO MY HAND ·roDAY ( I Sam . 
26 : 19 , 23) . (David was alluding to \'/hat) Moses taught: 
IF A THIEF BE POUND BREAK IIW Ii~, AND BE .JMI TTEt! SO 
THAT HE DIE:'H , THERE SHALL BE NO BLOODGl.ILTIIJESS ?OR 
IIIM (Ex . 22 : 1) . (He was trying to say to Saul : ) \'ou , 
Saul , are with me in the cave and according to the 
Torah , your life and your blood are forfeited . David 
was also alludin, to the wo rds , THO~ SHALT NOT STAND 
IDLY BY THE BLOOD OF THY NElGHBOR (Lev . 19 : 16) --that 
is , if a man comes at you to slay you , and you over­
come him, tarry not , and say not : Jhall 1 be &Jllty 
of his blood? But taking no :o~nsel o~ your heart , 
kill him immediately . As the prover b say,3 : slay him 
befor e he slays you . 'i hus in saying , AIH) SOME BADE 
ME llLL YOU (I Jam . 1 : 11) , David m~a~t : According 
to the '!'oral , it is permitted .:.o kill yo11 . 13 

ln a number of midt·ashim w•• finll a µic.:urt- ol' a harassed, 

f.!.eeing Davio , c 1. nt1nu,:dly pou1·1, ig ollt. his hi:~:t't: t., GcJ , a.uu 

a Sa.1..l -. Jsi ly .::ha~ing an:J thus "opp1 c_..;.;lr.~" :i! .. r:, : 

BE MERCI FUL UNTO ME , 0 UOD , !-'OR /1 MAN ?ANTETH AF'TER 
ME (Ps . 5b : 2) . PANTETH i-FTER ( •.>.J,'tC, ) on:y means 

l. fje r akot.h 17b 

1 3 M1orash Tehilim ~6 : l ; s~ra~ot~ 62~ ; Y~lkut Sn imoni, 
Prophets , ~~ I 



"oppresses , " for the verse HEAH THIS , U YE THAT 
PANT AFT~R THE NEEDY lAmos 8 : 4) ls translated in 
the Aramaic 1'argum as " t.hat oppress " \ "}n,,) . 
!;o , too , "pant ·· in . HEY THAT LI E Ih WAIT . R Ml:. 
PANT ( 1's . 56 : 3) , is .read "oppress t1 in the Aramaic 
'l'argu.m , which says , "'They that scorn me opnress me . t1 

Thus i;avld was s.:yi11g: If Sc:.ul had not oppressed me , 
1 would ne t nave had t o flee -o Achish. Though 
GREAT ONES FIGHT AGA I NST Mh , 0 MOST HIGH (lb . ) , ev~n 
so , IN THS DAY THAT 1 AM A~RAlD , I WILL PL~~~ TR~:T 
IN TH~E \lb . 56 : 4) . 14 

Davio is repeatedly pursued : 

~no ~her 1nteroretation ~f A PRA~E~ OF ~AVI[ : ~EAR 
THE RIGHT , 0 tORD lPs . 17:1) . (This was spoken) 
when he fled from Saul the f ir3t time ll Sam . 19 : 18) . 
ATTEl9 UNTO !'1Y CRY (Fs . 17 : 1) . tThis nas spoken) 
when he fled from Saul int.o th~ cave (I am . -- : 1) . 
GIVE EAR UNTO MY PPAYER (Ps . 17 : 1) . (This was 
spoken) within Lhe barricade , when he was a~raiu o~ 
Abne r- ( 1 Sam. ~o : 7) . NOT OUT OP F!:.I ,NED LI p- { Ps . 
17 : 1) . (This was spoken at the tim~ of) the Ziphites , 
who CAME AND SAID TO JAUL~ DOTI! NOT DAVID ilIJE HIM­
SELF WITH US ( Ps . 54 : 2) . 1~ 

Saul giv~s David no r est : 

{Coinoientinc on Ps . 142) Said David : I desi:ne to sit 
/and pray to ~od/ but. ~aul gi ves me no rc:t . Rather , 
FOR THEY liAVE DRJ'IEN ME OUT THIS DAY THAT I ~HOIJLD 
!-IO'I' CLEAVI:: UN'l'O THE lNJIERI'rAiJCE OI•' TflE LORD (1 ..:am . 
26 : 19) . :'herefore , I CRY nno y,..;· , a!... RD \ :- .s . 
111~ : t,) . lt> 

0 :rm , .'AVE ;.: ... I) I .It 1 r AME ANJ RI J:i':' ME b. :'r!'1 MIGH1' 
l Ps . 54 : 3) . :.;uiu R . B~nja:ni n .the son of \1fet in tlw 
name: ot' H. Yishrr,ael : !J&Viu saia : .. 13..:;• ... 1· ,!' t!1c Lln i verse , 
i f a ma!;l3t.!'3t. pur:;ues a man , tll1e J11an mal ap1 c · l t 
the proc ons i l . rr 1.11e I r o.:::ons..:1 1 u1•:;ues ll im . h•' m:!:,' 
apµ ... al 1-0 t.lle 1<l11g . lf t'11.: ki:1 ... r .. 1·:;ue:. him, 1-0 whom 
ma:,, he app.:al '. Only 1-0 You . Tn 1r • 1 ok" :..a•:i.:i : ~!asi.~r• 
oft.he llniv•r.,1. , Saul is ,<inr, t1., whom ma:; l appeal': 
Only to You ! 0 COD , .jAVE ME bY '1'rlY NA'.·1£ i'\N!) RIGHT 
ME BY THY MivllT (Ps . 51l : 3) . 17 

14 Midrash Tehilim 5o : 2 

15 Midrash Tehil i m 17 :6 

l o Yalkut Siitmoni , frophets , f".t.A.A 

17 YalkJt :r1imoni , Prophets ,,c»w.n 
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The midrash effectively communi cates an approval of what 

i s taken to be David ' s steadfast and loyal praise o f God despite 

the pressures he is under due to Saul ' s behavior . Saul ' s atti­

tuae towards Davi d vac i llates but nevertheless the pursuit 

continues . And throughout all , David kee ps praising God : 

Another interpretatio~ ~r SHlGGAYON OP DAVID , WHICH 
HE SANG UNTO THE LORD CONCERNING THE MATTER OF CUSH 
THE BENJAMITE (Ps . 7 : 1) . R. Tarfon saia that David 
praised t ile Holy One , blessed be He , ,-:1th many out­
pourings of praise (taking )1"lW - SH IGCAYOP- as 
meani nc "outpourincs of sone;• --Br-aude , p. 421) . 
David said : Master of the Universe , after you brought 
Israel out of Ecypt and brought ti.em ..1p from ~he /Red/ 
Sea , they sane to you . But as for me , desp ite the 
fact that Saul still pursues me , my song of pruL,e 
to You does not cease . 

Wily d i d Davia cal 1 ·aul Cush? E>ecause ( '.l.:i David puts 
it:) Hi s attitude towards ma changes (taking w,~ to 
mean different , usually as to skin c:olorinr;) constar.tl;,• 
but he continues to pursue me {ta~in& w,~ as being 
from w~~ . meaning t o cause injury by contact --or 
here , one who µursues with intent Lo cause injury ) . lb 

Tl1e followinr; mid rash find.; ~aul ' s chasint; of David 

parallel to gentih•s and t'obbers who pursu, Je~•is . ,JiJst as one 

may flee fr~m evil ~diets and e vil people on the uabbath , so 

David fled from Saul on Che Sabb~th : 

Hal. ..... la.: Ir one is pursueo by Gentiles o r by r obbe1's , 
what i s the law as rc~ards his profanation of · he 
Sabbath? Thus ta 1.1.;ht ,.,..,r Rabbis : O1,e wllo is pursued 
oy :·~tiles or by r obbt rs nay des~crate t~e ~abbath 
iri c>rder to savr his 11:"c . And t.lrns we rlno i~ :he 
l:H:l• o C David. When ;' ..:1 .;vu1•t1t, to kill !11m he fled 
f1,or., ni-, and esc: :Jped (imnli •j : on the .;atl:J::n,h) . 

Oul' Rab!Jis saio : It hapµe ned one~ •hat uvil edict.s 
r1•orn the Government were br.:>u&ht to the chiefs of 
.Z•.!pphori ::: (..,n the Saubatn ) . 71,e) w rt "\nd tlwv 
saiu to R. Elia~~r b . Ferat3 : ~a,~~r , tV\1 eJicLs 
have bet.:11 brOUt".111. t0 us !'rom the ,;overnmcnt . What 
do you advise? 'hall we fl ee? He \•:as afraid to 
t~ll th1.m , 11 Fh•1.· , " so he spoke tc tl~em i11 veilca 
ll:l:1guage : Me you ask? JO and ask Jacob and l-1oses 

18 Miurasn T~hllim f : l J 
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and David ! What is written or Jacob? AND JACOB 
FLED (Hosea 12:13) . And also Moses: BUT MOSES 
FLED (Ex . 2 : 15) . And so with David: NOW DAVID 
FLED , AND ESCAPED (I Sam . 19 : 18) . 19 

Saul i s linked to Esau and Pharoah since all three were 

pursuers . David is linked again to Jacob and Moses : 

Esau sought to slay J~cob , as it says , LET THE DAYS 
OF MOURNING FOR MY FA'!'ti.C:R BE AT HAND ; THEN WILL I 
SLAY MY BROTHER JACOB (Gen . 27 : 41) . But he (Jacob) 
fled from him and was saved , as it says , AND JACOB 
FLED INTO THE FIELD OF ARAM (Hosea 12 : 12) . Pharoah 
sought to kill Moses but Moses fled from him and was 
saved , as it says , AND MOSES FLED FROM THE FACE OF 
PHAROAH (Ex . 2 : 15). Saul sought to slay David but 
David fled from him and was saved , as it says , AND 
DAVID FLED AND ESCAPED tl Sam. 19 : 18) . /This comes/ 
to teach y o~ that all who flee are savect . 20 

In another midrash Saul is linked to Esau and David ' s 

steadfast loyalty to God i s linked to Jacob ' s similar behavior: 

He (Jacob) informed him (Esau) : If you are prepa1•ed 
for peace , I am with you ; and if for war , i am 
ready for you . 1 have stalwarts , strong men , for 
I make a request o~ the Holy One , blessed be He , and 
He fulfills it , as it says , HE WILL FULFILL THE DESIRE 
OF THEM THAT PEAR HIM ; HE ALSO WILL HEAR THEIR CRY , 
AND WILL SAVE THEM (Ps . 145:19) . For that reason 
David came to utter praise &lld glory :o .. od who helped 
him when he fled from Saul, as it says , FOR, LO , THE 
WICKED BEND THE BOW , THEY HAVE MADE READY THEIR ARROW 
UPON THE STRING , THAT THEY MAY SHOOT IN DARKNESS AT 
THE UPRHil!T IN HEART ( Ps . 11 : 2) , which is followed by 
WHEN THl:. FOUNDATIONS ARE DESTROY~D, WHAT HATH TliE 
HIOHTEOUS WROUGHT (Ps , 11 : 3)? He {David) said to 
Him : Sovereign of the Universe ! Hadst Thou been 
wroth and forsaken and not helped Ja\!ob , v. :10 was a 
pillar and a foundation of the wnl·ld , a5 lt says , 
6UT THE RIGHTEOUS I S A f.'OUNDATION OF' THC WORLD (Prov . 
10 : 25) , then 1-JHA'!' HATH T1!E RIGHTEOUS WROUGHT? In 
reference to that incident 1"as le said , SOME TRUST 
IN CHARlO'l'S , AND SOME IN HORSES , auT WE WI LL MAKE 
MENTION OF THE NAME OP THE LORD OUR GOD (Ps . 20 : 8) . ~l 

19 Numbers Rabba 23 : l ; Menachot 9~b ; Tanhuma Buber~ ~~o~ 

20 Pirke de R. Eliezer Char . 29 ; Yalkui .Shimoni , Prophets , re 
21 Gen . Rabba 75 : 11 
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Saul not only pursued Davi e but he is accused of sendi ng 

talebearers to help him ensnare David : 

Ano ther interpretation of , BY NIGHT ON MY BED I 
SOUGHT HIM WHOM MY SOUL LOVETH (Song of Songs 3 : 1). 
Said R. Judah : This refer s to the time when Davi d 
fled from Saul . I SOUGHT HIM , BUT t POUND HIM NOT 
(lb . ) . This refers to the time that Saul went down 
after Davi d to the wi lder ness . I WILL RISE NOW , 
AND GO ABOUT THE CITY (10 . 3 : 2) . This refers to 
Saul' s sending o r talebearers to the land of Israel 
that said to him (to Saul) : DOTH NOT DAVID HIDE HIM­
SELF WITH US (1 Sam. 23 : 19- the Ziphites are speaking)?22 

Saul threatened David ' s family and forced David to take 

his parents to Moab for safety : 

MOAB ISM~ W~:HPOT (Ps . 60 : 10) . When Davie fled from 
Saul he- led his father a11d rnothet• 1.,0 the ki11c; o f :\'lonb . 
For he was afraid o f Saul but he trusted them (the 
Moabites) because he was descended from Ruth the 
Moabitess , as it is written , AND DAVI D \o/ENT THENCE TO 
MIZPEH OP MOAB ; AllD HE SAID !INTO THE KING Oi-' MOAa : 
LET MY FATHER AND MY MO'I'HER , I FRAY THEE , COME FORTH , 
AND BE WITH YOU , 1'1LL I KNOW WH1\T ;oo WILL DO FOR MC 
(I Sam. 22 : J) . 2J 

By forcing David LO flee , Saul puL him in ;he posi :ion or 

one who w.ill be r egc::1rded as a worshi pp~r· or other GOds . Thoue-J1 

not e xpressly namine; ~~aul t.his rnidrash nr.?verthel,.-ss i nforms us 

that Da"i J i:J3 S \•1r oni:;ed i11 t.l.is manner when : o rced to flee. the 

:.::.1 1u of Israel (which was , o f cour se , ruled by Saul) : 

01..r Rabb i s taut;:ht. : O.u: .ilh>u l d a h•::,ys live in the 
land of Israel , t: Ven i n a town mcst of wbst:c> inhabi ­
tants a1•e idolar,ers , bllt let nn <"n li v1.: outs ide the 
la111 , even in a t own most of whose inhabiLants are 
L;raeli t es ; for whoev1..•r lives in the land of Is r-ael 
may be considered tu !)ave a God , but. who0ver livPs 
out.side the Land may be regarded a.i one who has no 
God. For it is ~aid in Scr1pture , TO GIVE YOU THE 

2:! Sons:; of Sonc;s 3•.J:a Cnap . ' , par . . 

~J Numbers Rabba l~ : l 
Note : The 1•1ord for \-IA:'l!PO'f ( 1:rn,) has in Aramaic the mean-

• I -ini; of trust. i nt; . Thus Mosb i s a plac:e Davio 1.r1:sts . 
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LAND OF CANAAN , TO BE YOUR GOD ( ~ev . 25 : 36) . !:as 
he , then , who does not live in the Land , no God? 
But /this is what the text intended/ to te l l you , 
that. whoever lives outside the lano may be regarded 
as one who worships idols . Similarly it was said 
i n Scripture in /the story of/ David , FOR T~EY HAVh 
DRIVEN ME OUT THlS DAY THAT I SHOULD NOT CLEAVE TO 
THE INHERITANCE OF THE LORD, SAYING : GO , SERVE OTHER 
GODS (I Sam . 2b : 19) . Now, whoever said to David , 
SERVE OTHER GODS ? But /the te xt i ntended/ to tell 
you that whoever lives outs!Je the lflnd may be 
regarded as one who worshi ps i dols . ] 

Saul wronged Davi d in othe r ways besides chasi~g h i m. 

~aul twisted words w11en speaking to David and is cons ioe rea 

wicked for this . An e xample of this word- twisting has Saul 

cta imine c r ed i t for Da·;.it.! ' s rise t.o gr>~atness : 

The wicked ooze ( .. ~~.;,-'il ml!a11int; oo:.:c 01· drip) :'or 
they do not scand by what they say . They say some­
thinG ano then twis it. . 'I'hus 1sas Sc.t..l tne 001.er . 
One ni ght he sa i d to David th i s one th i ng , as 1 t sa~•s , 
~E JAlD TO DAVlO : THOU ART ~ORE RI~HTEOI~ THAN I 
( .. .,,,, • .,~,..,,- l Sam . 24 : 18) . i-.·har. is the meani:1t 
of ,..,.,,, ? l r t.he wheat i s not- bau 1 t i:; considered 
good wheat . Thus you are considered righr.eo~s because 
of me ( ,., ,.,., - which is interp1·etcd :1s ~va•'!:.:·,i; " b~ca 1,.se 
of me" though liter ally it means " from me ' ' ) . lam he 
who 11,ade you a rir;hteous man , b~caus,~ I went foril1 to 
seek ;,·our llfe . If l had fcund :,v..1 l wuula 1.ave 
kil l~.J ~•ou . Eoi l>e::at.s-.. I r,ave :'~ .:.l ~n in.;o :;our ha!nl 
a:1d you did not kill me , therefor,• 'i'OU ARE A RIGHTEOt,.~ 
MAN BECAU~·E Of ME . :'5 

:~wL used lies a~ainsi David anu is comparea to a~other 

liar , Potiphur •~ wil'i.: : 

What is the meaninG or CuN..:1:.RldNC Tl1E MA1''T'ER OF Ct:~;: 
THE br..NJAMlTE tPs . / : l)'. Saia R. lianina b , Papa : 
(David :Jaid : ) ,lust as i.l1e ·.;:.f~ ,::if Jos~ph ' s master 
accosted Joseph saying , LIE WITH ME (Jen . 39 : 7) ana 
then saio: THE HEBREW SERVANT ' WHOM r:rou HAST BROUGhT 
UNTO US , GAME lN UNTO ME TO MOCK ME (uen . 39 : 1~ , so 
~aul said : MY SON HATH STIRRED ti! [,1) 3ERv,;:iT AC.A 1 ~!C::T 

2:i Kethuboih 110b 

.. ') Mldrash 1'eh111tn 58 : 1 



ME TO LlE lN WAIT (1 Sam . 22 : 8) . Just as the 
Cushite woman , the master of Joseph , used lies 
against him , so Saul the Benjamite came and used 
lies against me.~6 

Saul and Doeg mock David by calling him " tne son of 

Jesse" instead of using the name " David ": 

HOW LONG WILL YE TURN MY GLORY INTO SHAME (Ps . ~: 3)? 
How long will y ou sha1;1e my glory by cal ling me " the 
son of Jesse ," as when Doeg says : I SAW THE SON OP 
JESSE (I Sam . 22 : 9) ; or as when Saul says : HEAR NOW , 
YE BENJAMITES ; WJLL T!IE SON OF' JESSE ClVE EVERY ONE 
OF YOU FIELDS , ETC . (lb . 22 : 7 ,8 ), o r ( when Saul says 
to Jonathan) : DO NOT I K:mw THAT THOU HAST CHOSEN 
THE SON OF' JESSE TO THINE OWN ShAME, ETC . (lb . 20 : 30) ; 
or (as when Saul says to Jonathan again) : AS LO!JG A-'"­
THE SON OF JESSE LIVETH UPON THE EARTH , THOU SHALL 
NOT BE E~TABLISHED lib . 20 : 31) . Have I no name o~ 
my own?2/ 

Saul ' s hat.red of Davia ,·,as <.1µpar-ently o :~ st.f!"icie:1t str,~ru;i!: 

as to cause David to refer to himself as " youn5 ano despised . 11 

The midrash comes to e xplain the e x press!on 

in Ps . 119 : 141. 

yet David had a youni;er bi·ot.her . Tt1e sol.1t ion t.u this problc-rn 

is that Saul ' s hatred acco,mts fo1· Davi.J ' s SP!f- sb:1c::-gaticn : 

27 

2 ti 

I AM YOUN~ AND !Jf:.SrISED ; YET HAVE ::: NOT FORl:OTTEN TIIY 
PRECI:.PT<' (?s . -1~ : l.llJ) . / David say.:/ that he was the 
youngest ( .,.,,c ""»Y) . out wasn ' t Elihu the elshth 
(:.... .. l t.L, __ •.:i·ore t.he youngest}? And thus it sa:vs : 
DAVID THE SEVENTH , C:Li!-IU THE EILiiiTll (Kimhi ' s addi tion 
to I Chron . 2 : 15) , so Elihu ~as after h i m. Rather 
Davi referred to himself as t.hc youngest , sayinG : l 
AM YOUNG AND DESPfSSD /because hu meant/ , grea& 1R 
Ja ,1 ' s hatred ( f o r mr) , e.:1..i U,..i::J it. says • BUT IT CAME 
TO PAS.5 AT THE TIME 1,-:JIEN :·IER£5 , SAUL ' S DAIJGHTEq , 
.%0ULD IIAVE BEEN Gl VEN TO DAVID, '!'HAT SHE WAS GIVEN 
UNTO ADRIEL THE MEHOLATHITE TO WliE (I Sam . 18 :19) , 
::ind ~'criptJre also says , 1-10\v SAUL HAD l :IVEN :•ilCHAL 
!!IS DAU:JHTER , DAVID ' S WlFE , :'O fALTl 'I'll!:: SON OF LAlSH 
(ll: . .:'5 : 44) . TJl,•!'•:fOl'e it says , TAM YOUNG AND DE'PlSt.u . ~8 

Midrash Tchilim 7 : 3 

Midt·ash T!!hllim ll : 8 



The apparent mot. 1vation or a ll o r this wronging of David 

by Saul was Saul ' s Jealousy of David . We r evi e wed in gr eat 

length in Chapter One Sa1.1l Is sin of jealousy . 29 Here is one 

midrash which communica t es that much 01· the t r ouble between 

Saul and David st.emmed from t.he jealousy Saul felt from the 

very beginnin~ of David ' s succes: : 

R. Levi , o r some say R. Jonathan said : The following 
r e mark is a tradition handed do wn to us from the men 
o f the Gr eat Assembly: whe r ever in the Scripture we 
ftnd t.he term ":\'l/ Va - Yehl (and it was , and it came 
to pass) , i t indicates /the a pproach of/ troub l e 
(Va- Yehi "~' - "1 r ead as •1 woe and 'A' t here will 
be) ... AND DAVID HAD GREAT SUCCESS IN ALL HI~ WAYS 
( ,rT'l\'l - I Sam . 18 : 14) , Alm .5Al L EYED DAVI~ 
( Jb . 1 8 : 9) . j O 

For his jealousy , hi s purs 1ance , a~a nis harassment ~r 

David , Saul is class i fied as a n "enemy " o r Dav i d . It is impor ­

tant to keep in minJ that bl?ing an enem:, or J avtd , heau o :· 

t.he House o f David and t"orr.:ru1rn,_•r o r t.he Mt:ss iah , is .::: mos­

seriou s charge aGainst ~aul . .:aul L; one or t.:n .:nemi es o :" 

David ano the r eader will nor.e that ~3ul i s •:ot i1 v,.,.ry eood 

company : 

MY LiOD , MY ROCK IN ·!hOM 1 TAKE RE!-'U,iE (is . !S : 3) . 
~'11~ ~11;t 1,1.il.; saiJ : Accord in6 to the t•.::> n ~nemi 1:-s wno 
!~ell befor ._ David J i d David s in(" t.e:1 wo rds o f 
prai sl· . Ar,u these a1·e • '1e , t.< mi,•s : :au.1 , Doeg, 
Ah itophcl , J heba the son of bi ch1·i, Sn i me i th"' son 
)I° 1k•r-a , Shobach , r.01lull1 a nd hi.; thr ee t:,rothPrs o f 
wh m 1 t is said , THF.''..:. !-~'):'Ti WERe t.iORN TO THE GIANT 
lN ~/\'T'H ; /\ND THEY PELL BY THE HAt,D OF DA\'ID ( r::_ Sam . 
21 : .??) . Fiv0 w, re o f ~~e !tJtions of the e:11·Lh , and 
five were of Israel ... J 

'rhe r e i s 111ictrashic cornrnem. t.0 t-hl' eff'e~t. ch;it David ' s 

.:.') Note : Sec Cl1apt~r One , foot notes 4.'- 4t> f or mi d r ashi m 
portray i nc Saul ' s jealousy of David . 

30 Megillah 10b ; Numbers Rabba 10 : 5 

3J Midr:1.;h Tr.:hil i rn 18 : 8 ; Yalkut. fh imon i , Irophct.s , l>~ 
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enemies were great men and that Saul was the greatest of 

them . Here Saul is described as being great in stature : 

MANY ( 0 •J:l ) ARE THEY THAT RISE UP AGAINST ME ( Ps . 
3: 2 -- taking a• l'\ as great rather than as many) . 
Great in Torah and great in stature ... And thus Saul, 
as it is written , FROM HIS SHOULDERS AND UPWARD HE 
WAS HIGHER THAN ANY OF THE PEOPLE (I Sam . 9:2) . 32 

Here are two different ways Mi drash Tel,:i lim describes 

Saul as being the greatest of David ' s enemies: 

The reason David said: SHIGGAYON (an outpouring of 
song) OF DAVID CONCERNING THE MATTER OF CUSH THE 
BENJAMITE (Ps . 7 : 1) was that Saul was equal to all 
of his enemies and thus he said : FOR THE LEADER , A 
PSALM OF DAVID THE SERVANT OF THE LORD, WHO SPOKE 
UNTO THE LORD THE WO~DS OF THIS SONG IN THE DAY THAT 
THE LORD DELIVERED HIM FROM THE HAN9 OF ALL HIS 
ENEMIES , AND FROM THE HAND OF SAUL (Ps . 18 : 1) . 33 

David said : Master of the Universe , many enemies J 
had and all were great men , but not one stood a gainst 
me like Saul . Therefor e David SPOKE UNTO THE LORD 
THE WORDS OF THIS SONG IN THE DAY THAT THE LORD 
DELIVERED HIM FROM THE HAND OF ALL HIS ENEMIES, AND 
PROM THE HAIW OP SAUL ( Ps . 18 : 1) . /To show you/ 
that Saul was conside r ed as being equal tc all of h i s 
Pnemies put together . 34 

Fina lly , the following midrash describes Saul as being 

harder on David Lhan all his other enemies . It additionally 

suggests l.>y analogy i:hat Saul's wronging of David was as 

b'lrdensome as the :a;uit a Jew brini;s ai;ainst a fello," Jew {i . e . 

harder than the suit ~r Lhe gentile a ga inst the Jew ) : 

IN THAT DA~ ';'ii.I\':' THE LORD DELIVE.f!EJ Hii•i :<HUM THE HAND 
OF ALL HIS ENEMIES , AN D FROM THE J~;o OF SAUL (Ps . 
18 :1). Does chis mean Lha~ on one day God delive red 
David from his e nemies and from Saul? )lo , r-icher it 
means that Saul was equal in weight to all o f David ' s 

32 Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ~,,A 

33 Midrash Tehilim 7 ;1~ 

34 Midrash Tehilim 7: 13 
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enemies and troubles. When one Jew brings another 
Jew into court he i s harder on him than are our 
enemi es among the gentiles . Thus it says , AMONG MY 
PEOPLE ARE FOUND WICKED MEN; THEY SET A TRAP, THEY 
CATCH MEN (Jer. 5:26) ... And Solomon said : A BROTHER 
OFFENDED IS HARDER TO BE WON THAN A STRONG CITY 
(Prov . 18 : 19) . 35 

Having exami ned Saul ' s wronging of David we turn to David ' s 

behavior towards Saul . 

III 

In the last section we saw David turning to God when pressed 

by Saul . In addition to this r esponse (pr ayer) Davld responded 

to Saul in quite contradictary ways . He displayed great com­

passion and yet also reacted wi th cruelty and displayed what 

to the Rabbis was improper behavior. Let us look first at 

David ' s hurtful behavior towards Saul. 

David cursed Saul and Cod expresses displeasure at the 

cursing of the Lord ' s anointed . David pleads with God t o 

ac cept that he cursed in e rror and impulsive ly and not in pre­

meditation or presumptuously : 

SHIGCAYON ( ,,.,..., , here taken as " impulsive speech " ) 
OF DAVID WHI CH HE SANG UNTO ~HE LORD, CONCERNING THE 
MAT'l 'ER OF CUSH Tilt BENJ AMITE (Ps . 7 : 1 --Braude , p . 
411> : "D&.vlu usc:s CUSH THE BENJAMITE as a circumlocu­
tion for King Saul because or the danger ln cursing 
the king by name . " ) . Consider this verse : CURSE NO'f 
THE KJNO , NO , NOT IN THY THOUUHT (Eccles . 10 : ~0) . 
That is, J o not curse the l<lng who lives in ynur 
generation. AND CURSE NOT THC RICH lN THY BED- CHAMBER 
(lb . ) . That i s , do not curse the ri ch man who lives 
i n your g~neration , FOR A 61RD OF THE AIR SHALL CARhY 
THE VOICE (Io . ) . For even the walls llavc ears (for 
such curses) . 

The Holy One , blessed be He , asked David: Why do you 
curse Mine anointed (Saul) by sayin~ : LET ALL MINE 
ENEMIES BE ASHAMED AN D SORE VEXED (Fs . 6 : 11)? And 
did you not call Saul an enemy? As it. says , DAVID . .. 
SPOKE . . . THE WORDS OP THIS SONG IN THE DAY THAT THE 

35 Midrash Tehilim 18 :6 
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LORD DELIVERED HIM FROM THE HAND OF ALL HIS ENEMIES , 
FROM TnE HAND OF SAUL (Ps . 18:1)? Replied David : 
Master of the Universe , You have attributed to me 
presumptuous words , /rather attribute to me/ words 
/spoken/ in error (i.e. impulsive) , as Scripture says , 
WHO CAN UNDERSTAND Hrs I~PULSIVE WORDS ( ~1K .,., , 
very close to Jl'Aw ) . 3 

SHIGGAYON ( l''~) OF DAVID , WHICH HE SANG UNTO THE 
LORD CONCERN NG THE MATTER OF CUSH THE BENJAMITE 
(Ps . 7 : 1) . When did David speak impulsively ( p•:.111 
- 3~~ ) of Saul? When Saul was pursuing him, as 
it says , THEN SAUL AROSE , ANO WENT DOWN TO THE WILDER­
NESS OF ZIPH , HAVING THREE THOUSAND CHOSEN MEN OF 
ISRAEL WITH HIM, TO SEEK DAVID IN THE WILDERNESS OF 
ZIPH (I Sam . 26 : 2) . Now as Saul was coming after him 
to kill him Abishai said to David: Let me go and I 
will kill Saul , for 000 HATH DELIVERED UP T!-!INE 
ENEMY INTO THY HAND THIS DAY ; NOW THEREFORE LET ME 
SMI TE HIM (I Sam . ?6 : 8) . But David did not pe rmit 
him to kill Saul , but said (impuls ively ) : AS THE 
LORD LIVETH , NAY , BUT THE LORD SHALL SMITE HIM (Ib . 
26 :10) . When Saul (the Buber text reads: "David " but 
Braude , p . 422 says that it is an error and that the 
text only makes sense reading it. as 11 Saul 11 ) went down 
to the battle (of Gilboa) , David , beseeching God con­
cerning the imprecation which he had let slip, said : 
Master of the Universe, judge me not as one who spoke 
willfully, but a s one who spoke impulsively ( ~>,w ) , 
as it says. SHIGGAYON ( )~~• meaning i mpulsive speech ) 
OP DAVID. 37 

The imprecations David e >:pressed resulted jn &reat evil 

befalling Saul : 

36 

37 

3a 

SHlGtiA !ON ( p•• - impulsi ve speech) OF DAVI!) ( Ps . 7 : 1) • 
R. Juda h sai!i in t. Oe name of' R. Levi : David brought 
f orth from his mouth three imprecat ions against Saul. 
And each one of the three af~llcted Saul. Davi d 
said: AS ':'l!E LORD LIVETH , NAY , BUT THE LORD ,c:i!ALL 
SMITE HIM (I Sam. 26 : 10) and so it befell Saul. DRvid 
saiu , OR lllS DAY SH ALL COME TO J:IC (Ib , ) , and so it 
befell Saul . And David said: OR ijE SHALL GO DOWN H:TO 
BATTLE AND BE SWEPT AWAY (lb . ) , and so lt befell Saul : 
SO SAUL DIED AND HIS THREE SONS (lb. 31 :6) . 38 

Midrash Tehilim 7 : 1; Eccles . Rabba 10 : 1 

Midrash Tehilim 7 :18 

Midrash Tehilim 7: 2; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 25 ; Yalkut 
Shimoni , Pr ophe~s , ~}, 
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David is held responsible for preventing Saul from the 

fulfillment o f the commandment to wear fringes . This occurred 

when David cut Saul ' s garment in the cave (I Sam . 24 : 5) : 

THEN DAVID AROSE, AND CUT OFF THE SKIRT OF SAUL ' S 
ROBE PRIVILY (I Sam. 24 :5) . What is written right 
after this? DAVID ' S HEART SMOTE HIM , BECAUSE HE HAD 
CUT OFF SAUL ' S SKIRT (Ib . 24 :6) . R. Judah says: 
David said: What diff1c•rence is there between cutting 
off a man ' s show- fringes (depriving him of the p~ivi­
lege of religious observance and offending his modesty) 
and cutting off his head? Said R. Nehemiah : /David/ 
prevented Saul for a time from the commandment of 
wearing knotted frin ges . 39 

David was punished in old age for the contempt he displayed 

for Saul ' s garment. David ' s garment would bring him no warmth 

in his ola age because of this deed : 

THEN DAVID AROSE AND CUT OFF THE SKIRT OF SAUL ' S 
ROBE PRIVILY (I Sam . 24 : 5) . R. Jose son of R. Hanina 
said : Whoever treats garments contemptuously will in 
the end derive no benefit from them; for it says, ~OW 
KING DAVID WAS OLD AND STRICKEN IN YEARS ; AND THEY 
COVERED HIM WITH CLOTHES , BUT HE COULD GET NO HEAT 
(I Kings 1:1).uO 

David failed to mourn Saul according to the dictate of the 

law and accordinE; to the standat'ds appropriate for lsrael ' s firs t 

king . As we learned in Chapter Four one of the two reasons for 

the famine rri~ : ..., ... : ~rred in David ' s time was on account of this 

failure: 

Said God to David: David , you would b~ dPli~ered /o t' 
thid famine/ but f or Saul And for hi~ bloody house . 
As it is written , AND THE LORD SAID: IT IS FOR SAUL , 
AND HIS BLOODY HOUSE lll Sam. 21:1). FOR SAUL , for 
you have not shown kindness to him and have not 
mourned (him) in accordance with Lhe law . The Holy 
One , blessed be He , further said: David ! Is he not 
Sa ul who was anointed with the ano inting oil? Is he 
not Saul , in whose days idolatry was noc practiced 
in Israel: Is he not Saul whose lot was with Samuel 

39 Midrash Tehilim 7 : 4 

40 Berakoth b2b ; Yalkut Shimoni , Torah , ,or ; Yalkut Shimoni, 
Prophets , ~~~ 
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the prophet? And you are in the land (of Israel) 
and he is /buried/ outside the land (in Jabesh- gilead) ! 

.. . Now al though the Holy One , blessed be He , had 
spoken to David about Saul , about how he was not 
mourned according to the law and was buried outside 
the land , David was slack in the manner of mourning. 
For he (David) said: As far as Salll is concerned , 
twe l ve months have alrea~1 elapsed and it is no longer 
proper to mourn for him. 

In another version of this material David appears t o 

acknowledge his failure and to ask for mercy from God : 

He (God) answered him (David) : It (the famine) is 
for Saul. Replied David : Master of the Universe! 
I am not Saul that no idolatry i s practiced in 
Israel and I am not Saul , anointed from the oil of 
consecration and I am not Saul whose portion is with 
Samuel the prophet (implied : therefore have mercy on 
me) . Said the Lord to David : You ar5 in the land (ot 
Israel) and he is outslde the land .~ 

Though David committed these unkind deeds he is also 

responsible for much goodness to Saul . Ch ief among the 

kindnesses David did for Saul was his sparing of Saul i n the 

cave . The midrash makes it very clear that though David was 

legally entitled to kill Saul in self- defense , he did not : 

.. . You , Saul , are with me in the cave and according 
to the Torah , your life and your blood are forfe i ted . 
Dav i d was alluding t o the words , THOU SHALT NOT STANO 
IDfV BY ~P£ BLOOD OF THY NEl~HBOR (Lev . 19 : 16) -­
that is, if a man come~ at yo u co slay you , and you 
overcome him , tarry not , and say not: shall I be 
guilty of his blood? B t taking no counsel of your 
hea rt , kill him immedi ately. As the p1•over1; says : 
slay him before he slays you. Thus i11 saying , AND 
SOl·lE. BADE ME KILL YOU (1 Sam . 2~ :11 ) , David meant.: 
According to the Torah , it is permitted to kill you . 
BUT lT (Saul ' s modesty) SPARED THEE ( T~»On.A1-Ib . ) . 

41 Numbers Rabba 8:4 ; Yebamot 78b ; Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 17 ; 
Midrash Shmue l Chap . 2o ; Yalkut Shimoni , Pr ophets , "'f and -,.11 

42 Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 17 
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(By this David meant : ) Your modesty leads me t o 
spare you . .. David then said : MY FATHER , SEE, YEA , 
SEE (lb. 2~:12) . See what you said to me (in your 
Torah, permitting me to slay Saul ) . Also see how I 
acted towards You (by refraining from killing Saul) _ l.j 3 

David prayed to God to help him control his e vil inclination 

and to prevent Saul from falling into his hands lest he commit 

murder: 

FOR THE LEADER; AL- TASHHETH . A PSALM OF DAVI D; 
MICHTAM; WHEN HE FLED FROM SAUL , IN THE CAVE . BE 
MERCIFUL UNTO ME, 0 GOD, BE MERCIFUL UNTO ME, FOR 
MY SOUL TAKETH REFUGE IN THEE (Ps , 57 : 1 , 2) . Why did 
David twice say : BE MERCIFUL UNTO ME? BE MERCIFUL 
UNTO ME /the first time means/ may I not fall i nto 
the hand of Saul, for if I fa ll into his hand he will 
not spare me . BE MERrIPUL UNTO ME / the second time 
means/ may Saul not fall into my hand , so that the 
Evil Inclination will not enti ce me so that I kill 
h i m. Hence David said twice, BE MERCIFUL UNTO ME , 
0 GOD , BE MERCIFUL UNTO ME . YEA , I N THE SHADOW OF 
THY WINGS WILL I TAKE REFUGE , UNTIL THESE CALA~!TIES 
BE OVERPAST (Ib.) , these calamities from Saul . 

0 LORD MY GOD , IN THEE DO I TAKE REPUGE ; SAVE ME PROM 
ALL THEM THAT PURSUE ME , AND DELIVER ME (Ps . 7 :2) . 
What is the reason for both ''save me " and "de 11 ver 
me '' ? Do not the two mean the same thing'? Rather , 
David said: SAVE ME ( •.ul'"Cltli\ ) lest I fall into his 
hand and DELIVER ME ( 'J~•a:n) lest he falls into my 
hand . If you do ~husly ALL MY BONES SHALL SAY : 
LORD, WHO IS LIKE UNTO THEE , WHO DELJVEREST THE POOR 
FROM HIM THAT IS TOO STRONG FOR HIM , YEA, THE POOR 
AND THE Nt:.EDY FROM r!IM THAT SPOILETH HIM (Ps . 35 : 10)'?/.j5 

R. Isaac oaid : Just as David prayea that he would not 
fall into Saul ' s hand , so he prayed that Saul would 
noL fall into his hand . Thus he said : IT IS HE THAT 
GIVETH SALVATION UNTO KINGS (Ps . 144 :10) - - referring 
to Saul and David . And lat el' : WrlO DELIVERl:.'I'H DAVID 
HIS !:;ERVANT FROM THE HURTFUL SWORD (lb . ) --/referring 
t o Saul/ . 1!6 

43 Midrash Tehilim 56 :,l 
Note : Por more of this text see footnote 13 of this chapter . 

44 Midrash Tehilim 57 : 1 

1.j5 Midrash Tehilitn 7 :18 

46 ~idrash Tehilim 7 :1 3; Yalkut Shi moni , Prophets ,~~~~ 
Note : In Yal . Shimoni a different proof text is cited , Ps . 18 : 1 . 
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Throughout the entire cave incident David demonstrated a 

remarkable control and compassion . He spoke kindly and com­

fortingly to Saul : 

WHEREFORE DOTH MY LORD PURSUE AF-'I'ER HIS SERVANT 
(David speaki ng to Saul , I Sam. 26 : 18) ? It is the 
way o f men to admoni sh those who are small and to 
reconcile with the great . Thus David did --when he 
spoke kindly and comfort~ngly /to Saul/ and he (David) 
r eversed his countenance to Saul , and said: WHEREFORE 
DOTH MY LORD PURSUE AFTER HIS SERVANT (Ib . )?47 

Davi d refrained from killing Saul who was in a deep sleep 

and thus total ly vulnerable . He kept his servant Abishai from 

killing Saul . And David demonstrated his righteousness and good 

intentions by taking the spear and cruse of water , instead o r 

Saul ' s life. Note that Saul ' s behavior , by comparison , is not 

generous . He is portrayed as being susceptible t o the slander 

of David by his (Saul ' s) warriors : 

As soon as Saul departed (from the cave ) , his mighty 
men said: ls David t o be esteemed a righteous man 
because he did not slay thee in the cave? He knew 
that i f he did anything to you , we would have entered 
(the cave) and de voured him immediately . And because 
David was aware o f this he was afraid . When (Saul) 
heard thi s he r ose , AND WENT DOWN TO THE WILDERNESS 
OF ZIPH HAVING THREE THOUSAND CHOSEN MEN OF ISRAEL 
WITH HIM , TO SEEK DAVID IN THE WILDERNESS OF ZIPH 
( l ~am . 2o : 3) . Then DAVID AND ABISHAI CAME TO THE 
PEOPLE BY NIG HT ; AND BEHOLD, SAUL LAY SLEEPING WITHIN 
THE BARRI CADE ( }~ll -,l ,w, 131'1' - l Sam . 26 : 7) . But 
d-, 11ot the words " lay " ( ,:n1111 ) and "sleel)ing" ( 1w' ) 
mean the same thing? The use of both wnrds impll~s 
that a deep sleep~an ~dSL upon Saul and h is people/ . 
Thus it is written , FOR THE\ WERE ALL ASLEEP ; BEl,;AUSE 
A DEE? SLEEP FROM THE LORD WAS FALLEN UPON THE.M (I 
Sam . 26 :12) . Thus it says SAUL LA~· SLEEPING (1'-'' J.:tW) . 

Then Abishai said t o David: GOD HATH DELIVERED VP 
THINE ENEMY I NTO THY HAND THIS DAY ... AND DAVID SAID 
TO ABISHAI: DESTROY HIM NOT ( lilJ\"fteat,. )1<- lb . 26 : 8 , 9) . 
Acc ordingly .ftftfitJ> )w in the Psalm (58 : 1) means ''destroy 
not ". DAVID SAID : DESTROY HIM NOT . . . AS THE LORD LIVETH , 
FOR lF NOT , BY THE LORD , HE WILL SMITE HIM (I Sam . 26 :10) . 

47 Yalkut Sh imoni , Prophet..s , u~f 
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Why did David utter twice the name of the Lord? 
Because he said to Abishai: As the Lord liveth , do 
not kill Saul . For if you kill Saul , as the Lord 
liveth , I will kill you . Another explanation /of 
the repetitive phrase/ AS THE LORD LIVETH--Dav1d 
adjured Satan and Satan rebuked him (Abishai). 

SO DAVID TOOK THE SPEAR AND THE CRUSE OF WATER FROM 
SAUL ' S HEAD ... AND DAVID CRIED TO THE PEOPLE, AND TO 
ABNER THE SON OF NER , SAYING: ANSWEREST THOU NOT , 
ABNER (Ib . 26 : 12 , 14)? Dav:1 said: What now can you 
/possibly/ say to answer me? Behold , the night before 
you said to Saul of the events in the cave : If David 
had done anything to you , we would have entered and 
devoured him immediately . Now , behold , the spear and 
the cruse of water! Now what do you say? Will you 
not answer , Abner? And he was not able to answer . 
He was as one stricken dumb and could not admit to 
the righteousness of David. Therefore David said : 
Shalt thou i~deed be dumb towards righteousness? 
You should have spoken the truth . Instead , you made 
yourse l f out to be dumb and did no~ declare my 
righteousness . 48 

David swore an oath in order to control his evil incl!na-

tion t o harm Saul : 

And why did David swear , AS THE LORD LlVETH (I Sam. 
26:10)? Said R. Eliezer : To resist his evil inclina­
tion by saying to it: AS THE LORD LIVE'!"H • I shall not 
do this thing (kill Saul) . Said R. Shmuel b . Nahmani : 
/David was speaking to/ Abishai , the son o ~ Zeruiah . 
vowing to him: AS THE LORD LIVETH , if you touch the 
blood of this righte.ous man , I will mix your blood 
with his blood . qg 

All -:he r i g11t.eou:. ones swear such oaths to control their 

evil inclinations: 

Not only Boaz , but all the t·1i;hteous ones make 
oaths to control thei1° (evil) inclination . And thus 
you f i nd in the case or Davtrl ·,.hen Saul fell into Lis 
hands . What di<.i David say? AND DAVID SAID: AS THE 
LORD LIVETH , NAY , BUT THE LORD SHALL SMITE HIM; OR 

qg Midrash Tehilim 58 :1 

49 Midrash Tehilim 7 :2 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , n~I 
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HIS DAY SHALL COME TO DIE , OR HE SHALL GO DOWN INTO 
BATTLE , AND BE Si•:EPT .ft.WAY (I Sam. 26 : 10) . And why 
did he swear twice? R. Samuel b. Nahmani answered : 
His (evil) inclination came to him and said to him : 
If you had fallen into his hands he would not have 
had mercy upon you and would have killed you. You 
are permitted by Pentateuchal law to kill him . "If 
one comes to slay you , slay him first ." For he ls a 
pursuer . Therefore David hastened and took an oath 
twice saying AS THE LORD LIVETH , that he would not 
kill him (Saul).50 

Another kindness done for Saul was David ' s refraining from 

informing Saul that his (Saul ' s) house was doomed and that Saul 

would be replaced by him: 

Subordinate your will to the will of your neighbor 
for so dj~ Rachael to Leah and David to Saul . . . And 
David to Saul -- we have a tradition . Whoever is 
anointed from a cruse , his kingdom will be cut off , 
but whoever is anointed ~rom a horn his kingdom wil l 
endure . Although he (David) knew that eventua lly he 
would become king , still he would not tell /Saul so 
as not/ to push him aside . 51 

Though the general impression one rece ives from the midrash 

is that with regard to Saul ' s death David did not behave properly, 

we do have midrashlm Hhich speak of David ' s mourning for Saul, 

his eulogizing 3aul , a.no his willingness in the end L e . 

after Cod chastized him f or being part of the cause of the 

famir.e) to L~lj ~~~i prorerly. The Verushalmi informs us that 

David did mourn Saul who was the Nasi: 

50 

51 

THEN DAVID TOOK HOLD ON HIS CLOTHE'"' ANIJ PE.hi THEM . . . 
AN~ THEY WAILED, ANJ WFPT , AN~ FA~TED UNTlL EVEN , POR 
SAUL (II Sam . 1:11, 12 ) , who was tne Nasi 1 AND FOR 
JONATHAN HIS SON (Ib . ) , who was Ab Beth Din, 4ND FOR 
THE PEOPLE OF THE LORD, AND FOR THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL ; 
BECAUSE THEY WERE FALLEN BY THE SWORD (Ib . ) , this was 
horrible news.52 

Numbers Rabba 15 :16 ; Tanhuma 
O' ,A~~~l ; Yalkut Shimoni , 

Minor Tractates of the Talmud 

' 1A~,~l ; Tanhuma Buber 
Prophets , l~f 
- Kallah lll 

52 Mo 1 ed Katan 2ba ; Yerushalmi Mo ' ed Katan Chap . 3, Hal . 7 
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Io an interpretation of one line of David ' s eulogy for Saul 

(I Sam. 1:27) we learn that David mourns the falling of the 

righteous Saul and his sons : 

AND WHEN THOU ART ATHIRST , GO UNTO THE VESSELS 
( 1> .. ~.n - Boaz is speaking t o Ruth , Ruth 2 : 9). 
These are the righteous who are called vessels , as 
in the ver se , HOW ARE T~E MIGHTY FALLEN AND THE 
VESSELS OF WAR ( :\"n)<n •\~ - here interpreted as the 
r i ghteous) PERISHED (Il Sam . 1: 27) . 53 

After God informs David that the famine is for the improper 

and disrespectful way i n which Saul was buried , David has a 

change of heart and proceeds to have Saul honored and buried 

proper ly . l n the fu 1 lest version of this midrash David is 

prompted by the actions of Rizpah who , after lcsi ng t wo sons 

to the ~1beonites , poured water continually on their bodies to 

keep the birds off : 

When they told him (David) the deeds of Rizpah , the 
daughter of Aiah (after losing two sons to the 
Gibeonites she accepts God ' s decree by symbolically 
caking sackcloth and spr eadinG it on a r o ck and then 
keeping birds off the bodies of her sons) he (David) 
applied to himself an a fortiori aq;ument , as follows: 
If she , but a woman , has ac~ed with such lovingkind­
ness --surely I , who am a king, how much the more so 
/must I act with lovingkindness/ . So he went to show 
them (Jonathan and Saul) kindness , as it is written , 
A~W ... :- \\AJ TOLD DAVID WHAT RIZ PAH THE DAUGHTER OF 
AlAI!. . . HAD DONE . AND DAVID WENT AND TOOK THC: BONES 
OF SAUL .. . AND HE BROUGHT UP PROM THENCE THE BONES OF 
SAUL , ETC . (II Sam . 21 : 11) . What did David do? He 
res~ and 52~hered 311 the elaers of Israel and th~1r 
moat eminent men and C! '~szeJ t.iie Jordan. They came 
to Jebesh Gilead and round ~he bones of Saul and his 
son Jonatha11 . They put them into a coffin a~t recrossed 
the Jordan; as it says , AND THEY BIIRIED THE BONES OP 
SAUL AND JONATHAN HIS SON ... IN ZELA , ETC . (Lb . 21 :1 ~) . 
What is the meaning of lN ZELA , JN THE ~EPULCHRE OF 
KISH HIS FATHER (Lb . )? lt teaches that they brought 
them to the outskirts of Jerusalem and buried them 
there. That Zela is beside Jerusalem is known by what 
Scripture says , AND ZELA , ELEPH , AN D THE JESUBITE -
THE SAME 1S JERUSALEM , ETC . (Joshua 18: 28) . AND THEY 

53 Ruth Rabba 4:12 
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PERFORMED ALL THAT THE KING COMMANDED ( II Sam. 21: lQ ) . 
What had the king commanded? He commanded that Saul ' s 
coffin should be carried through the territory of each 
tribe . As Saul ' s coffin entered each territory the 
whole tribe would come out, the men with their wives 
and their sons and their daughters , and show loving­
kindness to Saul and his sons. By this means all 
Israel fulfilled their obligat i on of showing loving­
kindness . /This was done/ until they came to his 
final rest ing place at the border of Jerusalem. 
When the Holy One , blessed be He , sa~ that all Israel 
had shown lovingkindness to him (Saul) and had done 
justice for the Gibeonites , immediately He was filled 
with mercy and sent down rain upon the earth ; as it 
says, ANR AFTER THAT GOD WAS ENTREATED FOR THE LAND 
(lb . ) . 5 

One other kindness is recorded in the midrash . David is 

portrayeJ as pI'Omising to reward the inhabitants of Jabesh­

gilead for tal<ing the bodies of Saul and his sons from tl1e 

wall of Beth- shan and then burying their bones in Jabesh: 

GILEAD IS MINE (Ps . 60: 9) . Another comment : Sa id 
the Holy One , blessed be He, it i s incwnben t upon Me 
to remedy that which Gilead did . And wha t d i d Gilead 
do? Every one who sought t o hire a lying witness 
from them went ahead and so hired. As it says , 
GILEAD IS A CITY OF THEM THAT WORK INIQUIT'Y (Hosea 
6 : 8) . And why did they meri t to raise up Elijah the 
Righteous? Because they dealt kindly wi th t he bones 
of Saul , as it says , AND THEY (,:;he valiant men o f 
Jabesh- gilead) TOOK THE BODY OF S.I\UL (1 Sam . 31:12) . 
And thus David said : AND I ALSO WILL REQUITE YOU FOR 
THI3 KINDNESS ll l Sam . 2 :6) . 55 

Thus far in this chapt.er we have seen the Rabbis exp1•essing 

sympathy for David . Th'c! sympathy is based on a des ire to .1 usti y 

David ' s superceding Saul , a11 understand in~ o r ; he ki riJJtt!tiS s11own 

by David t o Saul , an~ an empathy for the tribulations Javld 

suffered at the hands of the pursuing monarch . We have noted, 

however , that David did no~ always r espond kindly to Saul and 

5~ Numbers Rabba 8 :4 ; Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 17 

55 Deut . Rabba (Li eberman) p . 73 



exhibited some cruelty towards Saul which draws divine disapproval . 

We shall turn now to the role Saul ' s family played in the struggle 

between these two men. 

IV 

s~111 ' s daughter Michal and his son Jonathan \•Jere l oving 

and loya! to David , their father ' s enemy. They suffered on 

David ' s behalf and assisted David wherever possible . In one 

midrash they are spoken of as a pair : 

Another interpretati on of : TWO ARE BETTER THAN ONE 
... FOR IF THEY FALL, THE ONE WILL LIFT UP HIS FELLOW , 
ETC . (Ecc l es . 4:9) . This refers to Michal , the 
daughter of Saul , and to Jonatha n . For both of them 
loved David . or Michal it is wri tten : ANL MICHAL, 
SAUL ' S DAUGHTEfi , LOVED HIM (I Sam . 18: 28) ; Of 
Jonathan it is written , AND JONATHAN LOVED HIM AS HIS 
OWN SOUL (I Sam . 18 : 1) . Michal saved him / from danger / 
inside the house , and Jonathan saved him /from danger/ 
outside the house , Thus the TWO ARE BETTER THAN ONE 
(David needing to be saygct both from danger inside 
and outside the house) . ~ 

Michal loved her husband Javid more than her father Saul 

and saved David ' s life : 

Another Interpr etation of : WHOSO FINDETH A WIFE 
FINDETH A GREA'l' GOOD (Prov . 18: 22) . Such was Michal , 
the daughter or ::;aul , who loved her husband David 
more than her ~ather , f or she sa~ed David from her 
father . When did she do chis? Wh _, ,, ~ .. 1l Sent. / men/ 
to t·i:..tc:11 DaviJ 1 s t1ouse (l Sam . 19) . Thus it is 
writ ten , TO THE E'rERNAL GOD ( who said) : DO NOT DESTROY 
DAVID ; MICHTAM ; WHEN SAUL SENT.1 ANO THEY WATCHED THE 
HOUSE TO KILL HIM ( Ps . 59 : 1) • 5 f 

Here i s the story of how Michal saved C'avid : 

WHEN HE (Davi d) FLED FROM SAUL Ir Tl!E CAVE (Ps . 57 : 1) . 
How did David escape? R. Aibu and the Rabbis save 
different answers . R. Aibu said : David had t wo gates 
i n his house , one o r which was locl<ed ; th-.?y watched 

56 Midrash Tehilim 59 : l 

57 Midrash Tehil i m 59 : 3 
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for him at this gate . Meanwhile he went out the 
other gate and fled . The Rabbis said : David had only 
one gate . They stood by the gate and watched that he 
not escaoe. What did Michal do? She lowered h i m 
(presumably by rope) from a window and he fled . 

When the messengers of Saul came co the house , what 
did she do? She took the teraphi m and laid them on 
the bed and put a quilt of goat ' s hair at its head , 
as is s aid , AND MICHAL TOOK THE TERAPHIM, ETC . (I Sam. 
19:13) . When they entered and asked for Davi d Michal 
told them: He is sick a 1,d is lying in bed . They went 
/back/ and told Saul . He said to them : Bringhim, in 
the bed , her e , They went and brought the bed to him 
and he found the teraphim in the bed . And he began 
to get angry at Michal his daughter . He said to her : 
Why did you deceive me and let my enemy flee? She 
said to him : You married me off to a robber, and he 
stood over me with his sword as if to kill me , saying : 
If you don ' t help me escape , I will kill you. Where­
upon I bec~me frightened , so fearful of him ~hat I 
helped him escape . As it says , /Michal said/ HE 
SAID UNTO ME LET ME GO ; WHY SHOULD I KlLL YOU (I 
Sam . 19 : 17)? Therefore is her name called Eglah 
( :\~)al - which means calf) , as it says , UNTO DAVID 
WERE BORN SONS . . . THE SIXTH , ITHRtAM OF EGLAH , DAVID ' S 
WIFE (II Sam . 3 : 2 , 5) . Eglah refers to Michal. Why 
was the name nEglan" given to Michal?' Because like a 
heifer that will not take the yoke upon her neck , so 
Michal did no& take the yoke from her father , but 
bucked against it . 58 

Jonathan was willinc to endure great reproof from Saul 

because of his love for David . The foliow~n& pi ece is a some­

what technical d iscussion about. !,ow far one ls :o aom.inister 

c '1atl2.:meut r,o a member of one ' s household . For our purposes 

the importance of this material is co ~e roJnd i n the ending 

which speaks <.J f what Jonat,han e rdured on David ' s behdll° : 

how ~ar shall reproof be adnilnistereci:! Rab said : 
Until he (the re~rover) be beaten . Samuel said: 
Until he be cursed . R. Yohanan said : Until he be 
rebuked. This is a point at issue between Tan<laim . 
R. ~liezer sai d . Until he be beaten . P . Joshua 

58 Mldrash Tehiliw. 59:4; Song of Songs Zuta Chap . 4 par . 4 ; 
Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , G~j 
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said : Until he be cursed . Ben Azzai said : Until he 
be rebuked. Said R. Nahban b . Isaac : All the three 
expounded one Scriptural verse ; /It is written/ THEN 
SAUL ' S ANGER WAS KINDLED AGAINST JONATHAN AND HE SAID 
UNTO HIM: THOU SON OF PERVERSE REBELLION , DO NOT I 
KNOW THAT THOU HAST CHOSEN THE SON OF JESSE TO THINE 
OWN SHAME , AND UNTO THE SHAME OF THY MOTHER ' S NAKED­
NESS (I Sam . 20:30)? And it is written: ARD SAUL CAST 
HIS SPEAR AT HIM TO SMITE HIM (Ib . 33) , The one who 
said (above) ' until he be beaten ' /said so/ because it 
is written : 'l'O THINE OWN SHAME AND TO THE SHAME OP THY 
MOTHER ' s NAKEDNESS ; the other W!JU said t until he be 
rebuked ' /said so/ because it is written: THEN SAUL ' S 
ANGER WAS KINDLED. But according to him who says: 
•until he be shouted at ' does not Sc ripture mention 
' beating ' and •cursing ' ? That was different , because 
for his great love of David Jonathan risked his life 
even further . 59 

The pro- David stance of Saul ' s children ls presented in 

a ratl1er straight- rorwar·<i manner . We can not extrapolate from 

the material either rabbinic approval or rabbinic condemnation 

of the!r behavior. These midrashim do, however , fill in the 

picture we have of Saul . He is seen as quite isolated . His 

own children have abandoned him. 60 Perhaps an awareness of 

this isolation was one of the contributing factors to a 

rabbinic sympathy for Sau!. i:.hat shall beccme apparent in ~-,e 

next section of this chapter. 

lt was the goal of the first four chapters of this thes i s 

to demonstrat.e a d.,,1,arnic that one becomes aware of ~-mer: ::P")!l~~ -

oering the over - al 1 imai,;e o r Saul in r·aobinic literature. The 

dynamic is a prope~sitY to justify Saul ' s fate and to clear his 

59 Arakin lob 

60 Note : The one e xception to this was presented in Chapter 
Three where we saw Michal favorably comparing her father ' s 
modesty Lo David's lack of modesLy. See Chap . Three . 
footnotes 26- 31 . Also see Chap . Si x, Section 1, for 
midrashim relaiing to Saul ' s family. 
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name wherever it i s possible to do so . Given this dynamic one 

would expect to f ind that whe n considering his relationship 

with David the Rabbis would find a way to mitigate Saul ' s 

culpabi lity for pursui ng and oppr essi ng Davi d . This is indeed 

what one finds . The Rabbis mit i gate Saul ' s culpability in four 

ways : 1) As we have seen i n regard to many of Saul ' s sins , the 

Rabbis blame others for the evil ; 2) While not forgiving Saul 

the Rabbis express a sympathetic understandi ng of his actions 

vis a vis David ; 3) Saul i s portrayed as willing to conciliate 

with David , as actively working at containing his desire to 

hurt David , and es placing Isr ael ' s secv~ity over his personal 

feud with David ; ~) The Rabbi s mount a sca thing attack on 

David ' s attitude and behavior towards Saul and express an 

awareness of David ' s true intentions ; namely , the unseating 

o f Israel ' s first king . 

Abner is blamed for preventing Saul from reconcilinc 

with David : 

And why was Abner killeJ? ... The Rabbis say : because 
he did not permit Saul to reco ncile himself with 
David , as it is written , MOREOVER , MY FATHER , SEE, 
YEA , SEE THE SKlRT OF THY ROBE IN MY ~AND (I Sam. 
24 : 12) . Abner the~ sa1J ~o ~dul : What do you care 
for this man ' s boastful talk? The Lhing (Saul ' s 
skirt) ljas caught in a thorn bush (and not cal<en by 
David) . bl 

In Chapter One we saw that Saul was surrounded L; Eland~~ers . 

Doeg was especially active slandering David ir, front of Saul . GZ 

When Saul asked about David ' s background Deeg quesLioned 

61 Lev . Rabba 26 : 2 ; •ranhuma Buber u "lt01> ; £i1ishuat R. Eliez.er 
Chap . 9 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ~~r and l~f 

62 Note : See the sect.ion on slande1· 111 Chapter One . 
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Oavici ' s right to enter the Congr egation of the Lor d . 63 Doeg 

(and Ahitophe l ) taunted David : 

NOvJ KORAH ... TOOK MEN ; AND THEY ROSE UP IN THE FACE OF 
MOSES (Num . 16 :1 , 2 , etc . ) . His heart carried him 
away . FOR IT WAS NOT AN ENEMY THAT TAUNTED ME , THEN 
I COULD HAVE BORNE IT ; NEITHER WAS IT MINE ADVERSARY 
THAT DID MAGNIFY HIMSELF AGAINST ME , THEN I WOULD 
HAVE HID MYSELF FROM HIM . BUT IT WAS THOU , A MAN 
MINE EQUAL , MY COMPANION , AND MY FAMILIAR FRIEND 
(Ps . 55:13 , 14) . This refe1•.i to Doeg and Ahitophel 
who taunted him (David) . They were not, he sai d , my 
enemies , but they taunted me . They did not call me 
by name but rather said WHEREFORE COMETH NOT THE SON 
OF JESSE (I Sam . 20 : 27)? Or , I SAW THE SON OF JESSE 
{Ib . 22 :9) , gr BEHOLD , 1 HAVE SEEN A SON OF JESSE 
(lb . 16 : 18) . 4 

David cried out against their dangerous slander : 

SAVE ME •. • LEST THEY TEAR MY SOUL LIKE A LION , RENDING 
IT IN PIECES , WHILE THERE IS NONE TO DELIVER (Ps . 7 :2 , 3) , 
(David said : ) Just as a lion s i ts over his prey and 
then tears it to pi eces , so do Doeg and Ahitophel 
crouch over me to tear me into pieces . RENDING IT IN 
PIECES , WHILE THERE IS NONE TO DELIVER . There is not 
one in all the hosts of Saul who pleads :"or my merit.65 

Doeg permitted David ' s blood and allowed another to take 

hlo wife : 

63 

64 

65 

AND THE WHOLE EARTH WJ\S OP ONE :..ANGUAvE , ETC . (Gen . 
11:1) . R. Elazar commenced his discourse in the 
name of R. Jose b. Zim1·a with the text : SLAY THEM 
NOT , LEST MY PEOPLE FORGET , MAKE THEM WANDER TO AND 
FRO BY THY POWER , AND BRI.W THEM DOWr , 0 LORD , OUR 
SHlELD ( Ps . 59 :12) . The Rabbis r elate the verse t o 
Doeg and Ahi tophel: David said : SLAY NOT Doeg and 
Ahltophel , LEST M\' PEOPLE :'0RuE1', i. e . lest the 
generations that followed them forget / tl\eir =! n and 
their punishment/ . MAKE THEM WANDER ~n AND FRO BY 
THY POWER, i . e . cast tilem about ; AND BRING THEM DOWN 
from their greatness ; b..it fol' us let THE LO.RD BE 0UR 
SHIELD . FOR THE SIN OF THEIR MOUTH AND THE WORDS OF 
THEIR LIPS (Ps . 59 : 13): this one petmit ted incest and 
bloodshed , and that one permitted incest and bloodshed. 

Yebamoth 76b ; Ruth Rabba 4: 6 ; Yalkut Shimoni , ? rophet.s, 1:,f 
Numbers Rabba 18:17 

Midrash Tehilim 7: 4 
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This one (Ah i t ophel) permi tted them , /for he counselled / , 
Oo I N UNTO THY FATHER ' S CONCUBINES (II Sam . 16 : 21 ) ; 
( while he further said) , AND 1 WILL COME UPON HIM WHILE 
HE IS WEARY AND WEAK- HANDED ... AND I WILL SMITE THE KING 
( II Sam. 17 : 2). And the ot her (Doeg) permitted them : 
Nahman b . Samuel said: He annulled his (David ' s) 
citizen rights and declared him an outlaw and as one 
dead , so that h i s blood was permitted and hi s wiI'e 
permi tted . 66 

It was this Doeg who goaded Saul into J ealo:isy o:' David , 

as well as "swallowing" David ' s r i ghts . He is portrayed as being 

hateful, vengeful , and as holdi ng a grudge aga i nst David . It 

was this goading of Saul that led to the atrocities of Nob : 

R. Nehemi ah the son of R. Shmuel b . Nahman said : He 
{Doeg) permitted David ' s blood and his wife he permitted 
to another . Bar Kafr a said : He pre~ented Saul from 
/taking/ the blood of Agag . .. R. Haninah said: Just as 
Edom swallowed the rights of Israel , so Doe& swallowed 
the rights of David . Our rabbis said : Just as Edom 
was vengeful and he l d a gr udge and hated so Doeg 
behaved in relation to David . What d i d he say to 
Saul? He said : I will tell you . He continued : You 
are making David king in your l i fe - - does he not 
inqui re of the Urim and the Thummim? Only to become 
king does he i nquire of the Urim and Thumm.im /and you 
permit this/ ! When Doeg said this to Saul the spirit 
of jealousy entered Sau1 . 67 

The following midrash informs us o f Doeg•s motive: envy. 

It speaks also or others who we r e envious of '.)avid , of Doeg ' s 

permitting or David ' s blood and ~~v~~ • - wi~e ~or ano~her , of 

Doeg ' s lessening of David ' s merit , and it too parallels Doeg ' 6 

hostility toward David to Edam ' s hostility towaru Israel : 

R. Shmuel b. Natunan seia: Doeg was called -c;he 
"Edomite " because he wa.J envious o !' David wnu was 
called ''Edomite " ( .. ,,,,.,x_ ruddy) , as it says , NO\iJ 
HE WAS RUDDY ( ,J,~'f.-C ) AND WITHAL OF BEAUTIFUL EYES 
(I Sam . 16:12). find Doeg waa not alone iP his envy 
of David : All the members of Ooeg ' s tribe , ~he 
Ziphites , Nabal the Carmelite, and the men of Keilah 
{I Sam. 23 : 25) , were e nvious of him . R. Nahman said: 
Doeg was called the Edomite because he permitted the 

66 Oeu . hauua 38 : 1 

67 Yalkut Shi m-oni , Pl'ophets , ,<~I ; "11drash Tehilim 52: , 



shedding of the blood of David , for he said to Saul 
concerning David, HE DESERVETH TO DIE (I Sam . 20:31) , 
/meaning/ that David ' s blood was permitted and that 
David ' s wife was permitted to marry another man. 
R. Hanina said: Doeg was called the " Edomite" because 
just as Edom lessened the merit of Israel, so did 
Doeg lessen the merit of David . Our masters taught : 
Just as Edom bore a grudge and was hostile /to 
Israel/ in the heart , so Doeg bQre a grudge that was 
hostile to David in the heart.6tl 

Thus the Rabbis convey a situation where others goad Saul: , 

add fuel to the fire by their own antagonistic actions against 

David , create a slanderous , hostile climate , anri actually 

prevent a reconciliation between Saul and David . The midrash 

also reveals an acute understanding of Saul' s plight . Once i n 

power it is not easy to graciously step down : 

R. Judah used to s ay: Everyone who used to say to me 
before I entered into high office , "Enter it , " I 
wanted to hound him to death . Now Lhat I have entered 
it , everyone who tells me to step down ~rom it - I 
want to pour a kectle of boiling wa'ver on him ! For 
it is hard to rise to high office a nd just as it is 
to rise to , so is it hard to come down from . For 
thus we find with Saul . When he was told , "Rise to 
kingship,'' he hid , as 1 t says , AND THE LORD ANSWERED , 
BEHOLD, HE HATH HID HIMSELF AMONG THE BAGGAGE (J Sam. 
10 : 22) ; but when they told IHm , "Oet own from there ,'' 
he turned /and pursued/ after David to kill him . 69 

Saul is portrayed as acti vely seeking to conciliate David 

and to contain his dezire to huYt him : 

.. . there was in hi.j (Saul 1 s) heart a tende1· willing­
ness to repent . You find that: when DaviJ re'-.:,.nciled 
wlt:n Saul in t.he cave , immedicitPil' S.eu l bt.'..:o.me 
reconciled , as it says , THEN SAID SA~L : t HAVE SINNED; 

66 Midrash Teh ilim 52 : 5 

b9 Avot de R. Natan Chap . 10 ; Men~hoth 109b 
Note: Menahoth puts the statement i n the mouth o! R. Joshua 
b . Perakiah and instead of hounding to death one who suggested 
high offi ce , he says he would blind him and place him before 
a lion . 



141 

RETURN, MY SON DAVID (I 5am . 26 : 21). Were it not 
for the slanderers \-Jho came and informed on him 
(David) , Saul would not have pursued h im. 70 

Saul contained h1s desire /to hur t David/ . You ~ind 
that when David reconciled wi th Saul i n the cave , 
immediately Saul became reconciled , as it says , THEN 
SAID SAUL : I HAVE SINNED ; RETURN , MY SON DAVID (I 
Sam . 26 : 21) . 71 

In Chapter Three we saw that when faced with a choice 

between pursuing David and responding to a new Philistine threat , 

Saul chose the latter . He made this choice despite advice to 

the contrary from half of his men. 72 The midrash has presented 

thus far a sympathetic understanding of Saul ' s plight , a por­

trayal of others who aggravated ~he tense situation , and a 

suggestion that Saul was amenable to conciliation . The midrash 

also attacks David; God i s angry with David for rejoicing at 

Saul ' s downfall: 

AND DAVID SPOKE UNTO THE LORD THE WORDS OF THIS 
SONG IN THE DAY THAT THE LORD DELIVERED HiM OUT OF 
THE HAND OF ALL HIS ENEMIES AND OUT OF' ':'HE HAND o:: 
SAUL ( II Sam. 22 : 1) . liad you been Saul and he 
David , I would have annihilated many a David out of 
regar•d for him . Hence it is writ~en ]''111 SHlGGAION 
OP DAVID, WHICH hE SANG UNTO THE LORD , CONCERNil~G 
CUSH A BENJ AMITE ( Jl'~"' l$ here taken to mean "an 
error" - Ps . 7 : 1) . 73 

what is th~ meaning of CONCERNING THE MATTER OF CUSH 
THE BENJAMITE (Ps . 7 : 1)? Said R. Han ina b . Papa : 
(David said: ) Just as che wife of Josepn ' s master 
accosted Joseph saying , LIE ·lTH ME (•1en . 39 : 7) 
ano then :aid : THE HEBREW SERVA NT , WHOM THOU H/\:0:T 

70 Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap . 10 
Note : For the entire text see Chap. 3, footnotes Q, 5 

71 Rei shit Hohma ;\'1.Ulo\ '\VIII C11ap . 7 
Note : For the entire text se~ Chap . 3, footnotes Q, 5 

72 Note : See Chap . Th!'ee , footnote !15 !'01· tne -:ext of this mi<irash . 

73 Mo ' ed Katan 16b 
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BROUGHT UNTO us , CAME IN UNTO ME TO MOCK ME (Gen . 
39 :14 J , so Saul said: MY SON HATH STIRRED UP MY 
SERVANT AGAINST ME TO LIE IN WAIT (I Sam . 22:8). 
Just as the Cushite woman, the master of Joseph, 
used lies agai nst him , so Saul the Benjamite came 
and used lies against me . Said R. Aha : But is it 
not t r ue that he who asks /God/ to resent t he insult 
offer ed to him will not be punished for it , why then 
should David have spoken of his request as Shiggaion 
(impulsive speech)? R. Hani na answered : Because he 
sang a song at Saul ' s downfall , as it says , HE SANG 
UNTO THE LORD, CONCERNING THE MATTER OF cu~~ THE 
BENJAMITE , yet it is written (in another place) 
REJOICE NOT WHEN Ttt INE ENEMY FALLETH (Prov . 24 :17) . 
Sai d the Holy One , blessed be He , t o David : If Saul ' s 
fate had been your fate or i f your fate had been his 
fate, how mani Davids would I have caused to perish 
for his sake !74 

These midrashim reveal a most positive attitude towards 

Saul . Another midrash which attacks David f or comparing himself 

to Saul also shows this rabbi ni c respect f o~ Saul , even when 

compared t o David : 

The Lord said to David : SAUL HAD ONE CONCUBINE 
( ~1},_ PILEGESH) . Pilegesh is spelled here without 

-1: • • .. /the ' customary/ yod - ~~~'? (Br aude , p . JU8 " si i;-
nifyin& Saul ' s habitual self- denial " ) . Even after 
Saul was made king , he continued to be a humble man . 
But you , /of you Scri pture says : / DAVID TOOK MORE 
CONCUBINES ... OUT OP JERUSALEM (ll Sam. 5:13) . And 
you l iken yourself t o Saul? ! Saul r enounced owner­
ship of his wealth t'or the sake o f Is r ael ' s war , as 
it says , HE TOOK A ~OKE OF OXEN ful9 CUT ~fEM IN Pl~CE~ 
AND SENT THEM THROUGHOUT ... ISRAEL (1 Sam . 11 : 7) . Ano 
ye~ 11ken you~belf co ~aul ! or Saul it is said : 
SWIFTER THhii EAGLE.3 ... STRONl.iER THAN LIONS ( II Sam . 
1:23) . R. Levi said : Saul ran sixty miles in ◊ne Joy . 
R. Simon said : One hundred and t wenty miles / r'an Saul 
in one day/ . And the Rabb i s say : one hundred and 
e i ghty miles . When? When t.,he ark was c::.~.,c•...1. ·~i:i oy 
the Ph ilisti11es . As 11. says , THERE RAN A :•A: 0~ 
BENJAMIN OUT OF' THE ARMY , ANU CAME TO SHlLOH THE 
SAME DAY Wl TH HlS CLOTllES RENT , AND WITH EARTH UPON 
HIS HEAD (I Sam . 4 : 12). Th1s was Saul ! And you 
liken yourself t;) Saul I A man go~s to a house 1,merc?­
a feast i s taking place and does not take h i s sons 
with him because of the fear of the /evil/ eye . Yet 
.:>aul goes out to batt le , takini; h i s sons with him , 
e ven though he knew that th e Attribute of JusLi ce 

Midrash Tehilim 7: 3; Yalkut !:5himoni , Pr ophet:.:. , l~f 
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would strike him (I Sam. 31:2) . But your men said 
to you: THOU SHALT GO NO MORE OUT WITH US TO WAR, 
THAT THOU QUENCH NOT THE LIGHT OF ISRAEL (II Sam. 
21 : 17) . And you li~en yourself to Saul? Saul 
observed the Levit i cal precautions of purity even 
when he ate common food , as it says , AND THE COOK 
TOOK UP THE THIGH AND THAT WHICH WAS UPON IT(~,}~~) 
AND SET IT BEFORE SAUL ( I Sam . 9 : 211) . The word a~S"-' 

• .t •• according to R. Johanan has the same meaning as in 
t.he ~hrase ' the thigh t ogether with the f at- tail 
( -':?l.!i )' but according to R. Eliezer tr~ f i! means 
' that which was upon it '. This t ea ches that Saul 
used to observe the Levitical pr ecautions o f puri ty 
e ven when he ate common food . And you liken yourself 
to saul? ! 75 

David 1s even blamed for Saul ' s death : 

AND IShBI-BENOB WHO WAS OF THE SONS OF HA- RAPHA , THE 
WEIGHT OF WHOSE SPEAR WEIGHED THREE HUNDRED SHEKELS 
OF BRASS IN WEIGHT , HE bEING GIRDED ANEW , THOUGHT TO 
HAVE SLAIN DAVID (Il Sam . 21 :16) . Wha t is the meaninc; 
o f I SHBI- BENOB ( ~1.Jl •1.c,~1 )? R. Judah said in Rab' s 
name : A man (tiPM ) who came on acco unt of the business 
of Nob /as an avenger/ . Said the Holy One , blessec 
be He , to David : How long wil l this crime be hidden 
i n your hand? Because of you Nob , the city of priests , 
was massacred; because of you Does the Edomite was 
bani shed ; and because of you Saul and this three sons 
were killed . 76 

Why this att~ck on Davi d and the sympathy for Saul? 

Perneps the answer may be located ln what seems to be rabbinic 

insight iuto David ' s true i ntentions . David did not seek 

merely t o fena ofl' Saul anu sa\•e his life . He wished to ,mseat 

Saul and iake nis place as King of Isra~l . The evidence for 

such insicht i s admittedly scant . \et 1t exist s . And it 

assists U3 !n nlocking par: uf ~IJF h~s!s r~r ~1.~ Jynamlc tnat 

this paper has p1·oposed . The fo l low in~ midrash por t r ayi:; David 

75 Midrash Tehil i m 7 : 2 
Note: For a n e xplanation of Saul ' s observing Levi tical 
puri ty see Chap . 3, footnote 36 

76 Sanhedrin 95a 
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postponing the momen t of his conquest . His moment of conquest 

came when Saul acknowledged that David would rule Israel (I Sam . 

24 : 21) . Prior to this midrash the material refers to Moses , 

Jacob , Isaac , and Abraham as all being men who surrendered 

temporarily and fled their enemy , only to return when the 

moment was right to conquer the one who made them flee . David 

likewise returns to conquer . His conqueri11g (in the midrash 

this conquering is expressed by the euphemism of " the moment 

falling i nto his hand'') involves becoming king in Saul ' s place : 

... And David gave recognition to the /needs of the/ 
moment as it says , AND DAVID FLED FROM NAIOT!I IN 
RAMAH (I Sam , 20:1) and it is written , WHEN HE FLED 
PROM ABSALOM HIS SvN (Ps . 3 :1) and it is written , 
WHEN HE FLED FROM SAUL , IN THE CAVE (Ps . 57:1) . And 
the moment returned and fell into h is hand , for Saul 
said to him : BEHOLD , 1 KNOW THAT THOC SHALT SURELY 
BE KING , AND THAT THE KINGDOM OF ISRAEL SHALL BE 
ESTABLISHED IN THY HAND (I Sam . 24 :21) . 77 

In another midrash David seeks forgiveness for killing 

Saul . Additionally David is said to have witnessed Saul ' s 

des~0 nda~ts being pu t tu death and is charged with not beinc 

sorry ''for even one hour ." It is logical to asaume that David 's 

lack of grief mlght well have been due to his relier at seeing 

the end or any threat to his rule: 

iJEi.IVER M£ FROM EiLOOD<iUILTINESS , 0 GOD , THOU GOD OF 
MY SALVATION (Ps . 51 : lo) . DELIVER l•IE FROM BLOOD­
GU ILTINESS - R. Joshua of Sichnin in the name of 
R. Levi said : that I not be kill ed for tne blood­
guiltiness of /having killed/ ~aul . Three things 
David broue;ht against the Lord ' s anoint~d tSaul) 
and these th~ee came against him (Saul) . AS THE 
LORD LIVETH , NAY , BUT THE LORD SHALL SMITE inM ( I 
Sam . 26 :10) - it happened to him. OR HIS DAY SHALL 
COME TO DIE : OR !IE SHALL 00 DOWN INTO BATTLE , AND 
BE SW~PT AWAY (lb . 26 : 10) . lt happened to him . 

77 Tanhuma Buber Vayetze 5 



/DELIVER ME/ from the blood of Nabal. He was not 
killed for me , as it says , AND IT CAME TO PASS 
ABOUT TEN DAYS AFTER , THAT THE LORD SMOTE NABAL , SO 
THAT HE DIED ( I Sam . 26 : 38) . /DELIVER ME/ from the 
bl ood of Saul for he (David) saw his (Saul ' s) planta­
tion cut down (i.e . his descendants put to death) 
and was not sor ry about it for even one hour . 78 

It is certainly possible that rabbinic comment and ins ight 

critical o f David (or for that matte~ of Abner and Doeg) was 

intended not so much to clear Saul ' s reputation as it was to 

criticize their reputations lest they (par ticular ly David) come 

across as something l ess than human . However , when one adds 

up all the various pieces--Abner' s blocking or reconciliation , 

Deeg ' s slander , Saul ' s e1'fo1·ts on behalf of Israel and to effect 

concil i atio~ the rabbinic unde r standin& or Saul ' s dilemma , and 

fina lly David ' s arrogance and des i re to rul e i n Saul ' s place-­

one is hard pressed not to conclude ~hat Saul ' s cul pab ility 

for oppressing Davi d stands mitigated in the eyes of the Rabbi s . 

VI 

In a nwnber of ways the midrash conveys the impression 

that Saul ' s fate vis a vis h is successor has little to do with 

his character o~ deeds or with David ' s character or deeds . 

i1i1.e1r rates , rather , a r e tied to the dest iny dod has fashioned 

for them . Some a r e chosen by God , tnen rejected , and then 

brought near ,H~ain . And some simply are nnt br~;.;Ght.. near 

again but :--emain r ejected . Saul was not brought: near again 

while David was : 

R. Nehemiah in ihe name of R, ~amuel b . R. Isaac 
said : Not all who are close to God are /permanently/ 
close, nor are all who are distant /permanently / 
distant . There are those who are chosen and 
re jected and then broughL near; and there are those 

78 Midrash Shmuel Chap . 25 
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who are chosen and then rejected and then not brough& 
near. Aaron was chosen: AND I DID CHOOSE HIM OUT OF 
ALL THE TRIBES OF ISRAEL TO BE MY PRIEST (1 Sam . 2 : 28) . 
And he was rejected : MOREOVER THE LORD WAS VERY ANGRY 
WITH AARON ( Deut . 9 : 20) ; and again .it is written , AND 
BRING THOU NEAR UNTO THEE AARON THY BROTHER (Ex. 28 :1-
proving that he was brought near again) . Saul was 
chosen: SEE YE HIM WHOM THE LORD HATH CHOSEN (I Sam . 
10 : 24). And he was cast off : IT REPENTETH ME THAT I 
HAVE SET UP SAUL TO BE KING , ETC . (lb . 15:11 ) . And 
he was not brought near : SEEil'\G I HAVE REJECTED HlM 
FROM BEING KING OVER ISRAEL (I ~am . 16:1). David was 
chosen : HE CHOSE DAVID ALSO HIS SERVANT (Ps . 78:70) . 
And he was r ejected : AND THE KING WENT FORTH , AND ALL 
THE PEOPLE AFTER HIM ; AND THEY TARRIED IN BETH- MERHAK 
(II Sam . 15 : 17- the key here is ?'n t aken from ?h""l~il , 
meaning to be far or here, to be distanced , whfch is 
taken to mean placed under a ban) . R. Joshua b , Levi 
said : They excommunicated him and despite this /blow/ 
he accepted the ban , as it is written , AND DAVID WENT 
UP BY THE ASCENT Oi• THE MOUNT OF OLIVES , AND WEPT AS 
HE WENT llP ; AND HE HAD HIS HEAD COVERED (II Sam . 15 : 30 -
a person under the ban was obliged co cover his head) . 
And he was brought near . R. Judan said : Jre t~e 
Jair i te , David ' s teacher , brought him near . .. 7 

God wounds and God binds up wounds. It was Saul ' s fate 

to be wounded but an ancestor of his would be the beneficiary 

of Jod ' s bindins up of wounds : 

R. Hanina th~ son of R. Abbahu said : It is written , 
FOR HE MAKETH SORE , A~D BINJETH UP ; liE l·JOUN DETH , AND 
HIS HAND MAKES WHOLE (Job 5 : 18) . With the same 
expression with which the kingdom of her (Esther ' s) 
ancc~tor (Saul) was taken away --when Samuel said to 
him, AND / th~ !_rv•d/ HATE :}IVEt; IT ( .,he kingdom) TO 
A l~ElGHBOR OF THrnE (David) 1'1-!AT IS BE'I'TER ?HAN THOU 
(I Sam. 15: 28) , with that same e xpression was the 
kingdom r estored to him , as it is writ.ten, AND GIVE 
HER ROYAL ESTATE UNTO H~~ NEIGUBOR TH.A':' IS BETTER 
THAN ~HE (Esther 1 : 19) . ou 

I t is suggesLed that the key to the !~Le of Saul and 

David as rulers i s in the manner in which each was anointed : 

... 1 AM ANOINTED WITH RlCl-i OIL (Ps . 92 :11-David is 
speaking). R. Jose b . Nehorai and R. joshua b . Levi 
differed . One said that the s hield or Saul was 

79 Numbers Rabba 3: 2 ; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 8; YalkuL Shimoni~ 
Prophets, ;\.> 

So Escher Rabba 4 :9 
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anointed but he was not anointed . The other said 
that neither Saul or his shield was anointed , as it 
says, THE SHIELD OF SAUL , NOT ANOINTED WITH OIL (II 
Sam . 1:21). /On the other hand David/ was anointed 
with oi l. Hence , I AM ANOINTED WITH RICH OIL . Bl 

MY HORN IS EXALTED rn THE LORD ( I Sam . 2 : 1) • MY HORN 
IS EXALTED but not my flask. The kingdoms of David 
and Solomon who were anointed with a horn endured ; 
the kingdoms of Saul and Jehu who were anoi nted with 
a flask did not endure.82 

Another explanation of their fate is the destiny of their 

respective tribes . Power ful Judah was dest i ned to rule forever 

while weaker Benjamin could only rule for a short time: 

... If a wolf attacks a lion can come and rescue. 
But if a lion attacks a wolf cannot come and rescs..;e . 
Thus Judah and Benjamin : Let Benjamin take /power 
first/ for his /reign/ is for a moment and afterwards 
let Judah /take power/ for his / :re i gn/ is forever . 83 

Another midrash traces their fortune t o the destiny 

granted to Leah and Rachael: 

NOW LABAN HAD TWO DAUGHTERS : THE NAME OF THE ELDER 
WAS LEAH , AND THE NAME OF THE YOUNGER WAS RACHAEL 
( 29: 16) . Now the name of the gr eat one (i\)°,~n ,,., -
taking :\~..,.,. ciS great as opposed to e lder) was Leah­
she was great in her gifts /and was rewarded by 
receiving/ the priesthood for all time and royalty 
for all time (via Judah and Levi) . Now the name of 
the small one ( :\->'-91;\ taken as small instead of 
younger) one was Rachael --small in her g ifts , Joseph 

84 /bearing sway/ for but a time , and Saul for but a time . 

Cod rewards both the ir tri!Jes for the sacrifices Judah and 

David made on behalf o f Joseph and SaJ l . 'i'he following midrash 

s tresses the good fortune of both Judal1 a~d 13.:uj amin: 

Bl Midrash Tehilim 92 : 9 ; Mldrash Shmuel Chap . 19 
Note: Midrash Shmuel Chap . 19 is attributed to R. Yehudah 
b. ~iron and R. Joshua of Sichni n i n the name of R. L~vi. 

82 Horayoth 12a ; Kerithoth 6a ; Tosefta Sanhedrin 4 : 11 ; 
Lev . Rabba 10 : 8 
Note: Welearnofthe manneroi'Saul ' s anointment in I Sam . 10:1 

83 Gen . Rabba 95 

8~ Gen . Rabba 70 : 16 
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Said the Holy One , blessed be He , to David (after 
defeating Goliath) : By your life , just as you gave 
(risked) your life for Saul , he bang from the tribe 
of Benjamin , Just as Judah your a.t'lcestor did , as it 
says , LET THY SERVANT , I PRAY THEE , ABIDE INSTEAD OF 
THE LAD A BONDMAN TO MY LORD (Gen . 44 : 33) , so will 
I give the Temple to the portion of Judah and Benja­
min. And not just this, but all the tribes will be 
exiled but the tribes of Judah and Benjamin will not 
be exiled with them . Why? Por these two tribes 
trusted in Me and sanctified My name at the Sea , as 
it says , THERE IS BENJAMIN , THE YOUNGEST , RULING 
THEM , THE PRINCES OF JUDAH THEIR COUNCIL (Ps . 68:28-
the proof text comes as an example of Benjamin and 
Judah ruling, not as evidence that they trusted and 
sanctified God ' s name at the Sea) . 85 

God chooses the right person for the right histori cal 

situati.:>n . Saul was r i ght for one situation but circumstances 

developed which demanded that God provide a pe rson more fittin g 

to the new situation: that person was , of course , David : 

AND LET THE MAIDEN THAT PLEASETH TliE KING BE QUEEN 
INSTEAD OF VASHTI (Esther 2 :4) . Who was the right 
person for this situation? Mordecai /for right next 
to the verse announcing the opportunity we find: 
/THERE WAS A CERTAIN JEW IN SHUSH,rn TEE CASTLE, WHOSE 
NAME WAS MORDECAI (Ib . 2 :5 ) . Similarly (we find ,:;ha,:; 
in the following historical circumstances the right 
person for the situation appears in the text next to 
the comment which describes or SE-ts up .:.he opportU.'1it.y 
to help Israel) , AND GOD SAW THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL , 
AND GOD TOOK COGNIZANCE OF THEM (Ex . 2: 25) . Who was 
the right person for this situation? Moses --NOW 
MOSES WA ~ KFEPING , ETC. (lb . 3 : 1) . Similarly , AND 
SAMUEL SAlD UNTO THE MEN OF lSRAEL : GO YE EVERY MAN 
UNTO HlS CITY (I Sam . 8 : 22) . Who was the right 
person for t..his sit ation? Saul--~lOW THEHE WAS A MAN 
OF BENJAMIN , WHOSE NAME WAS KISH , ETC (lb . 9:J) . 
Similarly , AND WH EN :3AUL AND /\LL TSRAEL !IE.'\RD THOSc 
WORDS OF THE PHILl ST1 Ni:. , 'i'HEY WERE DISMAYED. AND 
GREATLY AFRAID (Ib . 17 : 11) . Who was the right person 
fo1· this situation? David- - NOW DAViD WAS THE SON OF 
THAT EPHRATHITE , ETC. (Ib . 11 : 12) , 8t 

85 Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ll~ 

86 Esther Rabba 5:4 
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It seems that some are just simply favored by God . Such 

a favored one will be supported despite what might be a lack 

of ethicality . God favored David over Saul , and Saul ' s s uperior 

character (i . e. fewer sins) made no difference in God ' s 

favoritism : 

R. Huna said : How little does he whom the Lord 
supports need to grieve or trouble himself ! Saul 
/s i nned/ once and it brought /calamity/ upon him . 
David /sioned/ twice and it did not bring /calamity/ 
upon him . ti7 

Another midrash e xplains God ' s siding with David in terms 

of God ' s penchant for supporting the pursued: 

AND GOD SEEKE'1'n THAT H!!ICH IS PURSUED (Sccles . 3 : 15). 
R. Hw1a said in the name of' R. J ose : God ahiays seeks 
that which is pursued . You find that when a righteous 
one pursues a righteous one , God seeks him who is 
pursued . When a wicked one pursues a righteous one , 
God seeks him who is pursued . When a wicked one 
pursues a wicked one , God seeks the pursued . In 
every place God seeks the pu1·sued ... David was pursued 
by Saul and the Holy One , blessed be ile, chose David. 
As it says , HE CHOSE DAVID ALSO HIS SERVANT , AND TOOK 
HIM FROM THE SHEEPFOLDS (Ps . 78 : 70) . Saul was pursued 
by the Phi list i nes and the Holy One , blessed be He , 
chose Saul . As it sayG ~ SEE YE HIM WHOM THE LORD !lATH 
CHOSEN (I Sam. 10: 2~) . HO 

point God deter:rtr:..::'.! ~.iat lt was David's time co rule and Saul ' s 

reign had to end . In o rder to do this without.. upset::ir.t; Samuel, 

God had Samuel premat urely aged and had him die at thf' age ol' 

fifty - two . ~od , according t o Rsshi (commenting upon Taanith 

5b) eventually put both Samuel and Saul away in order to makP. 

room for David : 

R. Nahman further saio to R. Isaac : ~1at is the 
meaning of the verse , AND I':' C.'\f-lE TO P.A.SS WHEN 

87 Yoma 22b ; Yalkut Shimoni, Prophets , K'f 
88 Eccles . Rabba 3 :1 



150 

SAMUEL WAS OLD (I Sam . 8 : 1) . Di d Samuel ever reach 
old age? He lived only for fity - two years. For a 
Master said: If a man di es i n hi s fifty - second year 
he is said to have died at the age reached by Samuel 7 
that Rarr~thi te . He replied: Thus said R. Yohanan : 
Old age came prematurely upon him , for it is written., 
IT REPENTETH ME THAT I HAVE SET UP SAUL TO BE KING 
(I Sam . 15:11) . Samuel complained be fore Him : 
Sovereign of the Universe ! You have made me equal 
to Moses and Aaron , for i t is written , MOSES AN[ 
AARON ARE AMONGST HIS PRIESTS , AND SAMUEL AMONG "!'HEM 
THAT CALL UPON HI S NAME (Ps . 99 : 6) . As in the case 
of Moses and Aaron , the work of whose hands did not 
come to nought in the i r l i fetime , so too let not th e 
work of my hands come t o nought in my lifetime . The 
Holy One , blessed be He , replied : How shall I act? 
Shall Saul die? Of this Samuel will not approve . 
Shall Samuel die young? People will speak ill o f 
him (saying that he died young on account of his 
s i ns) . Shall neither Saul nor Samvel die? The t ime 
has come for David to re i gn and one rei gn may not 
encroach on another even by a hair ' s br eadth . There ­
upon the Holy One , blessed be He , said : I will make 
him prematurely old and th i s 1s what is written , NOW 
SAUL WAS SITTING IN GIBEAH , UNDER THE TAMARISK TREE 
IN RAMAH ( I Sam. 22 : 6) . How comes Gibeah to Ramah 
(Gibeah being in Benjamin while Ramah is i :1 Ephraim)? 
This is to teach you that it 1,;as t he prayer of Samuel 
the Ramathite that was the cause of Saul ' s two and a 
half year ' s sojoun1 as king in Gibeah . Should then 
one man be put aside beca~se of another ? Yes , for 
R. Samuel b . Nahman sai d in the name of R. Jonathan : 
What is the meaning of the ver se , THEREFORE HAVE I 
HEWED THEM BY THE PROPHETS , I HAVE SLAIN THEM BY THE 
WORDS OP MY MOUTH (Hosea 6 :5) . Scripture does not 
say , "by thei l' words " but , BY THE WORDS OF MY MOUTH ; 
th i s proyes 1.hat 011e may be put aside because of 
another . t:19 

The following midrash begins by .!Waising Sau: f o :- th~ 

manner i n wh ich he engaged in rituul slaught.erinc . His ri:ward 

was that he 1•:3 · to be ~redi t..ed by Scrip-:u:-e as if he had b11ilt 

the first alta r to the Lord . Then it informs us that. in th i s 

world some do not eat what they plant or inhabit what they 

89 Taanith Sb 
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build . This is an expression o f profound sympathy for Saul 

who, despite his outstanding character and deeds , simply was 

not allowed to live i n the house he built: 

It is written : AND SAUL BUILT AN ALTAR UNTO THE LORD ; 
HE WAS THE FIRST THAT BUILT AN ALTAR UNTO THE LORD 
(I Sam . 14 : 35). How many altars the ancients built ! 
Noah , Abraham , Isaac , Jacob , Moses , Joshua /all 
built altars/ and you say it (Saul'~ ) was the first? ! 
The Rabbis say: It was the first , meaning first among 
the ki ngs . Said R. Judah : Because he (Saul) put his 
soul into the thing (the ritual slaughtering which 
accompanies the setting up of an altar) Scripture 
credits him as if he built the first altar to the 
Lord . Said R. Shimon b . Yosi b . Lakunya : It is a 
fact that in this world a man may build a house and 
someone else use it , a man plants a crop and another 
eats i t , but in the fYture to come , THE! SHALL NOT 
BUILD, AND ANOTHER INHABIT , THEY SHALL NOT PLANT , 
AND ANOTHER EAT . . . THEY SHALL NOT LABOR IN VAIN , ETC . 
(Is . 65 : 22) , and it is written , AND THEIR SEED SHALL 
BE KNOWN AMONG THE NATIONS(Ib. 61 :9) . 90 

David inherit ed and inhabited che house that Saul b~ilt . 

That David merited such f ortune has been shown , i n this section , 

to be largely a matter of divine fiat . This conclusion is 

buttressed by the previous section which demonstrated that to 

a i;reat extent the Rabbis l!lear Saul or much of the :-esponsibility 

for the harassrnem: and oppression suffet'ed by Davi d . 

90 Lev . Rabba 25 : 8 
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CHAPTER SIX 

This final chapter is devoted to those midrashim whi ch 

did not readily lend themselves t o the categorization estab­

lished in this work. There are three sections which I will 

treat : Saul ' s family , his death , and other miscellaneous 

midrashim . The beginning o f the f!rst two sections will 

present midr ashim which have not yet been presented . This 

will be followed by a summary of those midrashim which were 

presented in an earlier chapter(s ) but which contain material 

r elevant to the theme of the s ection . Next to each summary 

will appear the chapter and footnote number where the midrash 

appeared and t he source of the midrash so the reader will have 

easy access t o the full text . 

I 

For the most par t the image of Saul ' s family in t he 

midrash i s very pos itive . The !'amily membe1·s snare Saul ' s 

good characteristics . They are por trayed , above all , as pi ous 

a nd humble . Saul meri ted kingship because o :' h i s E;randfather 

who used co l i ght lamps i n the publi c domain to aid those 

traveling at nigh t , particularly those on thei r way to the 

house of s ': .Jdy : 

R. ,..i imeon b . Lalcisl1 sai .! : S::iul tu<!t·itea kingship only 
through the fact that his rr:.rndfaclie r used to lit;ht 
lamps ( J\ \ 'r .l } :.n the publ i c dornain / for the b1.nefic 
of the public/ . I t i s sai d Lhet ther e were dark 
passages from his house to the house of sLudy , and 
he used to light lamps in chem, i n order to make it 
light for the public. One verse says , AND NER ( 1.i ) 
BEGOT KISH (I Chron . 8 : 33) while another verse says , 
KISH , THE SON OF ABIEL (1 Sam . 9 :1 ) . How is this 
poss ible ~ His name was Abiel , bat because he used 
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to light lamps for the public , he earned the 
privilege o~ being called by the name Ner ( '-' , 
meaning lamp) . 1 

Saul ' s son Jonathan was said to be one of three who were 

humble : 

To this Rabbi alluded when he said : Three were 
humble ; viz . , my father , the Bene Bathyra , and Jonathan , 
t he son of Saul. R. Simecn b. Gamaliel, as has been 
said , the Bene Bathyra , as a master said: They placed 
him at the head and appointed him Nas1 over them. 
Jonathan , the son of Saul , for he said to David , AND 
THOU SHALT BE KING OVER ISRAEL , AND I SHALL BE NEXT 
UNTO THEE (I Sam . 23 : 17) , But how does this prove 
it? Perhaps Jonathan the son of Saul /spoke thus/ 
because he saw that the people were flocking to Davi ? 
The Bene Bathyra too , because they saw that Hillel 
was their superior /in lear ning/? But R. Si mon b . 
Gamaliel was c~rtainly very modest,2 

Jonathan is one of three permiLted the crown ln this world 

and in the world to come: 

Three were permitted their crown in this world and 
inherited the world t o come . And they were : 
Jonathan the son of Saul , Eliezer b . A:arian , and 
the grand fathers of 1oth. 3 

Saul ' s daughter Michal wore Lefillin: 

Michal the daughter of Lhe Cushite (SauL) wore 
tefihlin and the sages did not at~empt Lo prevent 
her . 

here is a list 1 n~ q,1u desc?•lp"'io:1 or mldrashlm t·!l:ic?i 

contain reference LO Saul ' s family : 

1 Lev . Rabba 9 : 2 ; Yerushalrni .::lii•:.:..1-;. t .1P~P1A1 ) Ch'lr . 3 , 
Hal. 7; Tanhuma , Tetzavay 8 

2 Baba Mezia 84 b , 85a 
Not:e : Soncino notes , p . 486 , that '' t hou«;h the action of the 
other two (Jonathan and the Bene Bathyra mi~1t b~ e xplained 
away as not due t o humilit-y , t,hat or R. SL'llot1 b. ,amaliel 
could not ." 

l Yerushalmi Pesach1m Chup . o , ~ - 33a 

4 Erubln 96a ; Yerushalmi Berakot.h 4c ; Mekilta de R. Ishmael, 
Chap . 17 
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A) There is no blight on the reputation of Saul ' s family: 
Chap . 1 , footnote 60 - - Yoma 22b ; Yalkut Shimoni , Pr ophets , 

,.. '. 
B) Saul' s house played a role in the killing of the Gibeonites, 

the slaughter of Nob , and thus in causi ng the famine ln 
David ' s time : Chap . 4 , footnotes 15 , 28 - - Yerushalmi 
Kiddushin Chap . 4, p , 65c ; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 28 ; Numbers 
Rabba 8 : 4 ; Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap . 9 . 

C) Saul ' s sons die with him on Mt . Gi lboa: Chap . 6 , footnotes 
5- 7 -- Lev . Rabba 26 : 7 ; Tanhuma cmor 2 ; Tanhuma Buber Emor 
4 ; Yalkut Shimonl , Prophets • V !>i . 

D) Jonathan sins by failing to give David bread for his 
t rave ls : Chap . 4 , footnotes 32 , 33 -- Sanhedrin 104a ; 
Seder Eliyahu Rabba Chap . 12 . 

E) Jonathan endLlres Saul ' s wrath because of his love for 
Dav1d: Chap . 5 , foo t note 58 -- Arakin 16b . 

F) Jonathan ' s love for David is an e xample or FOR LOVE IS AS 
STRON G AS DEATH (Song of Songs 8 :6) : Chap . 1 , footnote 50 
-- Song of Songs Rabba 8 : 6 ; 1'anhuma Buber Vayasl1ev 19 ; 
Ya l kut Shimoni , Prophets , .l rl""· 

G) Jo:iathan was the Ab Beth Din : Chap . 3, foor.no1..e 18 -- Mo ' ed 
Katan 26a ; Yerus halmi Mo ' ed Katan Ch&p. 3, Hal . 7; Sheilto t 
Chap . 35 . 

H) Jonathan is almost killed by Saul because of the power o~ 
the oath s worn by Saul which was unknowingly violated by 
Jonathan : Chap . 3 , footnote 39 - - Pirke de R. Eliezer 
Chap. 38 ; Tanhuma Va:,as!1ev 2 ; Yalkut Shimoni, Prophets . )•?. 

l) By Jonathan 1 s merit Israel was saved i n a most dangerous 
moment : Chr.p . 3 , footnote 40 - - r.-:ishnat R . Ellezer Chap . 15 . 

Jj Jo11at.han and Michal aided David in !1is- strur;gle wi th Saul : 
Chap . 5 , f ootnotes 55- 58 -- Midrash Tehilim 59 : 1 ; Midrash 
Tehil im 59 : 3; Midr ash Tehilirn 59 : ~; Song o~ Songs Zuta 
Chap . 4 , par . 4 ; Yalkut Shi moni , Prophets , "'( ; Ar,u<in 16b . 

K) Michal compares Davi d ' s lack o :~ modesty t o the modesty of 
her father and her fat.her ' s nous~ tthus defending the honor 
of her fa t he r and his house) : Chap . 3 , footnotes 26- 29 - ­
Yerushalmi Sanhedrin Chap . 2 , Hal . 4; Yerushalmi Suv.kah 

L) 

Chap . 5 , Hal . 4 ; Numbers Rabba 4 : 20 ; Midrash Shmue l Chap . 25 . 

Michal gave birth in pain and had a chilJ on the day 
death : Numbers Rabba 4 : 20 ; Midrash Shmuel Cha p . 11 . 
section of the midrash was not introduced as i t adds 
to Saul ' s image iu i::;he midrash . The i ncident has to 
Mi chal ' s relationship with David . ) 

o f her 
(This 
nothing 
do with 
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M) Saul uses Michal to ensnare David : Chap . 5 , footnote 5 
-- Mishnat R. Eliezer Chap. 7. 

N) Ish Bosheth is said to be one of two kings coming from 
Benjamin's loi ns : Chap . 3, footnote 13 -- Tanhuma Buber 
Vayish lach 29 . 

II 

Much of the material on Saul 's death has been reviewed i n 

earlier chapters. This is due to the fact that , as ~as been 

pointed out repeatedly , the over- arching concern of the mid­

rashim dealing wi th Saul is the justifying of his tragic fate. 

In the second part of this section the reader will therefore 

note ;;he large number of midrashim justifying Saul ' s death - ­

each offering a different reason . 

The Rabbis contend that Saul ' s death served as atonement 

for his sins. Given the tendency in the midrash to clear his 

name , th is phenomenon makes good sense . That is to say , if the 

reader of the midrash has any doubt as to how Saul 1s to be 

judged , thai doubt is utterly removed by God ' s response to 

the manner of his death . uod offers SaJl complete forgiveness 

and Saul is to dwell with Samuel in Samuel ' s celestial division . 

Th~ following midrash establishes that Saul ' s place with Samuel 

was guaaanteed by the manner of his death . The manner of his 

death was to be as follows : ne was to face the Philistines in 

battle kno1·:ing full well tl)at Ile: would die i n tl",c i.:~1.1rse of t he 

struggle . The midrash in fo rms us that $aul sacrificed his three 

s o ns (by including them in the battle ) and Lhereby won atone­

ment for them as well . Finally , the midrash e xplains that 

Saul ' s c o urage brought God to praise him before the ministeri ni; 

angels : 
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MOREOVER THE LORD WILL DELIVER ISRAEL ALSO WITH THEE 
INTO THE HAND OF THE PHILISTINES ; AND TOMORROW SHALT 
THOU AND THY SONS BE WITH ME ( I Sam. 28: 19 , Samuel 
speaking to Saul) . Said /Saul/ to him : And will I 
not have an opportunity to flee? He replied: If you 
flee you will be saved (i.e. physically saved but 
will not r eceive atonement) . Said /Saul/ to him : 
And will I not have an opportunity to make battle 
arrangements? He replied: If you make battle arrange ­
ments you will be overpowered -- but if you submit 
yourself to judgment (impliee : the attribute of jus ­
tice) then TOMORROW SHALT THOi..' AND THY SONS BE WITH 
ME . R. Yohanan said : WITH ME /means/ in my /heavenly / 
division. And when Saul heard the words of Samuel he 
was afrai d . As it is wri tten , THEN SAUL FELL STRAIGHT­
HAY HIS FULL LENGTH UPON THE EARTH , AND WAS SORE AFRAID, 
BECAUSE OF THE WORDS OF SAMUEL; AND THERE WAS NO 
STRENGTH IN HIM ; FOR HE HAD EATEN NO BREAD ALL THE DAY , 
NOR ALL THE NIGHT (lb . 28 : 20) . And when he came to 
Abner and Amasa they said to him: What did Samuel say 
to you? He sai~ to them: He said to me , ' If you make 
war you will be victorious and not just this , but your 
three sons will be appointed chiefs . ' In~ediately he 
went to war and cook his three sons with him , Jonathan , 
Avinadab , and Melchyeshoua . Said R. Simeon b. Lakish; 
At that moment the Holy One , blessed be He , said to 
the ministering angels: Come and see the beine whom 
I have created in my world and the form I have fash­
ioned in my world . Usually if a man goes to a feast 
he does noc take his children with him , fearing the 
evil eye ; yet this man (Saul) goes out to battle , and 
though he knows ihat he will be killed , he takes his 
sons wi~h him and faces cheerfully the judgment which 
is overtaking him . 5 

This next version emphasize~ Samuel ' s prophesy that Saul ' s 

de&th would bring atonement for him and his so~s . Samuel was 

considered the ona p~ophet who prophesied after his death as 

wel l as during his life . He could do chi s because of the 

" power of tne r>1,g]1::.e0Js": 

You should know Lhe power of the righteous . . . 
R. Nathan says: All the prophets prophes ied in their 
lifetime but Samuel prophesied in his lifetime and 
after his death , for Samuel sai d to Saul : If you 
hearken to my advice t to fall by the sword , your death 
will serve as atonement for you end the n your lot wi ll 
be with me in the place that I abide . And Saul 

5 Lev . Rabba 26 : 7 
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hearkened to his advice and fell by the sword , he 
and all his house , as it says , SO SAUL DIED , AND 
HIS THREE SONS (I Sam. 31 : 6) . Why? So t hat his 
portion could be with Samuel the prophe t 1n the 
future life , a s it says , ~ND TOMORROW SHALT THOU AND 
THY SONS BE WITH ME (Ib . 28 : 19) . What i s the meani ng 
of WITH ME? 

6
said R . Yohanan : With me i n my division 

( in heaven) . 

Saul 's death was more beloved to God than his life : 

The students of R. Ami and Abba Tsidoni i n the name 
o f R. Shmuel b . Nachman said : The death of Saul was 
more be l ove d /to God/ than his li fe . For i n his li fe 
he was never told: TOMORRO\~ SHALT THOU AND THY SONS 
BE WITH ME (I Sam. 28 : 19) . But in (or more accurately : 
just before) his death he was told: TOMORROW SH ALT 
THOU AND THY SONS BE WITH ME , meaning , in my di vis i on 
of heaven . 7 

Gi ven the way in which Saul ' s death is regarded it should 

not come a s a surprise that &he Rabbis find a justification for 

the specific manner in which he died ; namely , that Saul committed 

suici de . Saul is not held cul pable for the taking of his life. 

He is used to exemplify a limitation on culpabil i ty wit h regard 

to suicide : one who is in danger of a humiliating death has the 

right to end hi s own life: 

6 

7 

8 

Even one who kills h imself , behold , this 1s / the 
crime of/ the shedding of blood , as it says , AND 
SURELY ( ~~,) YOUR BLOOD OF YOUR LIVES WILL I REQUIRE 
(Gen . 9:~) : And why ls there a limit ing particle 
( 1,c )? on ... night, suppose that 111 the case or one 
surrounded by enemies , like Saul , and they sought to 
make an abomination o~ him, tnat he would be c~lpable 
for killing himself . Scripture ~eaches , therefore , S l"' -- limiting this t.o say that he is not CUJ.fJable . 

Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 33 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ~~~ 
Note : The midrash i n Yalkut Shi moni is attributed to I 
R. Yochanan instead of R. ~athan . 

Midrash Shmuel Chap . 23 

Mishnat R. El i ezer Chap . 9 ; Oen . Rabba 34 : 13 
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Here is a listing and description of midrashim which 

contain r eference to Saul ' s death : 

A) Saul, along with 220 , 000 other men of Israel , was condemned 
to die for failing to blot out the name of Agag: Chap. 2 , 
footnote 20 -- Pesikta Rabbati Chap . 11 . 

B) Saul was overtaken by the attribute of justice. His death 
stemmed from showing mercy to cruel Amalek which led to 
cruelty to Nob (deserving of mercy) and this led to hi s 
death and the death of his three sons : Chap . 2 , footnote 
15 -- Eccles . Rabba 7 :1 ; Eccles . Zuta 7:16 ; Midrash Shmuel 
Chap . 18 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , .,? . 

C) Saul died on account of the agony of the accusation that 
he destroyed Nob; Chap . 4 , footnote 7 - - Tanhuma Metzora 
2 ; Tanhuma Buber Metzora 4 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Torah , hJ\J\ . 

D) God had Saul killed on account of his treatment of the 
Gibeonites : Chap . LJ, footnote 11 -- Numbers Rabba 5 : 3. 

E) If Saul had prayed and performed teshuvah after learning 
of the decree against him he would have been saved : Chap . 
1 , footnote 17 - - Deut . Rabba Lieberman p . 45 . 

F) Saul was killed because he had a spirit or arrogance in 
him: Chap . 1 , footnote 63 -- Seder Eliyahu Rabba Chap . 31 . 

G) Saul died as a resul t of his great jealousy : Chap . 1, 
footnote 49 - Vi1shnai R. Eliezer Chap . 4 . 

II) Saul died for his breach of faith which he committed against 
the Lord : Chap . 1 , footnote 15 - - Numbers Rabb a 8 : 5; Sifre 
Naso p . 5 , par . 2 ; Yalkut Shimoni, Torah , ~«.A . 

I) Slander kills three : t.he slanderet' , the one slanderEd , and 
the one wJ,o hears the slancier. Saul received slander and 
wal" 1':illcd ~ ~li1:1p . 1 , 1001;note I.I 3 - - Lev . Rabb a 26 : 2 ; 
Yerushal111i Peah Chap . 1 , Hal. 1 ; Yerushalrni Sotah Chap . 1 , 
Hal . 8 ; Numbers Rabba 19 : 2 ; Midrash Tehjlim 52 : 2 ; ?esikta 
de R. Kanana 32a , b ; Tanhuma Metzot>a 2 ; Tanhuma Buber 
Metzora 4; Tanhuma Chukat 4 ; Ta~huma Bube r Chukat 8; 
Mishnat k . Eliezer Cl1ap . 9 ; Yalln1t Sl1 1moni , Torah , n,l.n . 

J) Saul diea for these ~ive sins : for destroying Nob , for 
sparing Agag, for not keeping the word of the Lord , for 
disobeying Samuel , and for asking counsel of a ghost : 
Chap . 1 , ~ootnote 13 - - Lev. Rabba 26 : 7 ; Tanhwna Emor 2 ; 
Tanhuma Buber Emor I.I ; Midrash Shmuel Chap . 24 ; Yalkut 
Shimoni , Prophets , u}f . 
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K) The death of Saul and his sons was part of his Benjamite 
destiny - - they were destined to devour their prey in the 
morning and be divided as spoil (by the enemy) in the 
evening (based on Gen . 49 : 27) : Chap . 1 , footnote 61 - ­
Gen . Rabba 99 : 3 ; Tanhuma ,.. ' n .. , ; Tanhuma Buber ,u 'n"\ . 

L) Saul died with his three sons and all four were considered 
to be among the seven righteous descendants of Abraham 
destined to be slain by the Philistines : Chap . 3, footnote 
15 -- Gen . Rabba 54:4 ; Pesikta de R. Kahana 11 :9 ; Midrash 
Shmuel Chap . 12 . 

M) Saul was one of those whose death causes the world to pass 
into an inferior state: Chap. 3, footnote 49 -- Gen . Rabba 
62 : 4 ; Yalkut Shimoni , Torah , "r ; Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets ,~. 

N) Saul ' s neck was like Adam ' s (in some ve r sions : like Saul ' s 
Creator) but he died by means of a sword through his neck: 
Chap . 3, footnote 7 -- Sotah 10a ; Pirke de R. El iezer 
Chap. 53 ; Midrash Hagadol Bereshit p . 66 ; Yalkut Shimoni , 
Prophets , J< ~ . 

0 ) God disapproved of the manner in which David mour ned Saul ' s 
death : Chap . 5 , footnot.e 41 -- Yebamoth 78b ; Numbers Rabba 
8:4; Midrash Shmuel Chap. 28 ; Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap . 17; 
Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , ,~r , ~~r-

P) David did mourn for Saul : Chap . 5 , footnotes 51 , 5 2 -­
Mo ' ed Katan 26a ; Yerushalmi Mo ' ed Katan 3, Hal. 7 ; Ruth 
Rabba 4 : 12 . 

Q) The daughters of Israel wept over Saul ' s death on account 
of his generosity towards them . Another interpretation is 
that t.he Sanhedrin wept: ove1• Saul ' s death because of his 
generosity and devotion to them : Chap . 3, footnote 24 -­
Yerushalmi Nedarim 9 , Hal . 9 ; Midrash Shmuel Chap. 25 . 

R} Davia eventually had Saul mourned ii. a proper manner: Chap . 
5 , f oot.no te .1.::i -- Numbers Rabba 8 : 4 ; Pirke de R. Eliezer 
Chap . 17 . 

S) David bro~ght fort.h th~ee imprecations aga i nst Saul and 
all three came to pass -- including that God smite Saul: 
Cha p . 5, rootnote 38 -- Kidra&h T~~ilim 7 : 2 ; Midrash 
Shmuel Chap . 25 ; Yalkut Shirnoni, Prophets , n }f . 

T) David resisted his evil inclination whi ch prompted him to 
kill Saul when given the opportunity in the cave : Chap . 5, 
footnotes 44- 46 , 48 -- Midrash Tehilim 7 : 2 , 7 :13, 7 :13 . 
57 :1; Ya lkut Sh irnoni, Prophets , n ~, , n.,_.,. . 

U) Gilead dealt kindly with the bones o f Saul and ,as rewarded 
by God and David for doing so: Chap . 5 , root note 54 -­
Deut. Rabba Lieberman p . 73 . 
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V) David prayed to be delivered f r om the bloodguil t iness of 
the death of Saul : Chap . 5 , footnote 77 - - l>lidrash Shmuel 
Cha p . 25 . 

W) Saul was one of ten enemies who fell before David : Chap . 
5, footnote 31 -- Midrash Tehilim 18 : 8 ; Yalkut Shi moni , 
Prophets , t.>? . 

X) Saul ' s destiny after death was with Samuel i n Samuel ' s 
celesti al division . This destiny is marshalled as 
evidence that God forgave Saul for the destruction of Nob : 
Chap . ~. footnote 18 (see also Chap. 6 , footnotes 5- 7) - ­
Berakoth 12b; Yalkut Shimoni , Pr ophets , "'? . 

III 

Miscel l aneous Midrashim Relating to Saul 

Saul is one of four called '' Cushite": 

NOW WHEN EBED- M!:!..Er.H THE CUSHITE HEARD (Jer . 38 : 7) . 
Ebed- Melech was one of four who were called 
Cushites : Zi pporeh , Israel , Saul , and Ebed- Melech . 9 

Saul , like Abraham ' s servant Eliezer and Moses, prospered 

because he encountered maidens on the ~utskirts of a city : 

R. Akiba said : Anyone who enters a ci ty and finds 
maidens coming forth before him, his way will be 
prosperous (before him) . How do you know t~is? 
Know that it is so . Come and see from Eliezer ... 
from Moses . .. from Saul . For while he had not yet 
entered the city , he found maidens coming ~orch 
before him , as it is said , A: THEY WEN1' UP THE 
ASCENT TO THE CITY , THtY FOUND YOUNG MAIDENS GOING 
OUT (I Sam . 9 : 11). AnJ he ~rosper ed his way and he 
acquired the sovereignty . lJ 

Isi·&el was counted ten times and two of those t.en occurred 

in the days of Sdul : 

Int.en pl~ces were /the chilJreo 0 1 israel/ counted 
... twice in che days of Saul~ as It says , AND SAUL 

9 Pesikta Rabbati Chap . 26 

10 Plrke de R. Eliezer Chap . 36 
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• .. NUMBERED THEM lN BEZEK (lb . 11 : 8) . When they were 
rich .,-he numbered them/ with lambs. When they were 
poor /he numbered them/ with broken pieces of pottery.11 

When Ahasuerus found out that Esther was f r om the house of 

Saul he addressed her ~1th more respect , referring to her as 

THE QllEEN : 

THEN SAID THE KING AHASUERUS , AND HE SAID TO ESTHER 
THE QUEEN (Esther 7:5) . Why ' said ' and again ' said ' ? 
R. Abbahu replied? He first spoke to her thr ough an 
interpreter . When she told him that she came from 
the house of Saul , forthwith , HE SAID TO ESTHER THE 
QUEEN . 12 

Hamen persuades the wise me~ of Persia to support his 

scheme of eliminating the Jews . They write a letter jusL1fyi~C 

their support of flamen ' s scheme . In this letter they refer t o 

Moses , Joshua , David , Saul , and others as being wicked 

Israelites . Here is the section on Saul . That Saul is con­

demned by the Persian l',ise men for destruction wrought against 

Amalek is not SJrprising . However it is interesting t o note 

that they seem to join in ,.!ie =ondemnation of Saul for his 

treatment of Agag (i.e . that he spared A:;ag) . It i s possible 

that this text therefore susgests , as was pointed out in 

Chapter Two , that even Sa~l ' s major sln was no: viewed by the 

Rabbis with total abh,n~rence ~ 

And the first king they (the Israelites) had ~as 
named Saul . And lie went and mad\ war 11sainst the 
land of my ancestcr Amalek a.1,d h"' ;;;lew a hllnJrcd 
thousana norsemen of them 1n one o&y and also did 
not spare any man or woman or suckling or baby bnd 

11 Pesikta de R. Kahana 18a ; Numbers Rabba 2 : 11 ; Pesikta 
Rabbati Chap . 10 ; Tanhuma Kl Tesa 9 ; Tanhuma Buber Ki 
Tesa 8 ; Yalkut Jhimoni , To1•ah, 1.hJ 

12 Megillah 16a 



162 

I don ' t know with what (implied : terrible means) he 
killed them . And more , how he treated my ancestor 
Agag whom at first he spared , but in the end one of 
them named Samuel came and cut him in pieces and gave 
his flesh to be eaten by the fowl of the heaven , as 
it says i SO SAMUEL HEWED AGAG IN PIECES (I Sam . 
15 : 33) . 3 

Samuel ' s Beth Di n set Saul up to rule : 

Scripture declares : NOW SAUL WAS SITTING lN GIBEAH , 
UlmER THE TAMARISK- TREE IN RAMAH , WITH HIS S PE.f\R IN 
HIS HAND (I Sam . 22 : 6) . If in Ramah how /could he 
be/ in Gi bean? Rather /to illusi;rate/ who was respon­
sible for setting Saul up /to rule/ in Gibeah -- the 
Betl1 Din of Samuel that met in Ramah . l~ 

For one year Samu-:1 and Saul ruled .jointly and fo r two 

years Saul ruled alone : 

The tent of meeting ai:, Nol.J anci "ibeon lasted :'i fty ­
seven years. How do we know it? BecaJse it is 
1~rlt ten , AND IT CAME TO PASS , WHEN HE MADE MENTION 
OF THE ARK OF GOD /that he fell off his seat a nd 
died/ (I Sam . ll : 18 - 1°eferring t o Eli) . Now it was 
taught : When E1i the priest die d , Shiloh was destroyed 
and they repalred to Nob ; When Samuel the Ramathite 
died , Nob was destroyed and they went to Gi beon . As 
it is written , AND IT CAME TO FASS , FROM THE DAY THA~ 
'l'HE ARK ABODE IN KlRIATH- JEARIM , THAT THE TIME HAS 
LONU ; FOR IT WA3 TWENTY YEARS ; AND ALL THE HOUSE OF 
ISRAEL YEARNED AF'TER THE LORD (I Sam . 7 : ::1) . These 
twenty years / were made up as fo l lows ' : Ten years 
ourini; which Samuel ruled alone , o:1e Jf:J.l' ':.113.t :,amuel 
and 3aul r uled /together / , two year s that Saul rei&ned , 
and the seven which Davi d reigni:d / in Hebron/ , for ii:, 
i s written , AND THE DAYt TH,'\':" ~AnD REIC:NE;) OVER I.5RAEL 
WERE PORTY 'l'EAR . .; : SEVEN YEAR~ t:E REiuNED lN HEElROI: { T 
~ings _ ; ll) . ~ow or Solomon it ls writ ten , AND HE 
B~GAN T0 eu - LD .• • lN TrlE FOURTH YEAR JF HlS REIGN 
( 11 Chl'Ol. . ·, : ?} . Ttus 370 1 ·~s3 J:1e w&.s le ~·t ror 
Shiloh . 1 5 

the 6rea;; kindness Jethro r-ai-1 t u i•iuses . 3aul r"paid .Tet!ir.:;, 

:.,~• sp.=:.rini; tl)e Kenitcs \'/h•) w~re among the Amalel<i tes . The 

13 Es~ner Raboa 7: 13 

14 Tose ~t& ~otah 11 : 12 

15 Zebal1im 118b , 119~ 
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s t r ess in these midrashim is not on Saul but on Jethro . 

J e t hro ' s kindness is lauded and the r amifications of his kind­

ness a re describe d . Included in these midr ashim i s one which 

uses Saul ' s r epayment of kindness to the Kenites as proof 

that a stranger coming to convert i s to be considered as if 

he or she has done a k i ndnes s to a ll Isr ael : 

R. El i ezer says : A st r anger who comes to convert , 
beho l d , it i s as i f he has done a ki ndness to all of 
Israel . Thus Saul sa id to the chi ldr en of Jethro : 
FOR YE SHOWED KINDNESS TO ALL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL 
(I Sam. 15 : 6) . And is one able to do a ki ndness for 
all thos e thousands and tens of thousands? Rather , 
s i nce he (Jethr o) had converted in the i r midst and 
sai d : BLESSED BE THE LORD, WHO HATH DELIVERED YOU 
(Ex . 18 : 10) , i: was as if he had done a kindness to 
a 11 . 16 

R. Nehemiah began to speak in praises of hospitality, 
e xpounding the text , AND SAUL SAID UNTO THE KENITES , 
GO , DEPART , GET YOU DOWN FROM AMONG THE AMALEKITES , 
LEST I DESTROY YOU WITH THEM ; FOR YE SHOWED KINDNESS 
TO ALL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL WHEN THE) CAME UP OUT 
OF EGYPT (I Sam . 15 : 6) . Have we not here an argument 
a for tiori : if such was /the r eward of/ Jethro who 
befriended Moses only for his own benefit , how much 
more will lt be for one who entertains a scholar in 
hi s house and gives him to eat !9d drink and allows 
him the use of his possessions . 

Who 1·1as it that showed kindness to one t o whom he 
was indebted? Jethro to Moses , as it is writLen , 
AND IIE SAID UNTO HI.'.; DAU,HTER~ • . . C,1i..L HIit. (Moses) 
THAT HE MAY cAr BREAD (Ex . 2 : 20 ) . R. Elic=er said : 
Jetnro certainly showed kindness t o Moses , as it is 
written , WHY IS IT ':'HAT YE HAVE LEF':' THE MAIJ? CALL 
HIM, THAT HE MAY EAT BREA) . R. Simon e xplair.ed that 
he ~ave him roou as 111s waces ; for 1 t ls Nritten , 
AND MOREOVER HE DREW ( l\),l if~f ) run us { Moses drew 
water fo1• Jethro ' s daughter=; - :b . :? : lJ) . R. Judah , 
R . Nehemiah , anti our Rabbis /differ on the interpre ­
tation of ~)~ a~~ ) . R. Judah says : Be rais~d us 
and our ancestors (to a h1E;,l)e r religion , so say.:, 
Soncino , p . q33) . R. Nehemiah says : He drew (water) 
for us and for the shepherds . And our Rabbis say : 
He drew ( wa ter) for us through he merit of our 

lu Mishnat R. Elie::er Cllap . lo 

17 Berakoth 63b 
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ancestors and fo r the shepherds i n order to bring 
about peace . When did the Holy One , blessed be He , 
repay him (Jethro)? R. Eliezer the son of R. Jose 
the Galilean said: i n the days of Saul . AND SAUL 
SAID UNTO THE K.ENITES (descendants of Jethro) : GO , 
DEPART , GET YOU DOWN FROM AMONG THE AMALEKITES , LEST 
I DESTROY YOU WITH THEM ; FOR YE SHOWED KINDNESS TO 
ALL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL, WHEN THEY CAME UP OUT OF 
EGYPT (I Sam. 15 :6) . Did Jethro show kindnes s to all 
Israel? Did he not show kindness only to Moses alone? 
Yes , but it serves to teach you that if a person shows 
kindness to one of the great men in Israel it is con­
s idered as if he had shown kindness to a 11 Israel . 
Now does this not afford an inference a minori ad 
majus? If in the case of a person who shows kindness 
to one to whom he is indebted, we see how the Holy 
One , blessed be He , repays him ; how much the more so 
in the case of one to whom he i s not indebted . l~ 

A worthy l eader will always rise from the seed of Senja-

min . Saul was a worthy one who ros~ from the sons of Benjamin: 

Said R. Yochanan : From Benjamin /a worthy one/ will 
always r ise ... And the proof : AND SAMUEL SAID UNTO THE 
MEN OP ISRAEL : GO YE EVERY MAN UNTO HIS CITY (1 Sam . 
8 : 22- implied: while I search for a king) . And who 
was worthy for the thing? A man from ~he sons of 
Benjami n (Saul ) . 19 

18 Lev . Rabba 34 :8 ; Song of Songs Rabba 2: 5i Yalkut Shimoni , 
Torah , l.l , V11f 

19 Yalkut Shimoni , Prophets , :L _,, JI.ft 
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CONCLUSION 

It has been shown that in the midrashim about Saul the 

Rabbis are concerned primarily with elucidating the under­

pinnings of Saul ' s fate . They struggle to determine the reasons 

Saul fell from power and lost his life. They r eject out of hand 

most of the justifications for this fate . One justification, 

the sin of Amalek , is accepted. Having settled on Saul ' s one 

clear sin , they praise and defend him . They continually clear 

his name and uphold his reputation . 

Their concern for Saul ' s fate is understandable . After­

all , he was the first of l~rael ' s kings . But why are the 

Rabbis so generous with Saul? Why do they go to great lengths 

to clear his name , especially when clearing his name s o often 

leads t o the disparagement or others (David, Jonathan , e~c . )? 

To answer this question it is necessary to engage in some 

speculation . 

First, the Rabbis s eem genuinely sorr y for Saul and his 

house . They have compassion for a man who never had the power 

and riches of a David or Solomon . They have much compassion 

~o~ 3 ~ecent man wno sufiered much . 

Secondly , through thelr eyes one sees a story of a tragic 

hero . for them Saul was neither crazy nor insanelv jP:::lou:: nc: 

irrationally disturbed . He was rather ..t >1e1•y good man co.ubnt 

up in difficult personal and poli t ical c ircumstances . He was 

a man wi th a very strict God and a mentor (Samuel) who .JOUld 

tolerate no infraction , no matter how slight, He had ~he 

mis fortune of having a n~ighbor ( Davi d) with int.ent..ions of 
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replacing him. This neighbor was very powerful and popular . 

David even won over Saul ' s children . Isolated , harassed, and 

a victim of circumstances , Saul takes his life in order to win 

atonement from the God he so piously served. 

Third , it is possible that there are reflections in the 

midrash of oral traditions critical of oa,id and Judah . These 

oral traditions might stem from pro- Benjamin or pro- Joseph 

forces inside anc i ent Israe l. This would explain the fondness 

for Saul and the harsh criticism of David . If this is true it 

might reflect a rabbinic awareness of possible Davi dic edit i ng 

of the Saul narratives. Thic wnuld account for a total 

silence in rabbinic literature on the subject o~ Saul ' s insanity 

or loss of cal m. That is to say, the1·e may well be represented 

in this literature an echo of an ancient dissent a gainst a 

power- hungry David usurping the throne rrom Saul . 

The one sin Saul i s held accountable for is the failure 

to kill Agag, King of Amalek. To comprehend why this o f all 

o:' Saul • s s ins was seizea upoi1 1,0 explain his fate , it l s 

necessary to consider two factors . First , Amalek symbolized 

absolute 0 vil . ln 1•abu1.n1c philosophy such evil must be 

reco~1ized , pursued , und eliminated or 1t (che ev!l) will 

pursue and destroy . Secondly , it must Le r emembered chat in 

Israel ' s e x1-,1..rience every kingdom , every r!cJ icnel e xperience , 

ended in disaster . Ancient prophets and sai;es and rabbis all 

grappled with this phenomenon . Reasons had to be ~ound es to 

why the one ~oa could allow ls r ael co suffer this repeated face . 

In Saul ' s case the disaster could not be blamed on idolat.ry or 
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too many women or too much wealth or a failure to concer n 

himself l\lith the poor or a failure to sacrifice for Israel ' s 

benefit. The only explanation was that Saul failed to exerci se 

the po\oier he held . He wasn ' t ruthless enough when he needed 

to be. Thus Saul came to symbolize for the Rabbis Israel ' s 

failure to fully exercise her might \:hen she had the opportunity . 

Finally , there are hints in the midrash of a parallel 

between the fate of Saul (and his tribe Benjamin ) and the fate 

of all Israel. Benjamin is the smallest of the tribes , Israel 

the smallest of the nations . Both failed to eliminate evil i n 

their midst and therefor~ ~uffered tragic fat es. Both would 

one day raise a redeemer to complete the task . By clearinc 

Saul ' s name , upholding his reputation, and rewardinc him with 

God ' s forgiveness and a place of honor in the world t o come, 

the midrash may be expressing a judgment on all Israe l . 
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