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Summary 
 
 

This thesis investigates both the aim and the artistry of biblical historiography by 

closely studying narrative doublets that appear in the first book of Samuel.  Each doublet 

offers at least two accounts of what seems to be the same event: the origin of the 

monarchy (I Samuel 8-10); David’s arrival to Saul’s court (I Samuel 16-17); and David 

sparing Saul’s life (I Samuel 24 & 26).  Guiding this project are the following questions: 

How were multiple sources or traditions combined to form the composition we read 

today?  To what extent were the later sources aware of the older ones and responding to 

them?  Why were multiple accounts of the same events preserved, and what are the 

literary, ideological and historical implications for generating such a composite 

document?   

 This thesis is comprised of five chapters: (1) Introduction includes the goal of the 

project, an overview of I Samuel, and background on the related research, incorporated 

commentaries, and employed methodologies; (2) I Samuel 8-10 Exegesis; (3) I Samuel 

16-17 Exegesis; (4) I Samuel 24 & 26 Exegesis; and (5) Conclusion.  Combining a source 

critical approach with literary analysis, each exegesis investigates the artistry and 

ideology of the individual sources as well as that of the composite unit generated.  The 

concluding chapter reflects on the insight gained regarding the religious and political 

concerns of the various authors who contributed to I Samuel, the artistic and ideological 

processes by which their material came together, and the ultimate value of reading the 

finished product – the received text – as both composite and coherent.  	  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

I.  Core Questions 

As a student and teacher of the Bible, my encounters with ancient texts (anywhere 

in the biblical canon) consistently prompt two central questions: (1) What can these texts 

accurately teach us about the past?  (2) How did the various sources and stories come 

together to form this incredible composition that we have received from our ancestors 

and will pass down to the next generations?  These two core questions are certainly not 

the only questions that biblical texts raise for me, but more often than not, they motivate 

much of my investigation.  Only after placing textual material in historical and literary 

context do I feel that I can authentically explore the contemporary meaning and 

resonance of that text.1  Asking what these ancient texts reveal about the past and the 

process of writing about the past also points to a third underlying question, which is 

perhaps the question: What is the ultimate purpose of the Bible?  Posed differently, how 

did the composers of the Bible approach their work, and can that approach give us insight 

into how they understood the Bible’s purpose as well as their own? 

This thesis aims to respond to these questions by exploring them within a 

controlled amount of material within the historical books found in the Prophets section of 

the Hebrew Bible.  The first book of Samuel in particular offers a fruitful body of work in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Of course, raising these two questions does not guarantee conclusive answers, as there 
will always be much we do not know, and simply cannot know, about ancient Israel and 
biblical historiography. Regarding the latter, the writing technology of the biblical 
authors continues to limit our ability to piece together the past. In contrast to other 
ancient Near Eastern cultures that utilized clay or stone as their primary writing surfaces, 
some of which have endured and thus preserved different versions of core documents, the 
Israelites’ use of quickly disintegrating parchment has made it much more difficult to 
infer the compositional history of biblical books and narrative units. 



	   2	  

which to explore questions about the aim and the artistry of biblical historiography.  A 

distinct literary feature that I Samuel shares with the book of Genesis is the inclusion of 

multiple narrative doublets: two accounts of what appears to be the same event.  In 

Genesis, narrative doublets are preserved in different ways: the two creation accounts 

(Gen. 1-3) appear side by side (what Jeffrey Tigay terms “composite”); the two accounts 

of the flood (Gen. 6-9) are interwoven or interpolated (what Tigay terms “conflated”);2 

and the sister-wife accounts (Gen. 12:10-20; 26:6-11) are repeated in successive 

generations.  Given these attested editorial methods for combining distinct sources, one 

primary aim of the following project is to investigate the literary artistry of the narrative 

doublets found in I Samuel and to answer the question: How were multiple sources or 

traditions combined to form the composition we read today?  That query prompts other 

questions: What distinct narrative sources have been brought together?  To what extent 

were the later sources aware of the older ones and responding to them?  Why were 

multiple accounts of the same events preserved, and what are the literary, ideological and 

historical implications for generating such a composite document? 

     

II.  An Overview of First Samuel 

 The first book of Samuel may be most simply described as having three main 

sections: (1) The Rise of Samuel (chs. 1-7); (2) The Rise of Saul (chs. 8-15); and (3) The 

Rise of David and the Fall of Saul (chs. 16-31).  The first section begins with Samuel’s 

birth story and his subsequent dedication to the priesthood.  The rise of Samuel’s 

prominence as priest, prophet and chieftain corresponds with a parallel decline, and really 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Jeffrey H. Tigay, ed., Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 1. 



	   3	  

collapse, of the house of Eli the priest, Samuel’s mentor.  This correspondence between 

one Israelite leader’s rise and another’s fall establishes the defining framework, and 

perhaps ideological purpose, of the whole book.  Also contained within this first section 

about Samuel’s career is the Ark Narrative (chs. 4-6).  This material recounts the capture 

and return of the Ark of the Covenant, and more broadly helps to establish the book’s 

military context of continuous battles between the Israelites and the Philistines.  

 The second section of I Samuel – The Rise of Saul (chs. 8-15) – begins when the 

elders of Israel come to Samuel, who has grown old and whose sons have not followed in 

his virtuous ways, and request a king to rule over them.  Despite Samuel’s resistance, 

God tells the prophet to listen to the people, and then directs that same prophet to appoint 

Saul son of Kish to be the first king of Israel.  Saul leads his first military victory and 

then is officially made king by the people at Gilgal.  Soon afterward, however, Saul 

makes two significant mistakes: he fails to fully obey Samuel’s orders to wait for him to 

make an offering in Gilgal, and then God’s instruction to destroy Amalek.  Even if Saul’s 

errors reflect good intentions, he learns from Samuel that, as a result of these missteps, 

his tenure as king will not last. 

 After God rejects Saul as king, the narrative enters its third and final section – the 

Rise of David (chs. 16-31) – by introducing David son of Jesse.  Samuel anoints David 

privately, and then David is soon brought to Saul’s court to serve as his personal 

musician and armor bearer.  David rises in fame when he defeats Goliath the Philistine in 

a duel.  As David attracts the affection of those around him, including Saul’s son 

Jonathan and Saul’s daughter Michal, Saul begins to grow more and more threatened by 

him.  Jonathan warns David about Saul’s jealousy, and he flees for safety.  Much of the 
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remainder of I Samuel recounts Saul’s growing animosity toward David and David’s 

growing power.  David gathers an army of men around him in the land of Judah, and then 

Saul chases David through the wilderness areas near Ein Gedi and Ziph.  Samuel dies, 

and David acquires additional enemies, such as Nabal, and also additional wives, such as 

Nabal’s wife Abigail.  As a strategy for protecting himself from Saul, David spends some 

time living among the Philistines, but then a full-fledge war breaks out between the 

Philistines and the Israelites.  Saul’s sons die, and Saul falls on his own sword.      

 

III.  Introduction to Methodology & Related Research 

This project employs two main approaches to reading and interpreting the selected 

passages from I Samuel: source critical analysis and literary analysis.   

 

A.  Source Critical Analysis 

 Source critical analysis continues to serve as a popular scholarly approach to 

biblical criticism, though it is no longer as dominant as it once was.  Based on 

fundamental differences in vocabulary, style and content, scholars seek to identify 

distinct sources within the biblical material that were combined by later editors and 

redactors.  In addition to dividing the biblical text into earlier written documents, this 

approach aims to understand the different contexts and orientations that gave rise to the 

individual sources.3  For instance, source critical scholars who advocate for what is 

known as the Documentary Hypothesis argue that the five books of the Torah are 

comprised of four main sources, which were originally separate, more or less complete 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Marc Zvi Brettler, How to Read the Jewish Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 34.	  
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documents and only later woven together.  These documents are known as J (Jawyeh or 

Jehovah), E (Elohist), P (Priestly), and D (Deuteronomist).  They each display distinct 

characteristics, including vocabulary, theology, content, concerns, and divine names 

employed.  They are also each attributed to different “schools,” rather than individuals; 

their precise dating remains a subject of debate.4   

 While the Documentary Hypothesis’s implications for the Torah have certainly 

received the most attention inside and outside of scholarly circles, the source critical 

approach has been applied to all of the books of the Bible, and it operates as the 

predominant interpretive style reflected in the Anchor Bible series of biblical 

commentary.  Within this series, P. Kyle McCarter Jr.’s 1980 commentary on I Samuel 

reflects the most current source critical reading of the material.  Building on the research 

that preceded his own, McCarter identifies in I Samuel three main layers of source 

material (from latest to earliest): (1) The Deuteronomistic History; (2) The Prophetic 

History; and (3) The Oldest Narrative Sources.  Starting with the latest source layer, the 

Deuteronomistic History extends well beyond I Samuel, for it begins with the book of 

Deuteronomy and continues through II Kings.  McCarter argues that the Deuteronomist’s 

hands likely did minimal editing on the first book of Samuel, for the older sources seem 

to have arrived to the Deuteronimistic editor already “in accordance with a ‘proto-

Deuteronomistic’ viewpoint.”5  McCarter does point to I Sam. 8:8 (to be discussed in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 For further discussion of source criticism and the Documentary Hypothesis, see: 
Brettler, How to Read; Richard Elliott Friedman, The Bible with Sources Revealed (New 
York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2003); Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible (New 
York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987); William M. Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a 
Book (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
5 P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., I Samuel (1 vol.; AB 8; New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1980), 15. A note about language: Throughout this thesis, I refer to “the Deuteronomistic 
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chapter 2) as a likely Deuteronimistic addition, explaining: “The insertion was meant to 

associate the people’s behavior with the pattern of repeated apostasy that 

Deuteronomistic theology found throughout the history of Israel.”6  He also reads the first 

account of David’s refusal to take Saul’s life (I Samuel 24, to be discussed in chapter 4) 

as associated with this later source:  

Though partially constructed of older materials this passage is 
fundamentally a tendentious retelling of the old story in c 26, putting Saul 
in a most unfavorable light and showing him openly acknowledging 
David’s future kingship…there are also explicit connections made with 
subsequent parts of the Deuteronomistic history.7 
 

In addition to adding new or reworked material, this latest layer imposes a structure on 

the earlier sources, one that supports their incorporation into the larger history.8   

 Known as the Prophetic History, the middle source layer in I Samuel asserts a 

prophetic perspective and a deep suspicion of the institution of monarchy.  While not all 

scholars agree that the Prophetic History represents an independent literary unit, some 

argue that the prophetic writer reworked older sources to produce a continuous and 

competing history about the origin of the Israelite monarchy.9  Not surprisingly, a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
editor,” “the prophetic writer,” “the author of the Prophetic History,” etc. This preference 
for the singular – rather than referring to a school of authors – reflects a convention 
prevalent in McCarter’s writing as well as my own attempt to be consistent. How many 
authors were involved at a given phase of writing and editing continues to be a topic of 
debate, given our limited data. For the sake of this investigation, speaking about the 
literary artistry of an individual seemed more appropriate, though his (and it likely was a 
“he”) ideology certainly reflects that of a larger group.  
6 McCarter, 16. 
7 McCarter, 17. 
8 McCarter, 17. Deuteronomistic additions to I Samuel 7 mark off the end of the story of 
a judge, while those to I Samuel 8-12 mark off the transition period between the age of 
the judges and the age of the kingship. 
9 McCarter explains that almost all scholars agree with Artur Weiser regarding this 
material’s prophetic perspective; however, Weiser’s argument against this material’s 
existence as any kind of literary unit meets less agreement. In contrast to Weiser on this 
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defining feature of the Prophetic History is the central prophet of the book: Samuel.  

McCarter observes: “Everywhere [the prophetic writer] introduced the dominant figure of 

the prophet Samuel, whose activity became the organizing feature of his work.”10  For 

instance, the first section of I Samuel (chs. 1-7) incorporates much prophetic material, for 

it focuses on the life and career of Samuel before the institution of monarchy has been 

established.  Revealing the source layer’s ideological agenda, this opening section begins 

with the miraculous birth of the prophet Samuel, not King Saul, and generally 

emphasizes the “effectiveness and sufficiency of prophetic leadership.”11   

 In the second section of I Samuel (chs. 8-15), the Prophetic History recounts the 

origin of the monarchy from a prophetic, and thus more reluctant and critical, 

perspective.  In doing so, this material aims to protect the ongoing role of the prophet, 

and to establish what will be the important power dynamic and division of 

responsibilities between later prophets and kings of Israel.  The prophetic material of this 

section can be divided into two main categories: (1) The opening chapter in I Samuel 8 

(to be discussed in chapter 2) represents original material that the prophetic writer added 

in order to emphasize the people’s demand for a king (rather than divine initiative), and 

thus to introduce the monarchy in negative light from the very beginning.  (2) As an 

alternative to original material, what follows in I Sam. 9:1-10:16 (also to be discussed in 

chapter 2) contains prophetic interpolations into an old folktale about the first king of 

Israel, with the most significant insertion being the figure of Samuel himself and the 

concept of a prophet anointing the king.  This section of I Samuel then proceeds to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
issue, Georg Fohrer speaks of the prophetic material as a “stratum” and Bruce C. Birch 
interprets it as an “a complete pre-Deuteronomistic edition” (18). 
10 McCarter, 18.	  
11 McCarter, 19. 
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alternate between prophetic material (original or reworked) and older, preserved Saul 

stories.12  The third and final section of I Samuel (chs. 16-31) narrates the story of 

David’s rise, furthers the theme of God’s selection of the king.  This material seems to 

reflect minimal reworking by the prophetic writer.13 

 As will be discussed in the exegeses that follow, the Prophetic History is defined 

by a grave reluctance toward the monarchy and a desire to protect the prophet’s power.  

McCarter describes this material, which views kingship as limited by prophetic authority, 

as “distinctly northern.”14  Some scholars even identify this middle source layer of I 

Samuel with the northern Elohistic source (E), prominent in the five books of the Torah.15  

While the Prophetic History is understood to pre-date the Deuteronomistic History, it still 

would need to be late enough to know at least the early period of the monarchy and 

express bitterness toward the institution.  McCarter further suggests that this prophetic 

material was probably written during or shortly after the fall of the Northern Kingdom 

(end of 8th Century BCE).  If that was indeed the case, the author’s background could 

have been northern, which meant he could have drawn on the teachings of the northern 

prophetic circles, but his orientation would have been to the south – the new source of his 

hope and Israel’s future.  Thus, that particular timing would make more reasonable a 

northern author’s support for David’s right to succeed Saul.16  Moreover, while it would 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 McCarter, 20. I Sam. 10:17-27a is prophetic, at least in its final form; I Sam. 10:27b – 
11:15 is drawn from the old Saul complex with only slight revisions; I Samuel 12 
(Samuel’s address) is a key passage in the prophetic history; I Samuel 13-14 is from the 
Saul	  complex kept more or less in tact; and with I Samuel 15, the prophetic writer 
concludes the section as he began it, with his own original material. 
13 McCarter, 21. 
14 McCarter, 21. 
15 McCarter mentions Karl Budde (22). 
16 McCarter, 21-22. 
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be imprecise to describe the Prophetic History as “proto-Deuteronomistic,” many 

scholars place the origin of Deuteronomistic law and theology in northern prophetic 

circles, and that common geographic source would help to explain the affinities between 

these two layers of material.  This would also explain the need for only slight revisions of 

the prophetic material by the later Deuteronomistic editor.17 

 Finally, the oldest material incorporated into I Samuel, which the prophetic writer 

sometimes reworked, sometimes left alone, and sometimes challenged with his own 

version, is known as the Oldest Narrative Sources.  More specially, the three narrative 

complexes have been labeled: the Ark Narrative, the Saul Cycle, and the History of 

David’s Rise.  The Ark Narrative (I Sam. 4:1b-7:1 & II Sam. 6) falls beyond the scope of 

this study, but the latter two will provide the basis for much of the analysis to follow and 

represent the oldest sources under investigation.  Regarding the content of the Saul Cycle 

(found within I Samuel 9-15), an account of Saul’s birth has mostly been lost, but 

elements of it were likely incorporated into Samuel’s birth story.18  As mentioned above, 

I Sam. 9-10:16 reveals significant prophetic reworking, but at its core, preserves an old 

folktale: Saul went looking for asses, and met a seer who revealed to him that he would 

become king.  As a contrast, I Sam. 10:27b-11:15 survives in a more original form.  

McCarter dates the Saul Cycle to the later part of the 9th century, though some of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 McCarter mentions E. W. Nicholson, H.W. Wolff and G. von Rad (22). For a 
discussion of the relationship between I Samuel 8, the book of Hosea, and the 
Deuteronomistic History, see also Peter Machinist, “Hosea and the Ambiguity of 
Kingship in Ancient Israel,” Signs of Democracy in the Bible, (The 1994 Resnick 
Lectures at Temple Beth El of Northern Westchester, Chappaqua, NY, 1995), 25-63. 
18 McCarter notes the similarities between I Sam. 1:1 & 9:1 (26). For a discussion of the 
evidence linking Saul to the birth story attributed to Samuel, see McCarter, 65-66. See 
also Marc Zvi Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel (New York: Routledge, 
1995), 109. 
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material (like the tale of the asses) may have been even earlier.  He also points to 

similarities between the Saul Cycle and the Samson story.19   

 The History of David’s Rise (I Samuel 16-31) may reveal the least amount of 

reworking by prophetic or Deuteronomistic hands, but it still presents as a heterogeneous 

collection of traditions.  Various materials from different periods and places were likely 

brought together for the purpose of legitimizing David’s succession.20  As a helpful 

example of the heterogeneity and multi-vocality even within the oldest sources 

composing the History of David’s Rise, chapter 3 of this thesis will explore the conflation 

of two different versions of the David and Goliath Epic.  At the time of the writing of the 

Septuagint, only one of these two versions appears to have been available to the Greek 

translator.  As a result, what has been preserved in the shorter Greek account has helped 

source critical scholars to identify and separate the two versions that were later combined 

(after the Greek translation) to form the edited Hebrew account of I Samuel 17 that we 

have inherited in the Masoretic Text and continue to read today.21    

 

B.  Literary Analysis 

 In response to the decades of scholarship focused on discovering and 

distinguishing the many pretexts of the Bible that were ultimately combined to form the 

composite text we read today, some scholars have adopted a different approach to reading 

and interpreting the literary features that define a given biblical text.  Despite the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 McCarter, 27. Saul has more in common with Samson than Samuel does, which makes 
it more likely that Saul and Samson had parallel Nazarite birth stories. See McCarter, 65.	  
20 McCarter, 28. 
21 Emanuel Tov, “The Composition of I Samuel 16-18 in the Light of the Septuagint 
Version,” in Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism (ed. Jeffrey H. Tigay; Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 97-120.	  
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duplications in content and inconsistencies in style, these scholars attribute great agency 

and artistry to the editors who crafted the completed compositions, and they seek to 

analyze how the literary features give meaning to the whole, rather than signal the 

presence of individual sources.  The forefather of biblical literary analysis, Robert Alter, 

describes the approach as involving the following: “the manifold varieties of minutely 

discriminating attention to the artful use of language, to the shifting play of ideas, 

conventions, tone, sound, imagery, syntax, narrative viewpoint, compositional units, and 

much else.”22  Regarding the purpose of literary analysis, Alter explains that paying 

critical attention to the narrative form supports readers to extract the theology and 

religious character of the Bible in a more nuanced way.  “To scrutinize biblical 

personages as fictional characters is to see them more sharply in the multifaceted, 

contradictory aspect of their human individuality, which is the biblical God’s chosen 

medium for His experiment with Israel and history.”23  Ultimately, Alter believes and 

illustrates in his analysis of I Samuel (as well as in his analysis of the five books of Torah 

and other parts of the Bible) that the religious vision and messaging of the Bible draw 

their depth, subtlety and power from the artistry of narrative prose.  Only by investigating 

the literary artistry of a given narrative will its full wisdom be revealed. 24 

 In addition to Alter, Adele Berlin, Robert Polzin, and Andrea L. Weiss each 

employ a literary approach to studying the Bible, and their scholarship will be 

incorporated into the following exegeses.25  Explaining his particular orientation, Polzin 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (USA: Basic Books; 1981), 12. 
23 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 12. 
24 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narative, 22. 
25 See Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative (Sheffield, England: 
The Almond Press, 1983); Robert Polzin, Samuel and the Deuteronomist: A Literary 
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states in the introduction to his literary commentary on I Samuel that his analysis does 

not differentiate between author and redactor; instead he focuses on the text as a whole as 

we have inherited it.26  Polzin argues that the various ancient witnesses to I Samuel were 

more similar than different, and that devoting time and energy to distinguishing the “pre-

texts” only takes away from the more crucial matter of global interpretation of the “real 

text.”27  As the title of his commentary (Samuel and the Deuteronomist) conveys, Polzin 

is most interested in the artistic mind and hands of the final author of the material, whom 

he identifies as the Deuteronomist.  His close reading of the narrative material explores 

the various literary devices and theological messages developed by that the final author in 

discussion.  Polzin argues for reading the narrative material as a coherent whole, and he 

operates with this premise: 

…the text of 1 Samuel makes sense, however worked-over the text is 
scribally and hermeneutically, and however deficient it is text-critically. 
Perhaps this sympathetic attitude will gloss over or excuse a number of 
textual warts or obvious genetic defects, but such mistakes are, in my 
opinion, a fair price to pay for trying to redress a lamentable neglect of an 
ancient treasure. That-which-is is certainly as valuable as all the valuable 
might-have-beens upon which biblical scholars continue to focus their 
attention. Many who have read the Bible down through the ages have 
understood this.28  
 
 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Study of the Deuteronomic History; Part Two: 1 Samuel (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1989); Andrea L. Weiss, Figurative Language in Biblical Prose 
Narrative: Metaphor in the Book of Samuel (Boston: Brill, 2006). 
26 Polzin, 6. 
27 Polzin, 1. 
28 Polzin, 17.	  
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C.  Historical Approach 

 While source critical analysis and literary analysis represent the two main 

interpretative approaches employed in this project, the work of one more scholar has been 

uniquely valuable in my investigation of I Samuel specifically and biblical historiography 

in general.  Drawing on tools from a range of different biblical orientations, Marc Zvi 

Brettler is probably best categorized as employing a historical contextual approach.  His 

research and writing often explore questions about historicity and historiography.  In The 

Creation of History in Ancient Israel, he argues in his opening section that all history is 

created: events transpire, but people create historical texts for ideological, theological, 

and didactic reasons.  Given this reality, he encourages us to study how the texts might 

have functioned in antiquity – to study the texts themselves and not the events behind 

them.29  He defines history not as a reconstruction of the past but as “a narrative which is 

influenced by its authors’ religious and political ideologies.”30  Along these lines, he 

identifies four main factors responsible for the production of ancient Israelite biblical 

texts: “the use of typologies, the interpretation of earlier texts, what others have 

considered literary shaping, and ideological influence.”31  From the ancient Israelite 

perspective, there was no distinction between myth, legend or history; however, we do 

not know what the ancient Israelites considered to be literature.  In his own analysis, 

Brettler prefers to investigate the function of literary devices employed in a given 

narrative in serving a larger ideological purpose.32 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Brettler, The Creation of History, 1. 
30 Brettler, The Creation of History, 3. 
31 Brettler, The Creation of History, 5. 
32 Brettler, The Creation of History, 12-18. 
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 In Brettler’s chapter devoted to “Ideology in the Book of Samuel,” he explains 

that monarchies in other ancient Near Eastern societies would propagate “official” 

versions of stories throughout the kingdom and also would attempt to suppress others.  

The central purpose seemed to be not preserving the facts but inculcating certain 

beliefs.33  In line with this apparent ideological agenda, the Assyrian Annals, which are 

the best-known genre of Mesopotamian historical inscriptions, appear to have been 

revised annually.34  Brettler explains that the ideological nature of compositions may be 

revealed either by internal study of the final product (and how it was revised over time) 

or by comparing various texts that deal with the same episode (narrative doublets).  

Regarding the ideology of the book of Samuel, Brettler argues that the book contains two 

histories: “one is interested in secular ideology, namely politics, while the other focuses 

on religious ideology, namely theology.”35  The book of Samuel also reflects the era in 

which the authors and editors lived: one of competing royal ideologies between a pro-

Saul camp and a pro-David camp.  “The likely vitality of [a] pro-Saul ideology explains 

why ‘David as proper King’ was so extensive and needed to make its arguments 

repeatedly with such tenacity – it was fighting a continued ideological battle.”36  Taken 

altogether, Brettler’s concern about the ideological factors driving historiography 

helpfully informs the discussion to follow about the impact of compositional history and 

literary artistry on ideological messaging. 

    

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Brettler, The Creation of History, 91-92.	  
34 Brettler, The Creation of History, 94. 
35 Brettler, The Creation of History, 99. 
36 Brettler, The Creation of History, 111.	  
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IV.  An Overview of the Subsequent Chapters 

 The following three chapters each explore a different unit of I Samuel containing 

a narrative doublet: Chapter 2 covers the origin of the monarchy (I Samuel 8-10); Chapter 

3 covers David’s arrival to Saul’s court (I Samuel 16-17); Chapter 4 covers two parallel 

accounts of David sparing Saul’s life (I Samuel 24 & 26).  In each chapter, I investigate 

the artistry and ideology of biblical redaction, and I combine a source critical approach 

with literary analysis by employing the following methodology: I begin by dividing each 

narrative unit according to the delineations made by source critical scholars; then I 

present a literary analysis (including a structural outline and investigation of key words, 

use of dialogue, relationships to other texts [inter-textuality], etc.) to determine whether 

each identified source can actually stand on its own as an independent narrative with 

unique literary features and ideological messages.  In other words, my methodology first 

inquiries: Do the source critical divisions hold up literarily?  What are the defining 

literary and ideological features of each source?  Next, I proceed to read and interpret 

each unit as a coherent whole, specifically analyzing the resulting artistry and ideology of 

the composite work:  How does the whole unit come together?  What happens to distinct 

literary features when they are brought together?  Are new literary features formed?  

What main message comes through?  The concluding chapter will explore the 

implications of the artistry and ideology of these composite narratives for our approach to 

reading the Bible more generally.  By studying the various techniques and effects of 

bringing together multiple perspectives, we can gain insight into the motivations and 

goals of biblical historiography. 
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Chapter 2: I Samuel 8-10 Exegesis 

 

Introduction 

Scholars who employ a source critical approach to reading the book of Samuel 

argue that two distinct source layers constitute this unit of I Samuel 8-10 narrating the 

selection of Saul as the first king of the Israelites: (1) I Samuel 9-10:16, at its core, 

originates from an older, “somewhat secular” narrative complex about Saul.1  McCarter 

describes I Sam. 9-10:16 as belonging to the “Saul Cycle: a loose collection of materials 

about Saul’s early career [that] was among the resources of the author of the prophetic 

history of the rise of the monarchy.”2  (2) I Samuel 8 & 10:17-27 reflects later, more 

theologically-charged source material, which McCarter attributes to the “Prophetic 

History,” the author of which likely inserted the figure of Samuel into ch. 9.3  It should be 

noted that at least one verse in this three-chapter unit (I Sam. 8:8) reveals the hand of the 

Deuteronomistic editor.4  McCarter explains that Deuteronomistic hands seem to have 

done minimal editing on the book of Samuel in general, since the sources arrived to that 

editor already in accordance with “a proto-Deuteronomistic viewpoint.”5  In contrast to 

this type of source critical reading, those who employ a literary approach read the various 

layers as integrated into a coherent, or coherent enough, whole.  They opt to give 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Samuel Sandmel, A Tentative Syllabus for Bible One (Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Institute of Religion, compiled circa 1951), 18.  
2 McCarter, 26. 
3 McCarter, 18-20. 
4 McCarter, 16. Throughout the second section of I Samuel focused on Saul (chs. 8-15), 
there are several appearances of the Deuteronomistic source, including I Sam. 12:6-15; 
13:1-2; 14:47-51.  
5 McCarter, 15.	  
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preference in their analysis to the text that has been inherited for ages, rather than to 

theoretical pre-texts.	  	  

In response to these two different schools of interpretation, the following exegesis 

aims to combine a source critical reading with literary analysis.  I will begin with a close 

textual analysis of the literary devices and ideological messages of each of the two 

dominant source layers, as defined and delineated by the source critics.  Then, the final 

section will provide a literary analysis of the unit as a whole, exploring the methods by 

which the multiple traditions have been brought together and the resulting effects on the 

dominant literary features of each component part.   This final section will also 

investigate the possible literary and ideological implications of reading the unit as both 

composite and coherent. 

	  

Part 1.  The Prophetic History: I Samuel 8 & 10:17-27 

A.  Structural Outline 

The People Demand a King (I Samuel 8:1-22; 10:17-27) 

I. Samuel Grows Old (8:1-3) 

a. Samuel appoints his sons as judges to succeed him (vv. 1-2) 

b. Samuel’s sons do not follow in his ways (v. 3) 

II. The Elders Demand a King (8:4-5) 

a. The elders gather together and approach Samuel (v. 4)  

b. They demand a king to govern them (v. 5) 

III. Samuel Consults the King of Kings (8:6-9) 

a. Samuel does not approve of the elders’ demand (v. 6) 
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b. God explains that the people have rejected God, not Samuel (vv. 7-8) 

c. Samuel must heed the people’s desire but also warn them (v. 9) 

IV. Samuel Warns about the “Custom of the King” (8:10-18) 

a. The king will take your sons and daughters to serve him (vv. 10-13) 

b. The king will take your assets, and you will become his slaves (vv. 14-17) 

c. God will not answer your cries (v. 18)  

V. The People Refuse to Listen (8:19-22) 

a. The people reiterate their desire to have a king (vv. 19-20) 

b. Samuel reports what he has heard to God (v. 21) 

c. God once again instructs Samuel to listen to the people (v. 22a) 

d. Samuel delays immediate action and sends the people home (v. 22b) 

VI. The People Get What They Asked For (10:17-27) 

a. Samuel summons the people to stand before the God (vv. 17-19) 

b. Saul son of Kish is chosen by lot but cannot be found (vv. 20-21) 

c. The people ask God once again (v. 22a) 

d. God directs the people to Saul hiding among the baggage (vv. 22b-23) 

e.  Samuel announces Saul as God’s chosen one (v. 24) 

f. Samuel reiterates and records the “Custom of the King” (v. 25a) 

g. When Samuel sends the people home, some support Saul and others scorn 

him (vv. 25b-27) 
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B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  Samuel Grows Old (8:1-3) 

These opening verses of ch. 8 begin to establish many of the key words and 

prominent themes that define this material from the Prophetic History.  The very first 

verse opens with a problem: l¡Ea…wmVv NäéqÎz  - “Samuel has grown old” (v. 1).  This reality 

raises questions about the future leadership of the Israelites, and Samuel’s first instinct is 

to appoint his sons as his successors.  In presenting the problem as well as the first 

proposed solution, v. 1 introduces three key words:6 (1) Samuel is NäéqÎz (“old”), and he will 

not be able to lead the Israelites as their judge for very much longer.  (2) Aware that his 

tenure is coming to a close, Samuel attempts to establish a dynasty: wy¢DnD;b_tRa MRcªD¥yÅw - “He 

appoints his sons.”  (3) Like Samuel, his sons serve as l`Ea ∂rVcˆyVl My™IfVpOv - “judges of Israel.”  

This chapter of prophetic material will utilize the full interpretive range of the root fpv, 

and the resulting artistic and ideological implications will be closely analyzed in turn.  

Regarding this first usage, HALOT helpfully defines fEpOv as a “someone concerned with 

the law, a judge in the narrow sense,” or in the wider sense of the word, as “a ruler, 

governor.”7  The office in discussion likely attended to civil, military and judicial affairs, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  For a discussion of the literary function of key words, see Alter, The Art of Biblical 
Narrative, 93-95. 
7 L. Koehler, W. Baumgartner, and J. J. Stamm, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the 
Old Testament (translated and edited under the supervision of M. E. J. Richardson; 4 
vols; New York: E.J. Brill, 1994–1999), 4:1624. Raymond Dillard explains that the 
accounts of the individual judges in the book of Judges (My™IfVpOv) follow this “fairly stable 
framework”: In response to the Israelites’ evil behavior, God punishes them in the form 
of oppression by a foreign nation. The Israelites then cry out to God who chooses and 
empowers a judge to deliver them. A period of peace follows, during which the deliverer 
judges Israel (Raymond B. Dillard, “Judges, Theology of,” in Baker Theological 
Dictionary of the Bible [ed. Walter A. Elwell; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1996], 
434). Despite the above argument that biblical judges both “deliver” and “judge,” Brettler 
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making a concern for justice a component of the role but not the sole focus.  Returning to 

the second key word and the action of appointing, placing or designating for oneself, the 

verb Myc (Mwcl) emerges as a central motif in this unit as a whole.8  HALOT explains that 

Myc can describe the action of changing or making one thing into something else.9  In the 

case of his sons, Samuel’s action of “appointment” turns them into judges.  In a few 

verses and using the same verb, Samuel will be asked to “appoint” (hDmy`Ic) a king (v. 5). 

Although Samuel attempts to establish a dynasty of judges through his sons Joel 

and Abijah (v. 2), the narration quickly informs the readers that Samuel’s plan faces real 

problems: wDk ∂r √dI;b ‹wyÎnDb …wôkVlDh_aáøl – “His sons do not follow in his ways” (v. 3).  As 

“judges” (My™IfVpOv) who are supposed to ensure justice, but v. 3 explains that they actually 

“take brides and pervert justice” (f`DÚpVvIm …wäÚfÅ¥yÅw dAj$Ov_…wjVq ∏ˆ¥yÅw).  What becomes Samuel’s failed 

attempt to establish a dynasty of judges echoes Eli’s failed attempt to establish a dynasty 

of priests (I Sam. 2:22ff).  In both cases, these appointments are not ordained by God, 

though the priestly office tended to be inherited by blood.  Also in both cases, when the 

reader learns that the successful father has grown old (I Sam. 2:22; 8:1), they also learn 

that his two sons are corrupt and not ideal candidates for succession (I Sam. 2:12-17, 22-

25; 8:3).  Similar to the judges’ perversion of justice in this chapter, in the case of Eli’s 

sons Hophni and Phineas, they pervert the role of the priests by taking boiling meat from 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
argues that translating	  fEpOv	  as “judge” generates a misnomer. People were led by	  My™IfVpOv, 
and these leaders had little to do with judicial matters. “The term is better rendered as 
‘chieftains,’ local or tribal leaders who responded to crises and led their tribe – or in some 
cases, several tribes – to battle” (How to Read, 112). Given the importance of the 
wordplays involving this term throughout this chapter, I ultimately chose to translate fEpOv	  
as “judge” but imply with that title the role of a ruler, governor or chieftain.  
8 For a discussion of the literary function of motifs, see Alter, The Art of Biblical 
Narrative, 95. 
9 HALOT, 3:1324.	  
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the cooking pots before the suet has turned into smoke.  More explicitly, these corrupt 

priests would take people’s sacrifices for themselves, rather than fulfilling their assigned 

function of directing people’s offerings to God (I Sam. 2:12ff).  According to the opening 

chapters of I Samuel, God ultimately punishes the house of Eli and appoints Samuel to 

serve as the next priest.  As a result, when readers of the narrative reach ch. 8, they may 

suspect a similar break in the line of succession upon hearing about Samuel’s old age and 

his son’s impropriety.  The author of this source layer seems to articulate a mistrust of 

hereditary succession,10 an issue that will continue to challenge the stability of the 

monarchy.         

 

II.  The Elders Demand a King (8:4-5)          

In contrast, or perhaps in response, to Samuel’s proposed solution to the question 

of future Israelite leadership, l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy y ∞EnVqˆz (“the elders of Israel”) propose their own 

solution to the aging Samuel.  Verse 4 describes them as “gathering together” (…w$xV;båqVt`I¥yÅw) 

and “approaching Samuel at Ramah” (hDt`Dm ∂rDh l™Ea…wmVv_lRa …wañøbÎ¥yÅw); the particular 

verb …w$xV;båqVt`I¥yÅw appears in this hitpael form only eight times in the Bible, and four of those 

occurrences are in the book of Samuel (I Sam. 7:7; 8:4; 22:2; II Sam. 2:25).  Importantly, 

this verb seems to always connote gathering for trouble (Josh. 9:2; I Sam. 22:2; 2 Sam. 

2:25; Is. 44:1), and never gathering for positive purposes.  In this way, the attitude of the 

prophetic writer toward the future monarchy quickly comes into the fore.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Moshe Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel: A Literary Study of Comparative Structures, 
Analogies and Parallels (Ramat-Gan, Israel: Revivim Publishing House, 1985), 63. 
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The elders of Israel assess the problem just as the narrator had previously stated, 

for the say to Samuel: ÔKy¡Rk ∂r √dI;b …wäkVlDh añøl ÔKyÁ‰nDb…w D;t ◊n$åqÎz h ∞D;tAa ‹h´…nIh - “Look,11 you have become 

old, and your sons have not followed in your ways” (v. 5).  After articulating the 

problem, the elders then introduce an alternative solution and a noteworthy wordplay.  

The elders charge Samuel, who “appointed his sons as judges” (My™IfVpOv wy¢DnD;b_tRa MRcªD¥yÅw) in v. 

1, to now: M`Iywø…gAh_lDkV;k …wn™EfVpDvVl JKRl¢Rm …wn¶D;l_hDmy`Ic - “appoint for us a king to judge us like all 

the nations” (v. 5).  With these words, the elders challenge Samuel’s appointment of a 

new generation of judges, and begin to establish Samuel’s legacy as the final judge of 

Israel.  The pairing of the two words JKRl¢Rm (“king”) and …wn™EfVpDvVl (“to judge us”) also 

introduces a core tension of this prophetic source layer.  fpv is not an easy root to 

translate precisely and succinctly, because it can describe “settling a dispute,” (Ex. 18:16; 

Num. 35:23; Deut. 1:16), “helping a vulnerable party get justice,” (Is. 11:4; Ps. 72:4; 

Prov. 31:9), “passing judgment” (Deut. 25:1; I Sam. 3:13), or “governing or ruling over a 

group of people” (Judg. 3:10; I Sam. 4:18 & 7:6).  What is clear, however, is that up until 

this point in the entire biblical narrative starting with the book of Genesis, My™IfVpOv 

(“judges,” “chieftains,” or “leaders”) are involved in matters of f`DÚpVvIm (“law” or 

“justice”),12 but now the elders of Israel want a king to fill this role.  As a result, ch. 8 

introduces not only the new paradigm of the monarchy but also the new power of the 

prophet to challenge and limit a king’s control.  Throughout the book, Samuel operates as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Berlin explains: “Often a statement of perception includes the word hinneh	  (hnh), 
which is known to sometimes mark the perception of a character as distinct from that of 
the narrator.” The term	  h´…nIh functions “to internalize the viewpoint” and provides “a kind 
of ‘interior vision’ ” (62). 
12 Discussion of the full interpretative range of	  f`DÚpVvIm	  appears in footnote #14.	  
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a priest (I Sam. 3:1), a judge (I Sam. 7:17) and a prophet (I Sam. 3:20), but never a king.  

In this unit in particular (I Samuel 8-10), the prophetic material, not surprisingly, will 

highlight his role as a prophet who reluctantly responds to the people’s forceful request 

for a king, a request that is “evil in Samuel eyes” (l$Ea…wmVv y ∞EnyEoV;b ‹rDb ∂;dAh oår§E¥yÅw; v. 6).   

	  

III.  Samuel Consults the King of Kings (8:6-9) 

Like a good prophet, Samuel responds to the elders’ request for a king by praying 

to God.  When v. 6b repeats the phrase …wn™EfVpDvVl JKRl¢Rm, the narration replaces the imperative 

phrase …wn¶D;l_hDmy`Ic (“appoint for us”) with …wn¶D;l_hÎnV;t (“give us”).  This shift in language 

could be read as further revealing the author’s negative judgment of the elders as very 

demanding, but perhaps more revealing is God’s response.  When God speaks to Samuel 

in v. 7, God responds to the elder’s demand by commanding Samuel to heed their 

request: M$DoDh lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv - “Listen to the voice of the people.”  This idiom (lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv) 

connotes “heeding” or “obeying” and operates as an important motif in this prophetic 

source: Samuel is supposed to listen to the Israelites (vv. 7, 9, 21 & 22), but the Israelites 

refuse to listen to Samuel (v. 19).  By instructing Samuel to listen to the people, God also 

takes Samuel off the hook; the decision is up to God, not Samuel.  God then interprets the 

situation as a rejection of God, not Samuel: M`RhyElSo JKñølV;mIm …wäsSaDm y¶ItOa_y`I;k …ws$DaDm ‹ÔKVtáOa aôøl y ∞I;k 

– “For it is not you they have rejected, but Me they have rejected from reigning over 

them” (v. 7).  After all, God is supposed to be the King of the kings, so why would the 

Israelites need a mortal king?  This perception of rejection, however, is only articulated 

by God, and not by Samuel, the people, or the narrator.  In spite of this perceived 
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rejection, God instructs Samuel to heed their desire to be like the other nations, and to not 

stand between the people and the monarchy they seek.   

Literary and source critical scholars have identified the commentary that follows 

in v. 8 as a possible editorial insertion by the Deuteronomistic editor, for the verse’s 

language and concerns echo the style and ideology of other Deuteronomistic material.13  

Supporting this interpretation, none of the key words established in the first seven verses 

of this prophetic material appears in v. 8, but then many of them reappear in v. 9.  God 

reiterates that Samuel should “heed their request” (M¡DlwøqV;b o ∞AmVv) but also warn them about: 

M`RhyElSo JKäølVmˆy r¶RvSa JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm – “the custom14 of the king that will reign over them.”  

Here the wordplay that began in v. 5 with …wn™EfVpDvVl JKRl¢Rm evolves into a new iteration with 

the phrase JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AúpVvIm.  The people are no longer satisfied with the current governance 

structure, and they are particularly unhappy with the behavior of the newest generation of 

My™IfVpOv (“judges”), who are supposed to ensure f ∞AúpVvIm (“justice” and “law”) but do just the 

opposite.  As this verse begins to reveal, however, the alternative institution they request 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999), 42. See also McCarter’s discussion of 
characteristic Deuteronomistic expressions: (1)	  hY‰ΩΩzAh Mwâø¥yAh_dAo ◊w ‹Mˆy‹årVxI;mIm M§DtOa y°ItølSoAh ·Mwø¥yIm – 
“From the day I brought them up from Egypt until this very day” is very similar to 
language in II Kings 21:15. (2) The notion of “abandoning YHWH”	  (yˆn$Ub ◊zAo ∞A¥yÅw) also appears 
in Deut. 31:16; Josh. 24:6 & 20; Judg. 2:12f. (3) The concern about “serving other gods” 
(MyóîrEjSa My ∞IhølTa …wëdVbAoÅ¥yÅw) appears frequently in the Deuteronomistic History, i.e. Deut. 7:4; 
Josh. 23:16; Judg. 10:13; I Kings 9:6 (157).  	  
14	  f ∞AÚpVvIm	  has a wide interpretative range. HALOT’s definitions include: “fair decision,” 
“judgment,” “case to establish justice,” “law,” “sense of justice,” “measure,” “manner of 
life, style,” “practice,” or “custom” (2:651-2). In explaining the	  phrase	   JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm, 

Alter argues can that the term	  f ∞AÚpVvIm	  can refer to “habitual behavior” or “practice” (The 
David Story, 42). I chose to translate the term as “custom” to most succinctly and clearly 
convey the notion of habitual practices or behaviors. It is also worth noting the use of the 
phrase My™InShO;kAh f¶AÚpVvIm	  (I Sam. 2:13) to introduce the corrupt behaviors or customs of Eli’s 
scoundrel sons.	  	  	  	  
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– JKRl$R;m (“a king”) – will have its own f ∞AúpVvIm (“custom” or “practices”).  This is where the 

wordplay takes full effect: the king’s f ∞AúpVvIm (as in “custom”) may prove to be even more 

unjust and corrupt, rather than protective of f ∞AúpVvIm (as in “justice” and “fairness”).  

Whether or not the phrase itself connotes negative judgment, Samuel’s presentation 

of JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm that follows will make his mistrust of monarchs unquestionably clear.    

In addition to the use of key words and resulting wordplays, it is important to note 

that dialogue constitutes a critical literary feature of this prophetic source layer.  Dialogue 

allows the characters involved to express themselves directly, rather than communicating 

through their actions or through the narrator’s descriptions alone.  In fact, the dominant 

activity in this prophetic source is speech.15  If we position speech as a contrast to action, 

then Samuel – the central character in the scenes in discussion – appears inclined to delay 

action (to appoint a king) by prolonging speech.  As will be discussed in the next section, 

his explanation of the “custom of the king” will continue for eight verses.  A challenge 

that arises with such an emphasis on speech, however, is that the readers necessarily do 

not get access to all of the information communicated and need to negotiate the inherent 

ambiguity of reported dialogues.  For instance, when the narrator reports that “Samuel 

prays to YHWH” (h`Dwh ◊y_lRa l™Ea…wmVv l¶E;lAÚpVtˆ¥yÅw) in v. 6b, the reader does not learn the content 

of his prayer.  Then, in v. 9, God instructs Samuel to warn the people about JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm 

(“custom of the king”) but what exactly God means by JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm remains unknown.  

Furthermore, when v. 10 states that “Samuel reported all of the words of YHWH to the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The following verses report direct speech: I Sam. 8:5, 7-9, 11-20, 22 & 10:18-19, 22, 
24, 27; and these verses report indirect speech: I Sam. 8:6, 10, 21 & 10:25. Overall, the 
majority of the source is composed of direct and indirect dialogue. 
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people” (h¡Dwh ◊y yâérVbî;d_lD;k t™Ea l$Ea…wmVv rRmaâø¥yÅw), the verse does not indicate that he only 

reported the words of God.  Samuel may have added his own material.16   

Along with conveying direct and indirect dialogues between characters, this 

source layer may also convey an inter-textual dialogue.  Scholars suggest that Samuel’s 

speech (vv. 10-18) is in conversation with Deut. 17:14-20, a passage which describes the 

role, responsibilities and restrictions of Israelite kings.17  Although the term JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm 

is not employed in the Deuteronomy passage, these verses about the kingship do begin 

with very familiar phrasing: M™Iywø…gAh_lDkV;k JKRl$Rm ‹yAlDo hDmy§IcDa – “I will set a king over me, as 

do all the nations” (Deut. 17:14).  This echoing of language raises important questions 

about this material from the Prophetic History: Did the author(s) of Deuteronomy know 

this prophetic material?  Was the prophetic writer familiar with the oppressive practices 

of King David and King Solomon?  From where exactly does the critique of the 

monarchy derive? 

	  

III.  Samuel Warns about the “Custom of the King” (8:10-18) 

Samuel’s speech to the people18 is tightly crafted and full of allusions.  It is a 

prophetic speech in that Samuel’s predictions about the future Israelite kings ultimately 

prove to be true.  Moreover, as mentioned above, the narrator prefaces Samuel’s eight-

verse speech by pronouncing its divine origin: h¡Dwh ◊y yâérVbî;d_lD;k t™Ea l$Ea…wmVv rRmaâø¥yÅw – “Samuel 

reported all of the words of YHWH” (v. 10).  Also in this initial verse, the narrator 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 For further discussion about dialogue and repeated speech, see Alter, The Art of 
Biblical Narrative, specifically these chapters: (4) “Between Narration and Dialogue” 
and (5) “The Techniques of Repetition.”	  	  
17 McCarter, 161-62. 
18 Although it is the elders who request a king (vv. 4-5), God refers to the will of the 
people (v. 7), and then Samuel addresses the people here in v. 10.	  
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describes Samuel’s audience as: JKRl`Rm wäø;tIaEm My¶IlSaøÚvAh M›DoDh - “the people asking him for a 

king” (v. 10).  By depicting the people here as “asking” (My¶IlSaøÚvAh), the narrator seems to 

soften the portrayal of the people, who had been previously presented as using imperative 

language (“appoint for us” in v. 5, and “give us” in v. 6) associated more with demands 

than requests.  Perhaps most significant, however, is that the word choice of My¶IlSaøÚvAh 

operates as a subtle foreshadowing: the Israelite’s first king will be named l…waDv, a name 

that shares its root with the verb “to ask” (lav).  More ironic is the reality that, after God 

repeatedly tells Samuel to “listen to the people,” Samuel does precisely the opposite: he 

launches into an eight-verse speech.  The tension between the conflicting wills of Samuel 

and of the people continues to mount.   

Although the elders twice demand a …wn™EfVpDvVl JKRl¢Rm, neither Samuel nor God ever 

describe a king as functioning as a judge or establishing justice.  Rather, God refers to the 

king as one “who will reign over them” (M`RhyElSo JKäølVmˆy r¶RvSa; v. 9).  Samuel then reinforces 

this important distinction in language at the beginning of his speech; he introduces the 

“custom of the king that will reign over you” (M¡RkyElSo JKäølVmˆy r¶RvSa JKRl$R;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm; v .11).  His 

speech provides an extended jab at the people’s poor judgment in requesting a king in 

place of a judge.  Instead of attending to the needs of the people and ensuring justice, the 

“custom of the king” will be just the opposite.  As an example of the artistry of his 

rhetoric, Samuel epitomizes the custom of the king with two simple verbs: M¶Dc ◊w j#∂;qˆy (v. 

11).  Together these two verbs convey how the king will “take” (j#∂;qˆy) what belongs to 

others and “designate for himself” (‹wøl M¶Dc ◊w) those goods.  This same verb (Myc) that 

described Samuel’s attempt to establish a hereditary monarchy by “appointing his sons” 
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(wy¢DnD;b_tRa MRcªD¥yÅw; v. 1) now conveys a second meaning.  A king has the right to conscript 

men, use men, or compel men to do his work.  The phrasing that opens v. 12 (w$øl M…wâcDl ◊w) 

means more specifically “to place responsibility upon them to do his work,”19 and the 4-

fold repetition of the third-person masculine singular pronominal suffix emphasizes that 

all of these young men – the Israelites’ sons – will have to “plow his fields, reap his 

harvest, and make his weapons for his chariots.”  The rhetoric is anything but subtle.   

After describing to the people the seven different roles that the king will assign to 

“your sons whom he will take” (j#∂;qˆy M ∞Rky´nV;b_tRa), Samuel then explains in v. 13 that the 

king will also “take your daughters” (jó∂;qˆy M™RkyEtwønV;b_tRa ◊w) to work as perfumers, cooks and 

bakers.  It is unlikely that the total number of roles listed turned out to be ten by chance.  

Rather, this detail reveals the refined nature of the speech, as does the list of ten assets 

(vv. 14-17) that the king will take from the Israelites and distribute to his servants and 

courtiers.  After employing the verb jó∂;qˆy (“he will take”) four times and the verb róOcVoÅy 

(“he will take a tenth”) two times within the span of eight verses, the sentiment is clear: 

the custom of the king is to take for his own benefit all that is valuable to the Israelites.  

The choice of the word róOcVoÅy also draws attention to the motif of tens, but here the notion 

of tithing is perverted.  A tenth of the people’s agricultural goods will no longer go to the 

Temple or to those in need, but to the king’s lackeys.   

Developing this motif of “taking and re-designating” (M¶Dc ◊w j#∂;qˆy), Samuel’s rhetoric 

systematically builds toward its climax in the two concluding verses of the speech (vv. 

17-18).  In the first six verses of the speech, Samuel explains to the people the extent of 

the king’s reach into their possessions: “He will take your sons” (j#∂;qˆy M ∞Rky´nV;b_tRa; v. 11), 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 HALOT, 3:1321-1326. 
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“take your daughters” (jó∂;qˆy M™RkyEtwønV;b_tRa ◊w; v. 13), “take your best fields, vineyard, and 

olive groves” (jó∂;qˆy My™IbwøÚfAh M¢RkyEty´z ◊w MªRkyEm √rA;k_tRa ◊w MRkyEtwíødVc_tRa ◊w; v. 14), “take a tenth of 

your seeds and vineyards” (róOcVoÅy M™RkyEm √rAk ◊w M¶RkyEo √rÅz ◊w; v. 15), “take your slaves – your best 

males and females – and your asses,” (My¢IbwøÚfAh MªRkyér…wjA;b_tRa ◊w M%RkyEtw°øjVpIv_tRa`Vw ·MRkyédVbAo_tRa ◊w 

jó∂;qˆy M™RkyérwømSj_tRa ◊w; v. 16), and “take a tenth of your flocks” (róOcVoÅy M™Rk ◊naøx; v. 17).  The 12-

fold repetition of the second-person masculine plural possessive pronominal suffix (M ∞Rk) 

reinforces quite elegantly how the king will seize the people’s possessions – the items 

that are “yours” (M ∞Rk).  Then, after establishing this significant repetition, Samuel 

introduces a break in the pattern in v. 17b.  According to Samuel, once the king takes all 

of the Israelites’ stuff, then they themselves will be acquired: MyáîdDbSoAl wñøl_…wyVh`I;t M™R;tAa ◊w – 

“you all will become his slaves” (v. 17).   

The discussion of “servitude” (MyáîdDbSoAl) in v. 17 introduces an important 

theological message.  The phrasing (MyáîdDbSoAl wñøl_…wyVh`I;t M™R;tAa ◊w) may sound familiar, but 

Samuel’s strong warning switches the recipient of the Israelites’ service to a mortal king.  

This is problematic, because, according to Lev. 25:55 (the earlier appearance of this 

language), the Israelites should only be servants of God: My$îdDbSo ‹ lEa ∂rVcˆy_y`EnVb y§Il_y`I;k – “For it 

is to Me that the Israelites are servants.”  The continuation of this verse in Leviticus 

provides the core explanation for God’s exclusive claim: “They are My servants, whom I 

freed from the land of Egypt” (Mˆyó∂rVxIm X®r ∞RaEm M™Dtwøa yIta¶Exwøh_rRvSa M$Eh yâådDbSo).  No mortal 

king in any generation can make a similar claim.  Then, as an ultimate, unfortunate 

consequence of the people’s servitude to a mortal king, rather than to the King of kings, 

Samuel threatens in v. 18: M¡RkDl M™R;t √rAjV;b r¶RvSa M$RkV;kVlAm y ∞EnVpI;lIm a…w$hAh Mwâø¥yA;b ‹MR;tVqAo ◊z…w – “A day 



	   30	  

will come that you all will cry out because of your king whom you chose for yourselves;” 

a…wáhAh Mwñø¥yA;b M™RkVtRa h¢Dwh ◊y hªRnSoÅy_aáøl ◊w – “But YHWH will not respond to your cries on that 

day.”  The language here also points back to the Exodus by alluding to the “crying out” 

(qoz) of the Israelites in Egypt: …wq¡Do ◊zˆ¥yÅw hä∂dObSoDh_NIm l¢Ea ∂rVcˆy_y`EnVb …w¬j ◊nDa´¥yÅw - “The Israelites were 

groaning under the bondage and cried out” (Ex. 2:23).  Distinct from the Egyptian 

context in which God heard their cries and remembered the covenant (Ex. 2:24), 

however, Samuel explains that the people’s cries about their king will not be heard by 

God.  The people will be cut off from God.  Similar to the allusion to the Leviticus verse 

above, this inter-textual reference provides a striking contrast in order to reinforce the 

theological point that appointing a king will disrupt the covenant and leave the Israelites 

abandoned by their divine protector. 

	  

IV.  The People Refuse to Listen (8:19-22) 

Despite Samuel’s valiant effort and stern warning, the narrator explains in v. 19: 

l¡Ea…wmVv lwêøqV;b AoäOmVvIl M$DoDh …wânSaDm ◊yÅw – “The people refused to listen to Samuel.”  The people 

refuse to do precisely what God charged Samuel to do – to listen to the people and heed 

their will (M$DoDh lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv; vv. 7 & 9).  As a result, there has been an abundance of talking 

but an absence of listening.  The people do not respond directly to any of Samuel’s 

warnings but simply return to their earlier insistence on having a king “like all of the 

[other] nations” (M¡Iywø…gAh_lDkV;k; v. 20).  Verse 20 also lists features that the people especially 

desire in a king: …wn`EtOmSjVlIm_tRa M™AjVlˆn ◊w …wnyY´nDpVl a ∞DxÎy ◊w ‹…wn‹E;kVlAm …wn§DfDpVv…w - “Our king will rule us, 

go out before us, and fight our wars.”  These roles mentioned have previously either been 
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filled by God or assigned to prophets or judges to fulfill on God’s behalf. 20  In other 

words, the current system of leadership and governance had sufficiently provided these 

judicial and military functions, as least on an as needed basis; thus, the people’s 

insistence on adopting a new institution reflects their growing mistrust of the new 

generation of judges, the growing threat of the Philistines, or perhaps most likely, their 

growing desire to be “like all of the [other] nations” (M¡Iywø…gAh_lDkV;k; v. 20).  While any of 

these explanations could be argued as valid and practical, the prophetic writer does not 

appear to find much merit in them. 

The reader encounters the first positive description of listening in v. 21 in which 

the narrator reports: M¡DoDh yâérVbî;d_lD;k t™Ea l$Ea…wmVv o ∞AmVvˆ¥yÅw - “Samuel heeded all of the words of 

the people.”  Then somewhat surprisingly, the narration continues: h`Dwh ◊y y¶En ◊zDaV;b MäérV;båd ◊y`Aw – 

“He spoked them in the ears of YHWH” (v. 21).  Why would God need Samuel to repeat 

and relay their words?  This redundant communication could be interpreted as an 

illustration of Samuel’s reluctance and his desire to delay action.  Perhaps he chooses to 

repeat the people’s response in order to buy some time.  Alternatively, his 

communication to God of the people’s sentiment could be read as parallel to Moses’ role 

on Mt. Sinai, when Moses communicates that the Israelites have agreed to do all that God 

has spoken (Ex. 19:8).  In contrast to the scene at Sinai, however, the Israelites here have 

refused to take seriously the prophetic message, i.e. all that Samuel has spoken about the 

custom of the king.  Despite this clear presentation of the Israelites’ disobedient (in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Moses’ description of his successor describes the next leader of Israel as “someone 
who shall go out before them (M#Rhy´nVpIl a ∞Ex´y_rRvSa)	  and come in before them” (Num. 27:17); 
Deborah describes God as “marching before you” (ÔKy¡RnDpVl a ∞DxÎy h™Dwh ◊y) in a military context; 
and often the Ark of the Covenant, as a representation of God’s power and protection, 
travelled in front of the Israelites in the wilderness (Num. 10:33ff) and in military 
situations (I Sam. 4:5ff). 
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“refusing to listen” in v. 19) and disloyal (in “rejecting YHWH” in v. 7) behavior, God 

appears less judgmental than Samuel or the narrator.  God ultimately accepts the people’s 

request, even though God interprets it as a form of rejection and does aim to warn them 

through Samuel’s speech.  After Samuel’s words fail to deter them, God is ready to 

deliver on their desire.  For the third time, God instructs Samuel: M$DlwøqV;b o ∞AmVv – “Listen to 

their voice.”  God then elaborates: JKRl¡Rm M™RhDl ¶D;tVkAlVmIh ◊w – “And make them a king” (v. 22).  

God’s repetition of the root JKlm here seems to underscore that, in the battle between the 

two leadership models, the institution of “monarchy” (JKlm) has prevailed over the 

previous institution of “judges” (fpv).  Even with this apparent victory for the kingship, 

the chapter closes with Samuel refusing to listen, or at least delaying his obedience to 

God’s instruction.  He continues to display his reluctance and resistance by sending 

everyone home.  The prophet has spoken, but his artistic rhetoric failed to change the 

minds of the people.  They have not been persuaded that the potential costs of a kingship 

will outweigh the potential benefits.  In the end, no real action has occurred on the 

ground.   

What has been accomplished, however, is that the prophetic writer has 

successfully opened the unit in which the first king of Israel is crowned with a strong 

warning against the custom of kings.  The unit leads with anti-monarchal ideology, 

though scholarly disagreement exists about the basis for this anti-monarchal attitude.  

McCarter argues that the author must be responding the abusive taxation and conscription 

practices of the early kings David and Solomon.21  Alternatively, Alter suggests that the 

author’s mistrust of kings may have come from their knowledge of earlier Canaanite 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 McCarter, 158. 
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culture in which kings took advantage of taxation and conscription.22  At the heart of this 

difference in opinion is a disagreement about the historical context out of which this part 

of narrative emerged.  Furthermore, this opening scene of the unit succeeds in 

establishing a prominent, though shifting, role for the prophet.  Samuel may serve as the 

final judge of Israel, but he is by no means the last prophet.  He demonstrates the custom 

of the prophet, in contrast to the custom of the king, in communicating God’s word to the 

people.  He may struggle to obey all of God’s instructions with immediacy, but he 

conveys a commitment and loyalty to God as the King of all kings.  

	  

V.  The People Get What They Asked For (10:17-27) 

If we read according to the divisions made by the source critics, the original 

prophetic material resumes with I Sam. 10:17.  After sending everyone home from 

Ramat, Samuel eventually summons the Israelites to Mitzpah and proceeds to follow 

God’s instruction to make the people a king.  Before announcing the king, however, 

Samuel’s declaration of God’s words revisits some earlier themes.  For instance, God 

reminds the people: Mˆyó∂rVxI;mIm l™Ea ∂rVcˆy_tRa yIty¶ElToRh y¢IkOnDa – “I brought Israel up from Egypt” 

(v. 18).  This reminder echoes both the language and sentiment conveyed in ch. 

8: ‹Mˆy‹årVxI;mIm M§DtOa y°ItølSoAh ·Mwø¥yIm – “from the day I brought them up from Egypt” (I Sam. 8:8).  

This repeated reference to the Exodus from Egypt reinforces the theological message that 

the Israelites should only serve God.  Samuel’s opening speech also returns to the 

equation of requesting a king to rejecting God, for he reiterates to the Israelites: 

M#RkyEhølTa_tRa M ∞R;tVsAaVm Mw˝ø¥yAh M°R;tAa ◊w – “Today you all have rejected your God” (I Sam. 8:7).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Alter, The David Story, 42.	  



	   34	  

Importantly, the same verb sam (“to reject”), which appears twice in I Sam. 8:7, occurs 

here in v. 19.  This kind of repetition of language and ideology supports the argument that 

these two scenes come from the same source.  

After making both God and Samuel’s attitude crystal clear, Samuel proceeds in v. 

20 to “bring forward all of the tribes of Israel” (l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy y ∞EfVbIv_lD;k t™Ea l$Ea…wmVv bâérVqÅ¥yÅw) and 

systematically “select by lot” (d™EkD;lˆ¥yÅw)23 the first king of Israel.  Employing this selection 

method achieves multiple effects.  On the one hand, McCarter explains the Israelites 

themselves would have understood the outcome of such a lottery as divinely ordained, so 

this method gives credibility and legitimacy to the selection.24  This would then bolster 

public support, i.e. “This guy is God’s choice.”  The reader, however, may have a 

different reaction upon learning about the technique employed.  As several scholars 

note,25 in other biblical contexts, the verb dkl describes the drawing lots among the 

tribes in order to identify culprits (Josh 7:16; I Sam 14:41f).  Thus, the appearance of this 

particular verb (dkl) adds a strong negative association to this historic event.  In keeping 

with Samuel’s delayed, reluctant style,26 the king of Israel is not selected by the drawing 

of one lot but of a series of lots, which serves to slowly build the suspense.  First, the 

tribe of Benjamin is chosen (v. 20), then the clan of Matrite (the smallest clan of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 HALOT defines	  dkl	  in the qal form as “catch,” “overthrow,” “select by lot,” or when 
used with h™Dk…wlVm,	  “to take over the kingship, assume control” (I Sam. 14:47). In the nifal 
form, the verb can mean: “to get captured,” “to overpowered” or “to be selected by lot” 
(2:530). The same verb appears to describe casting lost in I Sam. 14:41ff, and in that 
context, My¡ImDt	  (as in “urim and tummim”) is explicitly mentioned, and thus points to the 
divine element of this selection method. 
24 McCarter, 193. 
25 Alter, The David Story, 58; McCarter, 249-50; Polzin, 103-4. 
26 See discussion in the above section: IV. The People Refuse to Listen (8:19-22). 
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Benjamin), and then Saul son of Kish (v. 21).  Adding to the drama, when Saul is 

selected, the narrator reports: a`DxVmˆn añøl ◊w …wh™UvVqAb ◊yÅw – “They sought him, but he was not 

found” (v. 21).  When God needs to be consulted once again in v. 22, this occasion 

allows for a nice wordplay.  In order to track down vy$Iq_NR;b l…wâaDv (“Saul son of Kish”) 

they need to hYÎwhy`A;b ‹dwøo_…wlSaVvˆ¥yÅw (“ask again of YHWH”).  

Next, in the course of three verses (vv. 23-25), “the people” (M¡DoDh) are mentioned 

seven times.  This intense repetition emphasizes that Saul will serve as the king over all 

the people.  The elders of Israel may have been the first to raise the idea, but Samuel 

summons the whole nation to Mitzpah to crown the king.  The people not only approve 

the king but cheer: JKRl`R;mAh y¶Ij ◊y – “Let the King live!” or more idiomatically, “Long live the 

King!: (v. 24).  In v. 25, Samuel once again explains to the people the custom of the king, 

but here a slight variation of the phrase from ch. 8 appears and more literally connotes 

“custom of the kingdom” (h$DkUlV;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm).  Possibly alluding to Deut. 17:18, Samuel 

writes down these practices on a scroll, which he places before God.  Chapter 10 then 

concludes in the same fashion that ch. 8 did, with Samuel sending everyone home  

(v. 25b).  This time, however, action has occurred.  Saul has been publically named king, 

though the final two verses (vv. 26 & 27) succeed in foreshadowing future trouble.  The 

reader knows that all of the conflict has not been resolved, division remains, and Saul’s 

support begins as tenuous.    

Taken altogether, this source material from the Prophetic History (I Samuel 8 & 

10:17-27) consistently presents God as less reluctant than Samuel to give the Israelites 

what they have asked for: a mortal king.  Samuel comes across as obstinate and 

unsympathetic to the people’s desire, while God comes across as more resigned to the 
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inevitability of a king.  Even though the people’s demand represents a rejection of God as 

sole sovereign, God fulfills their desire.  It may seem surprising that this prophetic 

material would present its prophet in less than glowing light, but in terms of furthering 

the author’s agenda, the truth of the prophet’s message likely outweighed the sweetness 

of his characterization.  Plot-wise, this source layer coheres as two related scenes in 

which the people gather together before Samuel and God to deal with the matter of 

establishing a monarchy.  The time lag between scenes could be explained as an 

illustration of Samuel’s hesitancy, a desire for a location change from Ramah to Mitzpah, 

or a need to gather all of the people, not simply the elders.27  Moreover, placing these 

scenes before and after the older material from the Saul Cycle allows the Prophetic 

History’s anti-monarchal material to both open and close the unit.  Perhaps with the 

knowledge of how the Israelite monarchy would falter and fail in the future, the prophetic 

writer filled the introduction of the first king with hesitation, warning and theological 

concern.  Ideologically, this source layer also holds together.  From beginning until end, 

Samuel’s resistance to establishing a monarchy is clear, as is God’s interpretation of the 

people’s desire as a rejection of God’s reign.  This source also conveys the author’s 

desire to protect the power and prominence of the prophet within the new monarchal 

system.  Even as the people seek to replace Samuel’s office (as judge, chieftain and ad 

hoc leader of the people) with a king, Samuel plays an instrumental role in the enduring 

processes of divine communication and divine selection of Israelite kings.          

Literarily, the prophetic source layer of this unit holds together fairly well but not 

perfectly.  Chapter 8 introduces several key words, specifically in the form of contrasting 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 See footnote #18: there seems to be inconsistency within ch. 8 about who exactly came 
to Ramah. 
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pairs: fpv vs. Klm and jql vs. Myc.  The first pair illustrates the historic transition 

underway from the era of “judges” (fpv) to the era of “kings” (Klm).  Perhaps as a 

demonstration of the progress made in that historic shift by the end of ch. 10, Klm 

appears prominently in v. 24 to communicate the people’s central ideological 

sentiment: JKRl`R;mAh y¶Ij ◊y  (“Long live the King!”).  In contrast, the one appearance of the root 

fpv in that same scene (I Sam. 10:17-27) is in conjunction with kingship, specifically 

part of the idiom: h$DkUlV;mAh f ∞AÚpVvIm (“custom of the kingdom”; v. 25).  Regarding the second 

word pair, the dynamic between jql and Myc gets highlighted in Samuel’s speech  

(I Sam. 8:11-18) and brilliantly conveys the heart of the author’s mistrust of monarchy.  

Although Samuel’s speech presents as a highly refined literary unit, its defining wordplay 

between jql and Myc does not reappear in the second half of ch. 10.  Despite that literary 

inconsistency, ch. 8’s references to the Exodus from Egypt (explicitly in I Sam. 8:8, and 

implicitly in I Sam. 8:18) are echoed in I Sam. 10:18, and the same verb (sam) appears in 

I Sam. 8:7 and 10:19 to describe the people’s “rejection” of God.   

 Another key phrase of ch. 8 is lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv: God instructs Samuel to “listen to the 

voice of the people,” even though they do not listen to him.  After occurring four times in 

ch. 8, however, this phrase does not appear at all in the continuation of the prophetic 

source in ch. 10.  Like the discontinuation of the wordplay between jql and Myc, the 

absence of this key phrase can serve as data against the literary coherence of the source 

layer.  Alternatively, the absence of the phrase may emphasize the point: Samuel has 

taken the instruction to heart, is heeding the request of the people, and does not need to 

be reminded once again to lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv.  In a similar way, we could read the shift in 
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grammar used to describe the people’s request as a demonstration of another shift that has 

occurred.  In ch. 8, the people demand a king more than once, and their language always 

appears as imperative constructs, emphasizing the boldness of their request: “appoint for 

us” (v. 5) and “give us” (v. 6).  They are demanding, not asking.  Then, in the scene in ch. 

10, the narrator reports that “they asked again of YHWH”: hYÎwhy`A;b ‹dwøo_…wlSaVvˆ¥yÅw.  Only by 

“asking” (lav), rather than demanding, do they truly get what they have been wanting: 

King Saul (l…wâaDv).  In this regard, the wordplay makes a theological point.  On the one 

hand, these shifts in style or patterns may simply be attempts to explain away the literary 

inconsistencies within the source.  On the other hand, however, the scene in ch. 10 

presents real movement in the plot development, and the literary choices should reinforce 

that movement or break in pattern.  

Overall, this material from the Prophetic History holds together with regard to 

ideology and plot development, but the relationship between the literary features in ch. 8 

and those in ch. 10 is less convincing.  Also, if we base the literary analysis on 

McCarter’s understanding of the compositional history of the unit, then we should 

assume that the author of the larger Prophetic History knew the older material from the 

Saul Cycle (i.e., I Samuel 9-10:16).  Rather than constructing an independent, original 

narrative about the anointment of Saul to compete with the pro-monarchal Saul tradition, 

more likely the prophetic writer consciously added onto the older material.  Especially 

given McCarter’s argument that the author of the Prophetic History also inserted Samuel 

into the older narrative about Saul, it becomes more accurate to talk about the 

compositional history of this unit was one of accretion, not of conflation.  Taking all of 

this into consideration, the literary merits of this prophetic source layer as an independent 
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story become less important, for that may have never been the intention.  What is 

unquestionable, however, is that the literary analysis of this source layer (I Samuel 8 & 

10:17-27) will serve and structure the comparison between the older layer (I Samuel 9-

10:1-16), and that between the separate layers and the complete unit as a whole. 

 

Part 2.  The Saul Cycle: I Samuel 9-10:1-16 

A.  Structural Outline 

Saul Searches for She-Asses and Returns Anointed (I Samuel 9:1-27;10:1-16) 

I. Kish Sends Saul to Search for She-Asses (9:1-3) 

a. Kish the Benjaminite has a good-looking, tall son named Saul (vv. 1-2) 

b. Kish sends his son with a lad to look for his lost she-asses (v. 3) 

II. Saul and the Lad Negotiate Their Search (9:4-10) 

a. They pass through many places but do not find the animals (v. 4) 

b. Saul considers returning home (v. 5) 

c. The lad suggests that they seek help from the man of God (v. 6) 

d. Saul worries they have nothing to bring the man of God (v. 7) 

e. The lad finds a quarter shekel and Saul agrees to go (vv. 8-10) 

III. Saul Consults the Maidens (9:11-13) 

a. Saul and the lad find maidens drawing water (v. 11) 

b. The maidens say they will find the seer in town if they hurry (v. 12-13) 

IV. Samuel Finds Saul (9:14-20) 

a. As Samuel comes toward Saul, God confirms his identity (vv. 14-17) 

b. Saul asks Samuel where he might find the seer (v. 18) 
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c. Samuel reveals his identity as the seer, invites Saul to eat, and informs 

Saul that the she-asses have been found (vv. 19-20a) 

d. Samuel begins to reveal Saul’s destiny with cryptic questions (vv. 20b-21) 

V. Samuel Hosts Saul for a Meal (9:22-24) 

a. Samuel seats Saul and the lad at the head of the table (v. 22) 

b. Samuel serves Saul a special portion (vv. 23-24) 

VI. Samuel Slowly Starts Sharing with Saul (9:25-27) 

a. Samuel and Saul speak on the roof (v. 25) 

b. Samuel causes Saul to hear the word of God (vv. 26-27)  

VII. Samuel Anoints Saul (10:1-16)  

a. Samuel anoints Saul as prince (v. 1a) 

b. Samuel predicts three encounters for Saul (vv. 1b-7) 

c. Samuel tells Saul to wait for him in Gilgal (v. 8) 

d. All the signs comes to pass (vv. 9-13) 

e. Saul shares only part of Samuel’s prophecy with his uncle (vv. 14-16) 

	  

B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  Kish Sends Saul to Search for She-Asses (9:1-3) 

This older source layer from the Saul Cycle begins with a classic genealogical 

introduction that establishes Saul’s ancestry and his affiliation with the tribe of Benjamin.  

Interestingly, the opening verse (v. 1) does not actually mention Saul but focuses on his 

father Kish, describing him as a lˆy`Dj rwäø;bˆ…g – a construct noun which HALOT translates as 
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“a brave man.”28  Regarding the component parts, rwäø;bˆ…g often refers to someone who is 

mighty and vigorous, such as a military hero,29 while the term lˆy`Dj can apply to a wealthy 

landowner or military man and convey both strength and competence.30  By introducing 

Kish with this idiom, the narration establishes Kish as a man of power and status.  He 

may reside in the smallest, least powerful tribe, but he deserves to be taken seriously.  

Verse 2 then informs the reader that this lˆy`Dj rwäø;bˆ…g has a son named Saul.  Whether or not 

Kish has other sons does not appear to be of interest or concern, for the verse goes on to 

offer three descriptive phrases about Saul’s physical appearance: (1) bw$øfÎw r…wâjD;b – a phrase 

which does not appear elsewhere in the Bible and which HALOT translates as “young and 

handsome.”31  (2) …w…n¡R;mIm bwâøf l™Ea ∂rVcˆy y¶EnV;bIm vy¢Ia Ny¶Ea ◊w – “There was no one among the 

children of Israel as pleasing as him.”  This phase designates Saul as without peer, but the 

precise meaning of bwâøf (“good,” “pleasing” or “beautiful”) remains a bit ambiguous.  

Reading bwâøf as an indication of Saul’s beauty would be in line with the above description 

(“young and handsome”).  It is also worth noting that Moses is described as bwâøf (Ex. 2:2), 

which some interpret as a description of his beauty,32 and that Joseph’s good looks 

receive attention as well (Gen. 39:6).  (3) M`DoDh_lD;kIm A;häObÎ…g hDlVo$AmÎw wâømVkIÚvIm – “From his 

shoulders and above taller than all of the people.”  Saul’s “goodness” is beyond 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 HALOT, 1:311. The idiom	  lˆy`Dj rwäø;bˆ…g	  appears 32 times in the Bible, 25 of which appear 
in the book of Chronicles. Representing the idiom’s main appearances before the book of 
Chronicles, David (I Sam. 16:18), Boaz (Ruth 2:1), Jeroboam (I Kings 11:28), Naaman 
(II Kings 5:1), and Jephthah (Judg. 11:1) are each described like Saul as	  lˆy`Dj rwäø;bˆ…g.	  
29 HALOT, 1:172. 
30 HALOT, 1:311.  
31 HALOT, 1:118.	  r…wâjD;b	  alone connotes the status of a young man, in the sense of being 
fully grown but still unmarried. See also HALOT, 2:370-71. bw$øf	  alone describes 
“goodness” but could apply to merriment, usability, beauty, kindness or morality. 
32 NJPS; See also HALOT, 2:371. 
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comparison, perhaps because he stands head and shoulders above everyone else.  Taken 

altogether, these physical descriptions of Saul set him up as a strong and handsome 

young man and an attractive candidate to serve as Israel’s first king.  Through this 

extensive presentation of his features, the opening verses effectively launch at least the 

beginnings of a campaign to rally support for Saul. 

With v. 3, the reader learns of the presenting problem that will propel the plot 

forward: Kish’s she-asses are lost, so he sends Saul to find them.  Looking more closely 

at the context and language, however, reveals that much more must be in store.  For 

instance, as Katharine Dell points out, if Kish is as wealthy and powerful as the opening 

verse seems to imply, then why would he be so concerned about a few lost she-asses?  

Why would he send his son, as opposed to one of his servants, to find them?  Is this some 

kind of trial engineered by Kish to test his son’s abilities?33  Along these lines, the 

premise of sending one’s beautiful son out to the flock serves as the first of many 

allusions to the Joseph cycle (Gen. 37:13), which will each be discussed in turn.  When 

Kish instructs Saul to “go and look for the she-asses” (táOnOtSaDh_tRa väé;qA;b JK$El; v.3), Kish’s 

language introduces a key word väé;qA;b (“to seek” or “to demand”), a linguistic connection 

to the Joseph cycle, and a central motif of the story: seeking.  Moreover, Kish’s particular 

phrasing of ÔKV;tIa a§Dn_jåq (“Take, pray, with you”) brings to mind the opening of the 

Akedah (Gen. 22:2).  All of a sudden, the reader begins to anticipate where this divinely 

guided plot may be headed.  Or, for those who know what will become of Saul, this 

opening premise of lost she-asses sets up a humorous and almost romantic narrative arc: a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Katharine J. Dell, “Incongruity in the story of Saul in 1 Samuel 9-15: a methodological 
survey” in Studies on the Text and Versions of the Hebrew Bible in Honour of Robert 
Gordon (ed. Geoffrey Khan and Diana Lipton; Leiden: Brill, 2012), 50. 
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young man goes looking for asses and comes home a king.  

 

II.  Saul and the Lad Negotiate Their Search (9:4-10) 

As the counterpart and desired outcome of seeking, “finding” ( …axm) the she-asses 

must necessarily be delayed in order to drive the plot.  The structure of v. 4 quickly 

makes it clear that this search effort will not be easily resolved: the four-fold repetition of 

the verb rbo (“to pass” or “to cross”) emphasizes Saul and the lad’s extensive traveling; 

and the alternation of the phrase …wa¡DxDm aâøl ◊w (“they did not find”) with Nˆy$AaÎw (“there was 

nothing”) emphasizes Saul and the lad’s unsuccessful seeking.  In conjunction with v. 3, 

the pairing of väé;qA;b and a¡DxDm strengthens the allusion to the Joseph cycle, for in the 

Genesis material, a unnamed man “finds” ( …wh ∞EaDxVmˆ¥yÅw) Joseph and asks him: “What are you 

seeking? (váé;qAbV;t_hAm; Gen. 37:15).  Soon Joseph “finds” his brothers (M™EaDxVmˆ¥yÅw; Gen. 37:17) 

who later claim to “find” (A…wna¡DxDm) his tunic (Gen. 37:32).  Beyond establishing this second 

key word (a¡DxDm), v. 4 also introduces what will be a progression of travel verbs that 

structure this section of the story, beginning here with the already mentioned repetition of 

the verb rbo.   

 After Saul and the lad’s extended effort of passing through the regions of 

Ephraim, Shalisha, Shaalim, and Benjamin without finding anything, v. 5 reports that 

Saul arrives in Tzuf and contemplates giving up and going home.  He relays to the lad 

accompanying him his concern: …wn`Dl gAañ∂d ◊w twäønOtSaDh_NIm y¢IbDa lñå;dVj‰y_NRÚp – “Lest my father cease 

[from worrying] about the she-asses and worry about us” (v. 5).  When Saul conveys this 

growing fear, it is as if he knows the Joseph story and the terrible anguish suffered by 
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Jacob (Gen. 37:33ff).  As yet another parallel to the Joseph cycle, nameless individuals 

will prove instrumental in moving Saul and the plot forward, just as the nameless “man” 

(vy$Ia) approaches Joseph and directs him to his brothers and the fateful scene at the pit 

(Gen. 37:15ff).  In this scene with Saul, the nameless “lad” (rAo‹Ån) may accompany him 

from the beginning, but he is the one who refuses to let Saul give up and go home.  The 

nameless lad is the one who first mentions the individual who will turn out to be Samuel.  

The lad explains that there is a MyIhølTa_vyIa (“man of God”) who may be able to help them 

on their search, for he explains: awóøbÎy awâø;b r™E;båd ◊y_rRvSa lñO;k - “Whatever he says will surely 

come to pass” (v. 6).34   

The exchange between Saul and the lad continues for a total of five verses (vv. 5-

10, excluding the explanatory note in v. 9 which appears to be a later editorial comment) 

and introduces several literary devices that define this source layer of material.  Robert 

Polzin argues that this dialogue serves as the first of four different dialogues that provide 

the core structure of ch. 9.35  In each dialogue, “a character’s question generates a 

predictive response,” which subsequently comes true.  With each successive dialogue, 

“the magnitude of the predictive power” increases, culminating with a “truly prophetic” 

conversation between Saul and Samuel.36  In addition to having common structures, these 

dialogues also share common language.  In the current scene under consideration with 

Saul and his lad, the word h´…nIh (“look” or “behold”) appears three times, as do two 

iterations of phrase …wn$Dl dy ∞I…gÅy (“tell us”).  This language will reappear in subsequent 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Translation from Alter, The David Story, 47. 
35 Dialogues include: (1) Saul and his lad (vv. 5-10); (2) Saul, his lad, and the maidens 
(vv. 11-14); (3) Samuel and God (vv. 15-17); (4) Samuel and Saul (vv. 18-21). 
36 Polzin, 92.	  
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dialogues to convey the shifting of perspectives as well as the ongoing revelation of 

information (or not) to individuals.37  Verse 8 also introduces the verb twâønSoAl (“to answer” 

or “to respond”), which will continue to reinforce the fact that each dialogue includes 

both a question, mostly explicit but sometimes not, and then a response.  In the lad’s 

response to Saul in v. 8, he announces: PRs¡D;k l®q ∞Rv oAbä®r y$îdÎyVb a ∞DxVmˆn ‹h´…nIh – “Look, found in 

my hand is a quarter shekel of silver.”  In communicating that new information, the lad 

reinforces the motif of “finding” (a ∞DxVmˆn), and also responds to Saul’s expressed concern 

about having nothing to bring the man of God (v. 7).  Now with a gift in hand, Saul’s 

excuse no longer holds.  In fact, Saul expresses a sense of urgency, saying: hDk¡El´n —h ∞DkVl – 

“Come, let us go!” (v. 10).  Appearing nine times in this dialogue between Saul and the 

lad, Klh (“to go” or “to walk”) replaces rbo as the dominant travel verb. 

As mentioned above, the “man of God” (MyIhølTa_vyIa) in discussion turns out to be 

Samuel, but as McCarter suggests, in an earlier version of this folktale about Saul, a 

nameless man of God or “seer” (h¡Raør) may have revealed to Saul that he would become 

king.38  This certainly seems feasible and would explain the various titles attributed to 

Samuel, but here we enter the murky territory of trying to decipher or conjecture how 

exactly the author of the Prophetic History inserted Samuel as well as the accompanying 

style and ideology, into this earlier story about the rise of Saul.  This is not an easy task, 

given that we lack independent versions of either tradition.  What is easier to decipher, 

however, is the insertion of v. 9 as a later editorial comment and perhaps an attempt to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 HALOT defines	  h´…nIh as an “interruptive interjection” that can “call attention” to 
information that follows, “introduce a new, unsuspected moment,” or follow verbs of 
perceiving (1:252). See also footnote #11.	  
38 McCarter, 26. 
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harmonize, or at least acknowledge, the multiplicity of titles given to Samuel within one 

passage: man of God, seer, and “prophet” (ayIbÎn).      

 

III.  Saul Consults the Maidens (9:11-13) 

Saul’s new sense of urgency comes right in time, for they will need all the energy 

they can muster to ascend to the town.  hlo (“to go up”) now operates as the dominant 

travel verb, with the root appearing eight times in the next 16 verses (vv. 11-26).  As Saul 

and his lad “go up the ascent to the town” (ry$IoDh h ∞ElSoAmV;b ‹MyIlOo hD;m#Eh), they do not find the 

she-asses or the man of God, but v. 11 reports: Mˆy¡Dm bâOaVvIl twäøaVxOy tw$ørDo ◊n …wâaVxDm ‹hD;m‹Eh ◊w – 

“They find young maidens going out to draw water.”  These unnamed individuals will 

prove to be very helpful, if not instrumental, in furthering the plot along, though it is Saul 

and his lad who prompt the next dialogue, asking: h`RaørDh h™RzD;b v¶EySh - “Is there a seer here?” 

(v. 11).  The women’s response then reinforces key words and literary devices introduced 

earlier in the chapter.  They begin to “respond” (hÎnyªRnSoA;tÅw) in v. 12, saying: ÔKy¡RnDpVl h ∞E…nIh v™E¥y – 

“Yes, look, [he is] ahead of you.”  They then add to the growing sense of urgency, as they 

continue their response, saying: ry$IoDl a ∞D;b ‹Mwø¥yAh y§I;k h#D;tAo —r ∞EhAm – “Hurry, now, for today he 

comes to the town” (v. 12).  The women also twice predict in v. 13 that Saul and the lad 

will “find the seer” (w&øtOa N…wâaVxVmI;t), as long as they hurry and reach him before he goes to 

the high place. 

In addition to reinforcing the key words mentioned above, this dialogue 

introduces some new literary features.  First of all, this scene in which a young man who 

has left home encounters young women on their way to draw water initially appears to be 

a type-scene, thus positioning Saul as a hero in the making about to be betrothed, like 
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Jacob and Moses (Gen. 29:2ff; Ex. 2:16ff).39  Different from the well scenes elsewhere in 

the Bible, here Saul does not meet his wife, though he is slowly meeting his destiny.  

Another literary device employed in this scene is the dramatic tension created by the 

chatty women who offer Saul an extended response while simultaneously insisting that he 

hurry.  In support of this categorization of their conversational style, observe that Saul’s 

three-word question in v. 11 (h`RaørDh h™RzD;b v¶EySh) prompts a two-verse, 44-word response 

from the women, which contains several repetitions and provides more information than 

Saul’s question necessarily required (vv. 12-13).  In general, this older material from the 

Saul Cycle comes across as more verbose than the prophetic material, and perhaps this 

quality points to the oral origins of the ancient folktale.  Later in ch. 10 (discussed 

below), Samuel devotes seven long verses to his prophecy for Saul (I Sam. 10:2-8), and 

his attention to detail – in predicting specific numbers of people, gifts for Saul, and 

conversations – seems to further demonstrate the strength of his prophetic powers.  In this 

scene, however, the long-winded nature of the women’s comments presents less 

positively, perhaps comically, and mostly adds to the drama of the ongoing search.  As 

Alter notes, at this point in the unfolding plot, it has become clear that the future king is 

searching for Samuel, and not the other way around.40  This seems to be an interesting 

result of the conflation of two stories, furthering the intensity of Samuel’s reluctance. 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 For further discussion of this type-scene in general and its appearance in I Samuel 9, 
see Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 52-62. 
40 Alter, The David Story, 49. 
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IV.  Samuel Finds Saul (9:14-20) 

In the next scene comes the much-anticipated discovery of Samuel by Saul and 

vice versa.  This scene also discloses God’s role in the elaborate quest and God’s plans 

for Saul.  After v. 14 sets the stage with Samuel about to cross paths with Saul and the 

lad, v. 15 begins a three-verse update from the narrator (vv. 15-17), in which the narrator 

informs the reader that everything about to unfold had been revealed by God to Samuel a 

day before “Saul’s arrival” (l…wäaDv_awáøb; v. 15).  The three occurrences of the verb awb (“to 

come”; vv. 14-16) establish “coming” or “arriving” as the new dominant mode of travel.  

Regarding Saul’s arrival, God explains to Samuel: N#ImÎy ◊nI;b X®r ∞RaEm vy%Ia ÔKy°RlEa ·jAlVvRa – “I will 

send to you a man from the land of Benjamin;” l$Ea ∂rVcˆy y ∞I;mAo_lAo ‹dyˆgÎnVl wôø;tVjAvVm…w – “and you 

will anoint him prince over My people Israel” (v. 16).  God’s words confirm that Saul 

was in fact “sent” on a divine mission when his father sent him to search for the lost she-

asses.  God then elaborates: My¡I;tVvIlVÚp d ∞A¥yIm y™I;mAo_tRa Aoy¶Ivwøh ◊w – “He [the prince] will save My 

people from the hand of the Philistines;” y`DlEa wäøt ∂qSoAx hDa¶D;b y¢I;k y$I;mAo_tRa ‹yIty‹Ia ∂r y§I;k - “for I 

have seen [the plight of] My people, their outcry has come to Me” (v. 16).   

With these words, God provides a divine perspective on the situation, which 

differs in noteworthy ways from the prophetic material discussed earlier (I Samuel 8 & 

10:17-27).  For instance, here God mentions the growing threat of the Philistines, which 

has yet to be mentioned explicitly and may be the most historically accurate explanation 

for the shift in governance structure.  God also remarks that the Israelites’ “crying out” 

(wäøt ∂qSoAx) did in fact reach God, which is what the prophetic material warns will not 

happen in the future (I Sam. 8:18).  Also in v. 16, God employs a different term for the 
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anointed monarch.  In contrast to the prophetic material, which repeatedly references a 

“king” ( JKRl¢Rm), here God uses the term “prince” (dyˆgÎn).  God then describes the function of 

the office, saying: y`I;mAoV;b rñOxVoÅy h™Rz – “This one will restrain My people” (v. 17).  This 

language differs from the prophetic material’s emphasis on verbs like “reigning” (Klm) or 

“judging” (fpv).  In the midst of these important differences, however, God’s language 

mirrors one literary feature used in the prophetic material: the repetition of the term M¡DoDh 

(“the people”; I Sam. 10:23-25).  Here God mentions “My people” (y ∞I;mAo) four times in 

two verses (vv. 16-17), seemingly to emphasize God’s desire to protect and maintain a 

relationship with God’s people – the Israelites.  In both contexts, the repetition of the 

term highlights the national scope and significance of the matter at hand.    

Although God’s language and perspective presented here may differ from the 

material presented in the prophetic source, this dialogue between God and Samuel 

reinforces many of the key words established earlier in ch. 9.  Starting with h§E…nIh, this term 

calls attention to an unexpected moment in v. 14 and to new information in v. 17.  God 

also “responds” ( …w%hYÎnDo) to Samuel in v. 17, and the act of responding will continue into the 

next dialogue (vv. 19 & 21).  Another familiar phrase appears after God identifies Saul in 

v. 17, and then Saul approaches Samuel to ask: h`RaørDh ty¶E;b h™Rz_yEa y$Il a ∞D…n_h ∂dy`I…gAh – “Tell me, 

pray, where is the house of the seer?” (v. 18).  Having Saul pose this question to Samuel 

– the very seer he seeks – either helps to emphasize Saul’s naivety or adds yet another 

comic moment to the story.  While Saul may have no idea about the significance of the 

conversation he has initiated, the narrator floods v. 18 with allusions to the Joseph cycle 

and thereby prepares the reader for the importance of the moment.  For instance, “Saul 
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approaches Samuel” (l™Ea…wmVv_tRa l…wöaDv v¶A…gˆ¥yÅw), and that particular verb choice creates a 

verbal link to the scene in which Judah “approaches” (v¶A…gˆ¥yÅw) Joseph to plead the brothers’ 

case and in which Joseph ultimately reveals his identity (Gen. 44:18ff).  In the current 

scene between Saul and Samuel, Samuel first reveals his own identity (h$RaørDh y ∞IkOnDa – “I 

am the seer;” v. 19) and will slowly begin to reveal Saul’s new identity in the next verse 

(v. 20).  In his question to Samuel (y$Il a ∞D…n_h ∂dy`I…gAh – “Tell me, pray”), Saul also echoes 

Joseph’s question to the nameless man (Gen. 37:16).  The allusion is effective, because 

both Joseph and Saul make innocent requests for information, which end up becoming 

crucial turning points in their emerging careers as national heroes. 

After divulging his identity as “the seer,” Samuel offers Saul an invitation to eat 

with him.  Then he promises: JK`Dl dy¶I…gAa äÔKVbDbVl`I;b r¶RvSa löOk ◊w – “All that is in your heart, I will 

tell you” (v. 19).  The theme of revelation continues to build in v. 20 when Samuel 

informs Saul that the she-asses have been “found” (…wa¡DxVmˆn), even though Saul has not yet 

mentioned the animals to him.  Samuel proceeds to speak more cryptically, subtly 

revealing information only in the form of indirect questions: l$Ea ∂rVcˆy tâå;dVmRj_lD;k ‹yImVl…w – “For 

who is all of the desire of Israel?” ÔKy`IbDa ty¶E;b läOkVl…w $ÔKVl awâølSh – “Isn’t it you and all of your 

father’s house” (v. 20)?  Echoing Samuel’s aw°ølSh (“Isn’t?”), Saul then “responds” (NAo ∏Å¥yÅw) 

with: N¡ImÎy ◊nIb y ∞EfVbIv twäøjVÚpVvIm_l`D;kIm h$∂rIoV…xAh ‹yI;tVjAÚpVvIm…w l$Ea ∂rVcˆy y ∞EfVbIv ‹y´…nAfå;qIm ‹yIkOn‹Da y§InyIm ◊y_NRb aw°ølSh - 

“Aren’t I a Benjaminite from the smallest tribe of Israel, and my clan the youngest of all 

the clans in the tribe of Benjamin?” h`RΩΩzAh r™Db ∂;dA;k y$AlEa D;t √r ∞A;bî;d ‹hD;m‹Dl ◊w – “Why did you say such 

a thing to me?” (v. 21).  While the use of questions here in these two verses of the story 

continues a major literary feature of this source layer in general, these questions do not 
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function in the same way that the earlier questions do.  They do not invite dialogue.  They 

do not prompt “predictive responses,” for Samuel does not even respond to Saul’s 

questions.  At this point, it remains unclear to the reader how much Saul understands 

about his future.  Like the Joseph cycle, here the reader holds more knowledge about the 

details of the plot than some of the central characters do.  While the reference to the tribe 

of Benjamin in v. 21 offers yet another connection to the Joseph cycle,41 Saul’s response 

to Samuel also resembles Moses’ response to God at the burning bush: “Who am I to lead 

the Israelites?” (Ex. 3:11).  The continued inter-textuality with Genesis and Exodus 

operates as a major literary feature of this layer of older source material.  

	  

V.  Samuel Hosts Saul for a Meal (9:22-24) 

Since Samuel will not fully respond to Saul’s questions until ch. 10, the remaining 

interaction between Saul and Samuel in ch. 9 includes more symbolic actions than 

revelatory speech.  Beginning in v. 22, Samuel “takes” (jôå;qˆ¥yÅw) Saul and his lad to a festive 

meal at “the high place” (h™DmD;bAh).  By “taking” Saul, Samuel is finally taking action, rather 

than trying to slow down the unfolding course of events.  The meal ostensibly takes place 

at the high place, because the people have offered a sacrifice there.  Samuel needs to 

consecrate the sacrifice before they consume it (v. 13).  That said, this particular setting is 

more that circumstantial.  In the chapter that involves much traveling (i.e. passing 

through, going, coming and going up), a scene that takes place at the high place presents 

as a geographic and narrative climax point.  Within this elevated setting, Samuel then 

seats Saul and the lad at the “head of the table” (vaêørV;b MwøqDm) filled with 30 distinguished 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Benjamin plays a prominent role in the Joseph cycle, since he is the only other son of 
Rachel, Jacob’s beloved. 
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guests (v. 22).  Saul appears to be the honored guest, for all of these details point to the 

significance of the meal and Saul’s treatment.  Adding to the symbolism, Samuel 

announces in v. 23 that he had “set aside” (h™DtOa My¶Ic) a special portion of food, which he 

has the cook “serve to Saul alone” (l…w#aDv y ∞EnVpIl —MRc ∞D¥yÅw) in v. 24.  Like Benjamin at Joseph’s 

feast (Gen. 43:34), Saul gets a special portion, though he still may not understand the 

reason behind his special status.  Samuel merely explains: ñÔKVl_r…wm`Dv d¢Eowø;mAl yªI;k – “for [this 

portion] has been kept for you for the appointed time” (v. 24).  While Samuel continues 

to be withhold details, his word choice is subtly instructive: a d¢Eowø;m (“set time”) connotes 

a divinely appointed time or meeting. 

 

VI.  Samuel Slowly Starts Sharing with Saul (9:25-27) 

After symbolically sealing their relationship by eating together,42 Samuel, Saul 

and the lad eventually “go down” (…wõd √r´¥yÅw) from the high place.  With that description,  

v. 25 introduces one final travel verb (dry) to bring the chapter to a close.  In contrast to 

the urgency that escalated earlier in the chapter before Saul found Samuel, Samuel has 

continued to delay speaking openly to Saul about his destiny.  Only as Samuel escorts 

Saul “down” (Myîd √rwáøy) and out of town does he ask Saul to send the lad ahead of them so 

that they can speak privately (v. 27).  Samuel then announces: MwYø¥yA;k dâOmSo ‹hD;tAa ◊w – “And 

you, stand now;” My`IhølTa r¶Ab √;d_tRa äÔKSoyImVvAa ◊w – “I will cause you to hear the word of God” 

(v. 27).  With those words, the chapter closes.  Saul has been kept in the dark about the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Significant events happen to biblical heroes over meals: Three messengers announce 
Sarah’s conception to Abraham over a meal (Gen. 18:1ff); Esau sells his birthright over a 
meal (Gen. 25:29ff); Jacob receives Isaac’s blessing over a meal (Gen. 26:1ff); Joseph 
reveals his identity to his brothers over a meal (Gen. 43:16ff). 
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true purpose of his journey for the entire chapter, and this delayed revelation of Saul’s 

fate to be the first king of Israel serves multiple purposes.  In addition to the comic effect 

discussed earlier in the analysis, the continued delay serves to emphasize Samuel’s 

reluctance as well as Saul’s innocence.  Saul is by no means campaigning for the 

position; he does not even know that it exists.  Saul may come across as a bit naïve, but 

his lack of awareness while rising to power will serve as a strong contrast to David’s 

clear awareness and even opportunism during his own rise to power. 

 

VII.  Samuel Anoints Saul (10:1-16) 

With the opening of chapter 10, Samuel finally answers Saul’s question from I 

Sam. 9:21: “Why did you say such a thing to me?”  He answers by “taking” (j°å;qˆ¥yÅw) a jug 

of oil, pouring it on Saul’s head, and declaring: dy`IgÎnVl wäøtDlSjÅn_lAo h¢Dwh ◊y ¬ÔKSjDvVm_y`I;k aw#ølSh – 

“Has not YHWH anointed you over His inheritance as prince?” (v. 1).  The stylistic 

choice to make such a major announcement in the form of a question either reveals 

Samuel’s continued uncertainty about establishing a monarchy or provides a connection 

to their earlier conversation in which the two men exchanged a series of questions framed 

by the interrogative aw#ølSh (“Isn’t?” in I Sam. 9:20-21).  Despite the reluctance and 

indirectness displayed by Samuel in the previous chapter (I Sam. 9:14; 20; 24-27) and 

even in this moment of anointment, Samuel begins to reveal his prophetic powers with a 

new intensity as this source layer continues into ch. 10.  He proceeds to predict three 

encounters that Samuel will have, and by providing extensive details about what will 

occur, his prophetic abilities come through clearly.  In describing the first two encounters 

in vv. 2-4, Samuel continues the motif of seeking and finding; he makes a point to predict 
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that Samuel will “find” (DtaDxDm…w) the two men at the tomb of Rachel, and that the three 

men at the Terebinth of Tabor will “find” him (ÔK…wôaDxVm…w).  Despite the reinforcement of 

that motif, however, occurrences of key words and literary features that defined the 

beginning of this source layer in ch. 9 diminish significantly starting with Samuel’s 

prophecy of the third encounter and then continuing through the realization of that 

prophecy (vv. 5-13).  The main exceptions are the three appearances of the word h§E…nIh (vv. 

8, 10 and 11) to narrate the ongoing revelation of new information, and one occurrence of 

hno in v. 12 to introduce a response to a question about Saul’s identity as a prophet.  

Overall, the stylistic coherence between ch. 9 and the beginning of ch. 10 is not very 

strong, for the two sections lack unifying literary features like key words, use of dialogue, 

and relationships to other biblical texts. 

On the one hand, it seems feasible that this presentation and realization of three 

predicted encounters (vv. 2-13) could represent a separate, old folktale about young Saul.  

The dominant motif of the “spirit of God” (My$IhølTa Aj…wêr or hYÎwh ◊y Aj…wêr) gripping Saul (vv. 6 

and 10) aligns him more to past judges like Gideon or Samson (Judg. 3:10; 13:25) than to 

future kings, which further supports an earlier, folkloric origin.  On the other hand, this 

material does contribute to the larger story of Saul.  An important detail of the overall 

plotline appears in v. 8 when Samuel instructs Saul to wait for him to offer sacrifices at 

Gilgal.  Failing to fully adhere to this instruction will contribute to Saul’s fall (I Sam. 

13:8ff) and influence the future direction of the narrative.  This passage also offers an 

additional explanation for the desire of the author of the Prophetic History to insert the 

figure of Samuel into this unit.  If Saul himself can operate as a king and as a prophet, as 

described in vv. 9-13, from where would come the balance of power?  Who would 
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deliver the warning about the less innocent ways of the king?  Given these potential 

concerns, one way of approaching this passage (vv. 2-13) could be to read it as a 

conflation: material demonstrating Samuel’s unparalleled prophetic capabilities (by the 

prophetic writer) was inserted into an old folktale about Saul’s ability to go into ecstasy 

and prophesy (from the Saul Cycle).  Since it is Samuel who precisely predicts Saul’s 

experience of prophecy, his power is not only reinforced but also protected.  

In the concluding verses of this source layer (vv. 14-16) that lead up to the public 

crowning of Saul (vv. 17-27), the reader suddenly encounters Saul’s uncle, not his father, 

who very much wants to know what Samuel has told him.  Despite this surprising twist in 

the plot and characters, these final verses introduce some continuity at the level of 

language at least.  Like the dialogues in ch. 9, this one also begins with a question that 

elicits a response (v. 14).  As another connection to ch. 9’s literary features, iterations of 

the phrase y$Il a ∞D…n_h ∂dy`I…gAh (“Pray, tell me”) appear three times within vv. 15-16 alone, and 

this intense repetition returns to the forefront the theme of revelation and knowledge: 

Who knows what?  Who reveals what?  Who remains uninformed?  Verse 16 reports that 

Saul shared with his uncle, saying: twóønOtSaDh …wäaVxVmˆn y¶I;k …wn$Dl ‹dyˆ…gIh d§E…gAh – “[Samuel] verily told 

us that the she-asses had been found;” l`Ea…wmVv r¶AmDa r™RvSa w$øl dy ∞I…gIh_aáøl ‹hDk…wlV;mAh r§Ab √;d_tRa ◊w – 

“But the matter of the kingdom he did not tell him that which Samuel had said.”  It is 

worth noting here the first appearance of the term hDk…wlV;mAh (“kingdom”) in this source 

layer, which may suggest the creation of a seam or transition from one source layer to 

another.  More importantly, this verse also represents the first time Saul, since entering 

the narrative, operates with more information than others.  Like Samuel, he chooses to 

reveal some details and withhold others. 
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With that short exchange with this uncle, the Saul Cycle’s introduction to the first 

king of Israel comes to a close.  While one might assume this oldest material about the 

first king would paint him in the most positive light, the narrative presents Saul more 

ambiguously than that.  On the one hand, this material presents Saul as the attractive, tall 

son of a powerful and important man (I Sam. 9:1-2).  Saul comes across as unassuming, 

and like other Israelite leaders before him, he falls into his role rather than campaigning 

for it.  Upon hearing inklings of his selection, Saul protests his unworthiness (I Sam. 

9:21).  His origins in the smallest tribe and the humblest clan within that tribe help to 

emphasize “the miraculous nature of his rise to the throne.”43  The allusions to the Joseph 

cycle that dominate this material also reinforce the national significance of this story 

about a hero in the making.  From this perspective, one could argue that the Saul Cycle 

material presents the first king as humble and worthy.  On the other hand, however, it is 

possible to read the same material as painting Saul in a much less glowing light.  If he 

cannot find she-asses, why should the Israelites believe in his ability to fight the 

Philistines?  If he is easily defeated and dependent on the determination of his lad (I Sam. 

9:5-9), what reason do the Israelites have to be confident in his courage and character?  

Moreover, the reference to his origins in the tribe of Benjamin could remind the reader of 

the horrific events at the end of the book of Judges (ch. 21), and thus that tribal 

association would raise more suspicion than intrigue.  From this perspective, it is not 

clear that Saul is strongest candidate for the position or that the authors of the tradition 

believe he will succeed.  As discussed at the end of Part 1, it is impossible to know the 

extent of the prophetic writer’s editing of this older material from the Saul Cycle.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 McCarter, 180.	  
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Perhaps those revisions contribute to this ambiguous presentation, given the Prophetic 

History’s anti-monarchal attitude.  What is clear, however, is the folkloric quality of this 

extended tale of seeking and finding and the possible orality of this older material about 

the first king of Israel.  Finally, this material may read as less theologically charged than 

the prophetic source, but God is certainly involved in the plot.  The divine intervention 

occurs more in the background, providing one more connection to the Joseph cycle.  

	  

Part 3.  The Coherent Whole: I Samuel 8-10 

Literary Analysis 

When read as a coherent whole, the predominant themes of this unit include the 

emerging dynamic between the kings and prophets of Israel as well as the shared 

reluctance of both the first king and the prophet who crowns him to establish a monarchy 

for Israel.  Starting with the latter, the mistrust of the monarchy that defines the material 

from the Prophetic History (I Samuel 8 & 10:17-27) combined with the Saul Cycle’s (I 

Samuel 9-10:16) presentation of the first king as perhaps overly humble and hesitant 

produces an overall sentiment of real reluctance.  The people may want a king and 

demand one, but neither God nor Samuel actively pushes this new direction.  Samuel and 

Saul may not exactly work together to stall the announcement of a new king, but neither 

rushes the other along.  Presenting kingship in a very negative light, Samuel’s language 

establishes the tone of not simply reluctance but rejection throughout ch. 8, especially 

through his declaration of the custom of the king.  In addition to – or perhaps in 

conjunction with – his words, Samuel’s predominant action is to delay action, starting in 

ch. 8 and continuing through ch. 9.  He sends the people home, rather than heeding their 
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demand (I Sam. 8:22).  Then, for the first half of ch. 9 (vv. 1-13), when Saul and the lad 

persistently seek to find the she-asses and then the seer, the narrator never mentions 

Samuel’s effort to seek out Saul.  It is as if Samuel is waiting for the designated king to 

find him.  In this regard, the motif of seeking and finding that defines the story of Saul’s 

selection seems to add irony to the unit as a whole: Saul and the lad work hard to find 

some lost animals, and then all of their determination culminates in a much larger 

discovery. 

Once Saul does find Samuel, Samuel does not reveal Saul’s destiny immediately.  

The revelation of Saul’s designation as king is a slow, drawn-out one that further 

emphasizes Samuel’s reluctance to establish a monarchy.  Samuel does not seem to have 

anything against Saul, in particular, and that is an important differentiation to note.  

When Samuel eventually does communicate Saul’s new role, he only does so through 

questions (I Sam. 9:20 & 10:1).  What better exemplifies reluctance than making 

prophetic pronouncements in the form of questions?  Providing a nice stylistic and 

thematic parallel to Samuel’s behavior, Saul not only responds to Samuel with questions 

in I Sam. 9:21 but also hides in the baggage when the lottery indicates that he will be 

king in I Sam. 10:21-22.  Between the two of them, the lack of confidence in this plan, as 

conveyed by their words and actions, is really remarkable.  Importantly, when read as a 

coherent, linear whole unit, the ordering of the source material certainly influences the 

overall tone and ideological messaging.  The opening negativity of the prophetic material 

in ch. 8 affects how the reader interprets the more ambiguous actions and 

characterizations of Saul: What could be read as a miraculous rise to power in ch. 9 alone 

comes across more as a set-up for failure when read after ch. 8; Saul’s innocence and 
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worthiness start looking more like incompetence and hesitancy; and moments of urgency 

in ch. 9 are slowed down by ch. 8’s desire for delay. 

In addition to embodying a general reluctance toward the new monarchy, Saul 

and Samuel come to symbolize, over the course the unit, the two competing offices of 

authority in ancient Israel.  The persisting prominence of the prophet will ultimately 

provide an important balance of powers, or at least the Prophetic History and the 

Deuteronomist School aim to establish that norm.  In this regard, the unit represents the 

slightly messy transition from the era of judges to the era of monarchy when power and 

position remained up for grabs.  Helpfully demonstrating the transition in motion, each 

chapter of this three-chapter unit presents a different dynamic between the prophet 

Samuel and the new office of the king.  For instance, in the first stage of the progression 

(ch. 8), the dynamic is defined by the presence of confrontation and the absence of 

conversation.  The people demand a king, speaking only with imperatives and never with 

question words.  They want to invest their hope and trust in a mortal leader, like all the 

other nations, and they refuse to take seriously Samuel’s prophetic warnings.  Not only 

do they reject Samuel but they also, and more significantly, reject God – the King of 

kings.  Despite the repetition of the phrase lwêøqV;b ‹oAmVv, no one listens or obeys. 

In contrast to the absence of real dialogue in the first stage of the transition, ch. 9 

– representing the second stage – draws it structure from a series of dialogues, each 

prompted by a question and each propelling the plot forward.  The presence of real 

exchange replaces the confrontation atmosphere of ch. 8 with a more collaborative 

attitude.  The prominence of questions emphasizes the uncertainty of the main individuals 

involved, and yet God does have a plan unfolding.  All of the allusions to the Joseph 
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cycle throughout ch. 9 help to reinforce this theme, for both here and in the Joseph cycle, 

the hand of God is instrumental in moving the plot along.  While Samuel’s resistance and 

reluctance remain present in ch. 9, Samuel is positioned as the one who will reveal to 

Saul his destiny to be king.  Establishing this function of the prophet helps to provide 

continuity and protect the office of the prophet, as the power distribution changes.  Then, 

as the third and final step of the progression, ch.10 presents Samuel as wielding 

incredible prophetic abilities and also wielding the authority to anoint (v. 1) and appoint 

(v. 24) Saul as King of Israel.  Samuel’s status has not only been protected but possibly 

enhanced.  As a result, the enduring ideology of the chapter seems to communicate that 

God compassionately responds to the people’s desire for a king but strategically places 

much power and authority in the enduring office of the prophet.  By combining the 

warnings of the prophetic material with the story of Saul’s surprising and even comic rise 

to power, the unit as a whole seems to set up Saul’s limited success as king as resulting 

more from the inherent failings of the monarchal system than from his own limitations. 

Supporting the thematic through-lines of the unit is a noteworthy literary feature: 

the number of contrasts emphasized by the various key words and motifs across the three 

chapters.  As has been discussed, the prophetic material creates wordplays with fpv and 

Klm, and uses the contrast between Myc and jql to epitomize the custom of the king.   

Although these contrasting pairs do not make their way into the Saul Cycle material, at 

least not in a significant way, that older source layer has its own powerful contrasts: 

seeking vs. finding, questioning vs. responding, hurrying vs. delaying, ascending vs. 

going down, what is revealed vs. what is unknown, etc.  The overall effect of employing 

this many contrasting motifs and language throughout the unit seems to highlight the core 
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contrast in consideration: king vs. prophet.  In this way, the overall literary artistry of the 

narrative, rather than any one particular feature, very much supports the ideology of the 

narrative.   

Despite the presence of one overarching literary feature (i.e. contrast), however, it 

becomes more difficult to identify specific, common key words, motifs or allusions that 

hold the whole unit together.  As outlined and discussed in Parts 1 & 2, there are the 

many literary and stylistic differences between source layers and even within layers.  

Given this reality, the evolution, rather than continuity, of literary features may ultimately 

bring more meaning and coherence to the unit as a whole.  Just as the modes of 

interaction between the office the prophet and the office of the king progress over the 

course of the unit from confrontation to dialogue to prophetic pronouncement, the literary 

features progress as well.  For instance, what begins in ch. 8 as a symbolic competition 

for prominence between two key words (fpv vs. Klm) resolves itself over the course of 

the unit; by ch. 10, the root fpv only appears once in the context of the “custom” of the 

king.  The motif of seeking and finding, which distinguishes the Saul Cycle and 

specifically ch. 9, does make its way into the prophetic material toward the end of ch. 10.  

After Saul has exerted much energy looking to find the she-asses and the seer, the search 

changes direction by the end of the unit.  There is a break in the pattern: now Saul is 

sought and found.  When Saul is chosen by the lottery in I Sam. 10:21, the text reads: 

a`DxVmˆn añøl ◊w …wh™UvVqAb ◊yÅw – “They sought him but he was not found.”  In addition to illustrating 

his shared reluctance with Samuel, the description of Saul hiding in the baggage allows 

for an interesting development of the seeking and finding motif.   
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Given that the motif of seeking and finding appears both of the source layers, this 

literary detail raises important questions about the artistry of conflation: Did the author of 

the Prophetic History, or later redactors, aim to stylistically and thematically connect the 

new layer to the older one?  Did they have a goal of adapting their language and motifs in 

order to enhance the literary coherence of the unit as a whole?  For instance, Saul’s 

physical appearance, specifically his noteworthy stature and shoulders, receives attention 

throughout the unit and across the layers.  The most elaborate description occurs when 

the Saul Cycle material first introduces Saul (I Sam. 9:2), but then his shoulders are 

mentioned again when he leaves Samuel for his three predicted encounters (I Sam. 10:9).  

Recall that very few literary features continued from ch. 9 into the beginning of ch. 10.  

Then, when Saul is discovered and stood amidst the people (10:23), once again the text 

points out that stood taller than the people from the shoulders upward.  Here the 

description from the Saul Cycle has penetrated the prophetic material.  On the one hand, 

Saul’s height may have been the quality that followed him everywhere he went, so any 

story would want to mention how he stood head and shoulders taller than everyone else.  

On the other hand, however, the author of the Prophetic History, in inserting his material 

into the narrative, may have exercised some real artistry by incorporating key motifs and 

language into the new material.  Of course, these speculations become difficult to test, 

but they highlight the challenge of only reading the unit as a series of layers or only 

reading as a coherent whole.  Perhaps most effective is to read the layers as forming a 

unified, or unified enough, whole.  The whole does become more meaningful than the 

sum of the individual layers. 
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Chapter 3: I Samuel 16-17 Exegesis 

 

Introduction 

 Source critical Bible scholars, including McCarter as well as Emanuel Tov, have 

identified several distinct sources that were brought together to form the received Hebrew 

text of I Samuel 16-17, which we read today in the standard version known as the 

Masoretic Text (MT).1  This unit narrates David’s anointment by Samuel, his arrival in 

Saul’s court, and his defeat of Goliath the Philistine.  McCarter attributes to “The 

Prophetic History”2 the first passage of the unit describing David’s anointment by Samuel 

(I Sam. 16:1-13).  This passage opens the extended narrative about David’s succession of 

Saul as the king.  Although McCarter identifies no other signs of prophetic reworking in 

the rest of I Samuel 16-31, the prophetic writer’s insertion of his own material at the very 

beginning of David’s story has lasting theological implications.  The prophetic message 

shapes the unfolding plotline: God and Samuel the prophet have come to accept the 

monarchy, as long as God is the one to choose the king.3   

 The older material that follows (I Sam. 16:14-17:58) McCarter attributes to “The 

History of David’s Rise” (HDR),4 but even this material can be sub-divided into separate 

sources with help from the Septuagint (LXX).  The LXX represents a Greek version of 

the Hebrew Bible, for which the translation process began in Alexandria in the 3rd 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Scholars known as the Masoretes are credited for “setting” the received Hebrew text we 
read today, which includes vowels, chanting symbols, and white spaces between words. 
This process took place between the 6th and 10th century CE and included the 
examination of many different manuscripts. 
2 See chapter 1 of this thesis for background information about this source. 
3 McCarter, 20-21. 
4 See chapter 1 for background information about this source. 



	   64	  

century BCE and likely continued for a few centuries.  In some instances, the Greek 

translation “reflects a revision or abridgement of the Hebrew text.”  In other cases, 

however, the LXX simply reflects “a more original form of the Hebrew text of [a given] 

episode” than what we read in the later Hebrew text of the MT.5  With regard to the unit 

in discussion, the LXX appears to contain a significantly shorter account of the events 

conveyed in I Sam. 16:14-18:30; the LXX’s version is about half as long as the MT’s 

version.6  McCarter and Tov both argue that the LXX reflects an earlier version of the 

Hebrew text, rather than an abbreviated one, recounting David’s arrival in Saul’s court 

and defeat of Goliath.  They also agree that only the following verses of the MT appear in 

the LXX: I Sam. 16:14-23; 17:1-11, 32-40, 42-48a, 49, 51-54 (which will be referred to 

as “Version 1”).  Based on Tov’s close analysis of material, he explains that the Greek 

translator produced a relatively literal translation, and therefore was not likely to abridge 

it.7  As a result, Tov understands the LXX’s version to be an accurate reflection of only 

one of the sources later compiled by the editor of the final Hebrew version, which 

eventually becomes the MT.  Thus, the LXX provides us with a rare view into the 

compositional history of I Samuel.  To the other source narrating David’s defeat of 

Goliath, McCarter and Tov assign the following verses: I Sam. 17:12-31, 41, 48b, 50, 55-

58 (which will be referred to as “Version 2”).  These verses were incorporated into the 

MT, though Tov contends that it cannot be known whether this version of the episode 

ever existed in a fuller form.8  As will be mentioned at various points in the following 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Tov, 97-98. 
6 The analysis here will focus only on the material through the end of chapter 17. 
7 Tov, 98. 
8 Tov, 120. 
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analysis, McCarter appears more comfortable making conjectures about the way in which 

an independent form of Version 2 may have read.9   

 In contrast to the source critical approach of McCarter and Tov, literary critical 

scholars, including Alter and Polzin, argue for the merits of reading the received text as a 

coherent whole.  They recognize the existence of separate sources and earlier versions but 

choose to focus on the final form.  For instance, Alter describes the different 

introductions to David contained within these chapters as contradictory and even untidy 

but ultimately providing “a montage of viewpoints arranged in sequence.”10  Regarding 

the inconsistencies within I Samuel 17, Polzin makes this case: “It simply will not do to 

dismiss these verses with a redactional shrug; such an attitude robs the story of its 

esthetic brilliance and ideological complexity.”11  In response to these two schools of 

interpretation, the following exegesis aims to combine a source critical reading with 

literary analysis.  I will begin with a close textual analysis of the literary devices and 

ideological messages of each of the individual layers of material, as defined and 

delineated by the source critics: (1) The Prophetic History: Samuel Anoints a New King (I 

Samuel 16:1-13); (2) The History of David’s Rise: David Arrives in Saul’s Court (I 

Samuel 16:14-23); (3) The History of David’s Rise: David & Goliath Epic – Version 1 (I 

Samuel 17:1-11, 32-40, 42-48a, 49, 51-54); and (4) The History of David’s Rise: David 

& Goliath Epic – Version 2 (I Sam. 17:12-31, 41, 48b, 50, 55-58).  The extra division 

made between I Sam. 16:14-23 and I Sam. 17:1-11ff aims to aid the comparisons 

between the various source layers – between the two halves of chapter 16, between the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 McCarter, 303-9.	  
10 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 154. 
11 Polzin, 172.	  
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two versions of chapter 17, and between chapter 16 and chapter 17.  In the final section, I 

will then provide a literary analysis of the unit as a whole, exploring the methods by 

which the multiple traditions have been brought together and the resulting effects on the 

dominant literary features of each component part.  This final section will also investigate 

the possible literary and ideological implications of reading the unit as both composite 

and coherent. 

	  

Part 1.  The Prophetic History: Samuel Anoints a New King (I Samuel 16:1-13) 

A.  Structural Outline 

Samuel Anoints a New King (I Samuel 16:1-13) 

I. God Sends Samuel to Jesse the Bethlehemite (16:1-5) 

a. God announces the selection of a new king (v. 1) 

b. God instructs Samuel to conceal his true purpose for coming to Bethlehem 

(vv. 2-3) 

c. Samuel invites Jesse and his sons to the sacrifice (vv. 4-5) 

II. God Rejects the First Seven Sons (16:6-10) 

a. God warns Samuel not to focus on appearance or stature (vv. 6-7) 

b. God does not choose any of Jesse’s sons who pass before Samuel  

(vv. 8-10) 

III. God Chooses David to be King (16:11-13) 

a. At Samuel’s request, Jesse fetches his youngest son from the flock (v. 11) 

b. God instructs Samuel to anoint the handsome, ruddy David (v. 12) 
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c. The spirit of God grips David from that day forward (v. 13) 

 

 

 

B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  God Sends Samuel to Jesse the Bethlehemite (16:1-5) 

 The opening verse of the passage introduces several key words and literary 

features that define this source layer: the prophetic introduction to David.  First of all, the 

scene commences with a dialogue between God and God’s prophet Samuel; dialogue will 

dominate the layer and contribute to what Alter describes as a “vertical perspective.”  For 

the next 13 verses, all of the significant exchanges will occur between God and Samuel, 

while dialogue between human characters will be kept to a minimum.12  In speaking to 

Samuel, God begins by criticizing him for continuing to mourn for both Saul and for 

God’s rejection of Saul’s reign.  The verb sam (“to reject”) employed here in v. 1 echoes 

God’s language with Samuel in earlier material attributed to the Prophetic History, 

specifically I Sam. 8:7 when the Israelites initially request a king.  Moreover, in this 

passage, sam is paired with rjb  (“to choose” or “to select”), and these contrasting key 

words play off one another to symbolize the tension between God’s “rejection” (sam) of 

Saul and God’s “selection” (rjb) of David.  When the prophetic writer paired these same 

two verbs in a previous scene depicting Samuel’s public appointment of Saul (I Sam. 

10:17-27), the tension at play was different.  The tension existed between God and the 

people.  Before Samuel announced Saul as the king, he told the gathered Israelites that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 149. 
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they were “rejecting” (sam) their God (I Sam. 10:19) by demanding a human king; 

nonetheless, God had “selected” (rjb) a king for them (I Sam. 10:24).  The reoccurring 

use of these key words provides evidence for the continuity of the prophetic writer’s style 

and also for the evolution of the ideology.  As mentioned in the introduction, the idea of a 

human king became more acceptable over time, but only as long as the king remained 

God’s selection.   

 Similar to the story of God’s selection of Saul (I Sam. 9:1ff), the narration here 

introduces the new king’s father before the king himself.  God announces that God is 

sending Samuel to Jesse in Bethlehem with a horn full of oil.  Distinct from the story of 

Saul’s selection, however, is God’s language in this verse: JKRl`Rm y™Il wy¢DnDbV;b yItyªIa ∂r_y`I;k - “I 

have seen a king for me among his sons” (v. 1).  With Saul, God never takes personal 

claim or possession of the king like God will with David.  The particular language used 

here establishes from the very beginning a greater commitment on God’s behalf to the 

monarchy in general and to the next monarch specifically.  The vertical perspective of 

this prophetic layer will continue to emphasize God’s direct language and involvement, 

and thus increase the perceived legitimacy of Samuel’s actions and David’s election as 

king.13  Moreover, the use of the verb har (“to see”) to convey God’s choice or selection 

of David in v. 1 also introduces a key motif of the layer: vision and appearance. 

 Upon hearing God’s command, Samuel responds in v. 2 with fear and question: 

“How can I go?  Saul will hear and kill me.”  God then proposes a plan for Samuel to 

conceal the true purpose of his visit to Bethlehem by arriving with a heifer and 

announcing: yIta`D;b h™Dwhy`Al AjñO;b ◊zIl - “To sacrifice to YHWH I have come” (v. 2).  The verb 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 149 & 152. 



	   69	  

awb (“to come”) will appear seven times in this source layer and serve as yet another key 

word.  Polzin argues: “The narrative distance between ‘coming’ and ‘going’ represents 

the ideological distance between appearance and reality.”14  awb also operates in relation 

to the verb jlv: those in power “send” (jlv) for others to “come” (awb).15  After God 

“sends” ( ÔKSjDlVv`Ra) Samuel to Bethlehem in v. 1, his “arrival” (aäøbÎ¥yÅw) in v. 4 signifies his 

obedience.  Then, once Samuel is in a position of power vis-à-vis Jesse and the elders, 

Samuel “invites” (añ∂rVqˆ¥yÅw) them to “come” (M¶RtaDb…w) with him to the sacrifice (v. 5).  arq is 

the last key word introduced in this opening section.  Appearing three times in the course 

of three verses (vv. 3-5) and then again in v. 8, the verb connotes “greeting” or “inviting” 

in the context of this source layer.  In the different sources constituting ch. 17, however, 

the verb will carry a very different military meaning. 

	  

II.  God Rejects the First Seven Sons (16:6-10) 

 Once Jesse and his sons “arrive” (M$DawøbV;b) to the scene with Samuel, the plot that 

unfolds emphasizes the difference between what God can see and what God’s seer – 

Samuel – can see.  Samuel’s vision first falls on Jesse’s oldest son Eliav, and he quickly 

assumes that Eliav is the one God has chosen, saying: wáøjyIvVm h™Dwh ◊y d‰g¶Rn JK¢Aa “Surely, before 

YHWH is His anointed” (v. 6).  God then responds by warning Samuel about his 

inaccurate perception: …why¡I;tVsAaVm y ∞I;k wäøtDmwøq A;hñOb ◊…g_lRa ◊w …wh¢Ea √rAm_lRa fªE;bA;t_lAa - “Do not look at 

his appearance or stature, for I have rejected him” (v. 7).  This warning not only critiques 

Samuel’s judgment but also establishes several important contrasts.  First, God’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Polzin, 159.	  
15 This dynamic is quite apparent in II Samuel 11. 
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comment clarifies from the beginning that this selection process will not follow the norm 

of selecting the firstborn son.  Second, in the ancient Near East, kings were often selected 

for their height, so God’s comment here critiques the practice of other nations.16  As a 

third point, the mention of “stature” (wäøtDmwøq A;hñOb ◊…g) positions Eliav as the new Saul (I Sam. 

9:2; 10:9 & 23) who needs to be rejected.17  As a final point, this comment by God 

foreshadows the limited advantage that height gives to Goliath when David defeats him 

in the next chapter.   

 To confuse matters, however, God’s apparent discrediting of appearance and 

stature goes against the norms within the Bible up to this point, for the text always 

emphasizes the appearances of heroes on the rise (i.e., Joseph in Gen. 39:6, and Moses in 

Ex. 2:2).  This pattern will soon apply to David as well.  The remaining half of the v. 7 

helps to resolve this emerging contradiction between God’s attitude and biblical norms, 

as God explains: M$∂dDaDh ‹hRa √rˆy r§RvSa a#øl —y ∞I;k - “For not as the human sees [does YHWH 

see].”  God then elaborates: b`DbE;lAl h¶Ra √rˆy h™DwhyÅw MˆyYÅnyEoAl h ∞Ra √rˆy ‹M ∂dDa`Dh y§I;k - “For the human 

sees with the eyes, and YHWH sees with the heart.”  Given the distinction presented, the 

issue may reside less with appearance in general (…wh¢Ea √rAm) and more with who sees and 

how: God’s vision with the heart prevails over human vision with the eyes.  Although 

Polzin chooses to read the vision motif as drawing attention to the discrepancy between 

illusion and reality,18 I would agree more with Alter’s reading.  He interprets the vision 

motif combined with other literary devices as emphasizing the theological and vertical 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Adriane Leveen, class discussion (HUC-JIR, New York, NY, October 17, 2013).	  
17 McCarter, 277. 
18 Polzin, 152.	  
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perspective of the layer:19 God has the clearest vision; God’s vision is superior to that of 

God’s prophet or seer; thus, God is directing the plot.  Moreover, this attention to 

differing perceptions creates a potential thematic link back to I Samuel 8, in which a 

disconnect exists between God and Samuel’s perception of a king and the people’s 

perception of the institution. 

 The next three verses (vv. 8-10) follow a highly patterned, even formulaic, 

structure.20  In age order, Jesse’s sons each “pass before Samuel” (l¡Ea…wmVv y ∞EnVpIl …whäérIbSoÅ¥yÅw), 

and each time Samuel responds: h`Dwh ◊y r¶AjDb_aáøl h™RzD;b_MÅ…g - “Also this one YHWH has not 

chosen.”  These verses establish a pattern of God not choosing – a pattern that David will 

soon break.  The repetition of the verb r¶AjDb also reinforces the theological message of 

this layer and its relationship to the public selection of Saul as king (I Sam. 10:17-27).  In 

both cases, the Prophetic History recounts the appointment of the king as a product of 

divine selection (I Sam 10:24 & 16:12), not the result of popular acclaim as presented by 

the oldest traditions about Saul.21  Moreover, these verses set up David to be the “7th plus 

1” son, and neither the motif of seven nor the motif of the youngest son disrupting the 

birth order would have been missed by the ancient Israelite audience.  Taken altogether, 

these various literary features set up the grand appearance of David.22  

	  

III.  God Chooses David to be King (16:11-13) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 149. 
20 The literary structure and features of this scene share elements with the scene 
recounting God’s selection of Samuel in I Sam. 3:1-18. That material is also attributed to 
the prophetic writer.  
21 McCarter, 277-78. 
22 Given that the text never mentions or names Jesse’s other four sons between Shamah 
and David in birth order, this omission serves as evidence for the adoption of a motif of 
seven, as opposed to the reality of “7 plus 1” sons. 
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 When Samuel asks Jesse if he has any more sons, Jesse explains that his youngest 

is out tending the flock.  Despite what will emerge as the many differences between 

David and Saul, right here during his entrance into the plot, David resembles his 

predecessor remarkably.  Both David and Saul are missing from the scene at the climatic 

moment of their divine selection and need to be sought: God finds Saul hiding in the 

baggage (I Sam. 10:21-22), and Samuel has to send for David who is offsite and thus out 

of sight (v. 11).  David’s introduction as a young man tending to his father’s flock also 

places him in the company of Joseph (Gen. 37:2) and Moses (Ex. 3:1), who similarly start 

as shepherds tending the flock and wind up with big futures.  After Samuel “sends for” 

and “brings” home David (‹…wh‹EayIb ◊yÅw j§AlVvˆ¥yÅw), he enters the scene and receives this depiction 

by the narrator: yIaúør bwâøf ◊w Mˆy™AnyEo h¶Ep ◊y_MIo yYˆnwøm √dAa - “ruddy, with beautiful eyes, and a 

handsome appearance” (v. 12).   As McCarter explains, “divine favor usually has 

physical symptoms,”23 and divine favor is exactly what David receives.  Based on this 

initial introduction, however, the reader has no reason to believe that David as done 

anything to earn his appointment as king.  He is simply, or quite miraculously, the 

recipient of divine selection, and his selection is symbolized in two ways.  Ritually, God 

instructs Samuel to anoint him with oil (v. 12), and he does so in the midst of his brothers 

(v. 13).  Then v. 13 continues to report: hDlVo¡DmÎw a…wähAh Mwñø¥yAhEm dYˆw ∂;d_lRa ‹hÎwh ◊y_Aj…wír j§AlVxI;tÅw - 

“The spirit of YHWH gripped David from that day forward.”  With that language, the 

prophetic layer makes explicit that God is now with David.   

 Overall, this description of David’s divine selection holds together as an 

independent narrative complete with its own key words, defining use of dialogue, and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 McCarter, 276. 
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relationships with other texts.  In addition to alluding to other Israelite heroes like Joseph 

and Moses, this source layer alludes several times, through key words and literary motifs, 

to the Prophetic History’s account of Saul’s appointment as king (I Sam. 8 & 10:17-27).  

The combination of literary and theological similarities supports the hypothesis of the 

source critics that attributes these two stories to the same tradition.  In favor of this 

reading, McCarter argues that the layer in discussion (I Sam. 16:1-13) represents yet 

another “prophetic reworking of older materials about the early history of the monarchy.” 

He elaborates with the following interpretation: 

We are being prepared to understand the decline in the fortunes of Saul 
and the corresponding rise in those of David in light of the prophetic 
theology of kingship as developed in the preceding chapters. Hereafter the 
prophetic writer who shaped this material will be content to remain out of 
sight, letting the older narrative pass by without comment, except when he 
makes a brief appearance in c[hapter] 28. What follows immediately 
belongs to the old story of David’s rise to power.24 
 
 

Part 2.  The History of David’s Rise: David Arrives in Saul’s Court  

(I Samuel 16:14-23) 

A.  Structural Outline 

David Arrives in Saul’s Court (I Samuel 16:14-23) 

I. The Spirit of God Turns Away from Saul (16:14-17) 

a. An evil spirit terrifies Saul (v. 14) 

b. Saul’s concerned servants seek a musician to comfort him (vv. 15-17) 

c. One servant praises the merits of a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite (v. 18) 

II. Saul Sends for David (16:19-23) 

a. Jesse sends David bearing gifts (vv. 19-20) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 McCarter, 278. 
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b. Saul loves David very much and makes him his armor bearer (vv. 21-22) 

c. David’s music comforts Saul (v. 23) 

	  

B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  The Spirit of God Turns Away from Saul (16:14-18) 

 This older source layer from the HDR describing David’s arrival in Saul’s court 

quickly differentiates itself from the material that precedes it by introducing a new key 

word and by shifting to a “horizontal perspective” dominated by human dialogue.  God’s 

direct speech and action are not involved in the story, but God’s spirit operates as a key 

motif.  Verse 14 opens: h`Dwh ◊y t¶EaEm h™Do ∂r_Aj…wír …w;t¶AtSo`Ib…w l…wóaDv M ∞IoEm h ∂r™Ds h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr ◊w - “The 

spirit of YHWH had turned away from Saul, and an evil spirit from YHWH now terrified 

him.”  The term h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr (“spirit of YHWH”) first appears in the book of Judges to 

describe God’s selection and support of certain judges (Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29), and 

occurs most prominently in the Samson story (Judg. 13:25; 14:6; 14:19; 15:14).  Starting 

in v. 15, the slightly different term My¢IhølTa_Aj…wír (“spirit of God”) is employed to describe 

the evil spirit now terrifying Saul (h™Do ∂r My¢IhølTa_Aj…wír in vv. 15 & 16; ‹MyIhølTa_Aj…wír in v. 23).  

Without the modifying adjective h™Do ∂r, however, the term itself does not have a negative 

connotation: ‹MyIhølTa_Aj…wír describes the spirit of God that sweeps over the water in the 

Creation story (Gen. 1:2), aids Joseph’s divination (Gen. 41:38), endows Bezalel with 

skill and knowledge (Ex. 31:3), and interestingly, allows the non-Israelite Balaam to 

prophesy (Num. 24:2).  The two terms do not appear to have distinct meanings, for Saul 

is the recipient of h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr in Samuel’s prophecy (I Sam. 10:6) and then of My¢IhølTa_Aj…wír in 

the realization of that prophecy four verses later (I Sam. 10:10).  Therefore, the decision 
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to use two different but related terms (h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr to symbolize God’s new support of David 

and h™Do ∂r My¢IhølTa_Aj…wír to symbolize God’s rejection of Saul) may be an attempt to clarify 

and intensify the contrast between David and Saul’s positions.  Moreover, the mention of 

h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr at the very end of the previous passage (v. 13b) could be interpreted as the 

prophetic writer’s effort to provide a transition from one source to another.  

 In addition to describing My¢IhølTa_Aj…wír as h™Do ∂r, the inclusion of the verb …w;t¶AtSo`Ib…w 

furthers the point that this new spirit with Saul is not desirable or helpful but terrifying.  

HALOT defines tob as: “to terrify someone” or “to frighten someone.”25  Of the root’s 

16 appearances in the Bible, eight of them occur within the book of Job (3:5; 7:14; 9:34; 

13:11), supporting the word’s negative connotation.  Contextualizing the appearance of 

an evil, terrifying spirit, McCarter explains that, according to ancient tradition, a person 

who has been touched by a divine spirit can never be free again.26  McCarter also points 

out that the material comprising the HDR never provides a reason for God’s 

abandonment of Saul.  In contrast, the prophetic material in ch. 15 and in the beginning 

of ch. 16 recounts Saul’s theological missteps in Amalek, Samuel’s announcement of 

God’s rejection, and God’s selection of a new king.  All of this material prepares the 

reader to understand God’s abandonment of Saul from a prophetic point of view, while 

nothing as explicit appears in this older, HDR material.27  The text merely presents what 

God does without explanation.  Overall, this opening verse sets up the stark and growing 

contrast between Saul’s impotence and David’s abilities and advantages. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 HALOT, 1:107. 
26 McCarter, 280. 
27 McCarter, 282.	  
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 According to this account of David’s rise, Saul’s servants have more insight and 

take more initiative than Saul himself.  They seek to address Saul’s terrified state and 

propose a solution: to bring in a musician to comfort Saul.  They say: JK`Dl bwñøf ◊w wëødÎyV;b N¶E…gˆn ◊w -

“He will play, and it will be good for you” (v. 16). In addition to reflecting the ancient 

belief that music could be used to confront demons,28 the language used by the servants 

introduces another key word of the story, albeit an ironic one.  David’s playing of the lyre 

will be described as bwñøf (“good”) twice more in the coming verses (v. 17 & 23).  His 

playing is good for Saul in the short term, because it brings him comfort by turning away 

the “evil spirit” (h`Do ∂rDh Aj…wõr).  Over time, however, David’s presence and abilities will not 

be good for Saul at all.  By highlighting the insight and initiative of Saul’s servants, these 

verses also connect thematically to I Sam. 9:5-10, a scene in which Saul’s lad 

demonstrates much more determination and competence than the future king himself in 

the search for the lost she-asses.  

 Still unaware of what the future will bring, Saul approves of his servants’ 

suggestion and orders: y`DlEa M™RtwøayIbShÅw NY´…gÅnVl by ∞IfyEm vyIa£ y#Il a ∞Dn_…wa √r - “See for me, pray, a 

man who plays well and bring him to me” (v. 17).  Saul’s phrase y#Il a ∞Dn_…wa √r echoes God’s 

communication to Samuel in v. 1, with both speakers employing the unusual meaning of 

har to convey the act of “selecting” or “choosing.”29  This repeated language serves to 

create a linguistic linkage between the prophetic layer and this older one, thus suggesting 

some literary unity between the two halves of ch. 16.  When one of Saul’s servants shares 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 McCarter, 281. 
29 HALOT provides as the 12th (out of 16) definitions of	  har	  “to choose, select something 
for oneself” (3:1159). This usage also appears in Gen. 22:8 & 41:33; Deut. 12:13; II 
Kings 10:3. Despite this less common meaning employed here and in v. 1, I chose to 
translate the verb more literally in order to highlight the motif of vision and appearance. 
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his knowledge of David, he furthers the motif, explaining: ~yImVjA;lAh ty ∞E;b yAvˆyVl N ∞E;b yIty%Ia ∂r h ∏´…nIh 

- “Look, I have seen the son of Jesse the Bethlehemite” (v. 18).  Unlike God’s response 

to Samuel in v. 7, however, here Saul does not question the accuracy of his servant’s 

vision.  He will respect and even act upon it.   

 With the continuation of v. 18, Saul’s servant praises David’s many merits by 

offering a detailed list: “He knows how to play (N´…gÅn AoâédOy), a brave man (lˆy%Aj rw°ø;bˆg ◊w), a man 

of war (h¢DmDjVlIm vyªIa ◊w), discerning in speech (r™Db ∂;d Nwñøb ◊n…w), an attractive man (rAaóø;t vy ∞Ia ◊w), and 

YHWH is with him (wáø;mIo h™DwhyÅw).”  With this list, Saul’s unnamed servant continues to 

reveal impressive insight, though the reader never learns when exactly the servant saw 

David or how he acquired all of this information.  Interestingly, the servant in this scene 

comes across as taking more initiative than Saul himself and also knowing much more 

information about David than Samuel did in the previous scene attributed to the prophetic 

layer.  Given his comment that “YHWH is with him,” the unnamed servant operates, at 

least momentarily, as a seer himself.  His detailed description also repeats information 

from v. 1 by introducing David not by his own name but as a son of Jesse the 

Bethlehemite; the list remains consistent with v. 12 by presenting him as attractive and 

with v. 13 by explaining that God is with him.  Moreover, although Saul is never 

presented as a lˆy%Aj rw°ø;bˆg, the narrator introduces his father this way (I Sam. 9:1).  Less 

consistent is David’s depiction as “a man of war.”  If that were truly the case, he would 

have been assigned to combat position, not to the role of armor bearer (v. 21).  Only after 

David proves his prowess in his duel against Goliath in the coming chapter will that 
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descriptor make more sense.30  Similarly, the lad describes David as “discerning in 

speech” (r™Db ∂;d Nwñøb ◊n), but he will not say a word until ch. 17.  Although this phrase r™Db ∂;d Nwñøb ◊n 

does not appear elsewhere in the Bible, other Israelite heroes, with the exception of 

Moses, certainly demonstrate the ability to be clever and persuasive with words.31  

Interpreting the assortment of qualities presented here in v. 18, Alter reads the whole 

verse as a later insertion aimed to cohere the qualities of David presented in chs. 16 and 

17,32 and I would agree with his assessment.  As referenced above, this description seems 

to foreshadow qualities in David that the reader will see in the subsequent chapters.  

Thus, the ultimate artistry of the verse lies in the way in which this presentation of David 

begins to shape the reader’s perception before David proves himself to that same reader. 

	  

II.  Saul Sends for David (vv. 19-23) 

 Symbolizing both Saul’s remaining power as a king to beckon others as well as 

his growing impotence and dependence, the verb jlv (“to send”) appears four times in 

this next scene.  Saul “sends” (j¶AlVvˆ¥yÅw) messengers to Jesse, and they relay this message 

from Saul: Naáø…xA;b r¶RvSa äÔK ◊nI;b d¶Iw ∂;d_tRa y¢AlEa h¶DjVlIv - “Send me David, your son that is with the 

flock” (v. 19).  With these words, Saul demonstrates knowledge of two qualities of David 

that his servants did not convey in the verses above: his name, and his responsibility as 

shepherd for his father’s flock.  This line connects to the prophetic layer, though 

Samuel’s anointment of David seemingly remained a secret unknown to Saul.  Jesse then 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Saul describes Goliath as	  h¢DmDjVlIm vyªIa	  in I Sam. 17:33, and Hushai will describe David 
to his son Absalom with this term in II Sam. 17:8. 
31 McCarter points to Jacob, Joseph and Esther to support this claim (281). 
32 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 150. 
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responds to the message with action, not words: Jesse “sends” (j¢AlVvˆ¥yÅw) David with bread, 

wine, and one kid goat (v. 20) – the same three items carried by the men Saul meets in his 

second predicted encounter (I Sam. 10:3-4).33  When David “arrives” (aôøbÎ¥yÅw), he instantly 

wins Saul’s affection, for the narrator reports: My`IlEk a¶EcOn wäøl_yIh ◊y`Aw d$OaVm …wáh ∞EbDhTa‰¥yÅw -“He 

loved34 him very much, and he was an armor bearer for him” (v. 21).  Alter explains that 

the position of “court lyre player” did not exist, so they had to place David in a role that 

would keep him close to Saul, such as armor bearer.35  Most striking is Saul’s instant 

affection for David, for the text states Saul’s love for David two verses before explaining 

that David’s music succeeded in bringing Saul comfort (v. 23).  Saul’s love can also be 

interpreted as political loyal to David,36 though this loyalty will soon be undermined by 

Saul’s suspicion and his multiple attempts to eliminate David as a threat.  

 The passage closes by reiterating the dynamic between God, David and Saul in  

v. 23: “When the evil spirit of God was upon Saul, David would take his lyre and play.  

Saul would find relief (l…waDvVl j§Aw ∂r ◊w), and it would be good for him (w$øl bwâøf ◊w).  The evil 

spirit would turn away from him (h`Do ∂rDh Aj…wõr wy™DlDoEm h ∂r¶Ds ◊w).”  The verb used to describe 

Saul “finding relief” (j§Aw ∂r ◊w) provides a nice wordplay with the key word of this 

passage: Aj…wµr.  Similarly, the repetition of the word bwâøf to describe David’s music 

reinforces the mounting tension: In this layer of the story, David is introduced as a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 These may simply be the standard three gifts brought to important people. 
34 David will be the recipient of not only Saul’s love but also the love of Saul’s children 
Jonathan and Michal (I Sam. 18:1 & 20) and the love of Saul’s kingdom of Israel and 
Judah (I Sam. 18:16). The ironic element of this growing motif is that, despite all of the 
love and affection that David receives, the biblical text never reports that David “loves”	  
(bha)	  anyone.	  	  
35 Alter, The David Story, 99. 
36 McCarter, 282.	  
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solution to Saul’s troubles but ultimately becomes Saul’s main problem.  Finally, the 

phrase that closes the chapter repeats the language of v. 14 that opens this source layer: 

l…wóaDv M ∞IoEm h ∂r™Ds h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr ◊w.  This inclusio reinforces the heart of the matter: The spirit of 

God has turned away from Saul.  Even though David’s music can cause the evil spirit to 

turn away from Saul, nothing can bring back h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr – God’s support and selection.  As 

explained by the prophetic source, h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr now resides with David. 

 The above analysis of the key words, dialogue style, relationships to other texts, 

and theological messaging supports the reading of the source critical scholars that this 

passage’s introduction to David (I Sam. 16:14-23) served as the original introduction to 

David (in the older HDR material) before the prophetic layer (I Sam. 16:1-13) was placed 

before it.  Supporting this theory, the key words change from the first half of ch. 16 to the 

second half.  After har operates as the key word in the prophetic layer and establishes 

the theme of vision, and a different key word (Aj…wµr) defines the HDR layer.  While it is 

true that the phrase h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr appears in the final verse of the prophetic layer (v. 13), that 

verse could have been inserted (either by the prophetic writer himself or by a later 

redactor) to create a thematic link and narrative transition between the two layers.  

Similarly, har does appear in the older layer (vv. 17-18); however, if literary scholars 

like Alter already identify reworking in v. 18,37 it seems feasible that v. 17 was also 

revised for the sake of unifying the whole chapter.  Taken all together, the dynamic 

between these two distinct but slightly overlapping key words may helpfully illustrate the 

process of constructing a composite narrative from separate sources.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 See earlier discussion in I. The Spirit of God Turns Away from Saul (16:14-18). 
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 Regarding the use of dialogue in the prophetic layer as compared to the HDR 

layer, the dominant dialogue in the prophetic layer is vertical – between God and God’s 

prophet Samuel.  The resulting theological message conveys that God is in control of the 

prophet’s actions and the direction of the plot.  Most crucially, God selects the king for 

Godself: JKRl`Rm y™Il wy¢DnDbV;b yItyªIa ∂r_y`I;k (v. 1).  In the prophetic layer, the only speech that comes 

from a mouth that is neither divine nor prophetic is the fear-ridden question that the 

elders raise to Samuel upon his arrival in Bethlehem (v. 4) and Jesse’s response to 

Samuel when he asks if there are any other sons (v. 11).  In contrast, the main speakers in 

the HDR layer are Saul’s servants.  They speak more than Saul, and more than Samuel – 

the central figure of the Prophetic History – who is completely absent from this 

introduction to David.  This detail further supports the source critics’ division of the 

material.  The HDR’s introduction to David embodies a “horizontal perspective,” 

dominated by human dialogue and void of prophetic or divine speech, and this 

perspective will continue into ch. 17, which highlights David as a rhetorician.38  

Moreover, the turning away of “God’s spirit” (h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr) from Saul is the central 

theological message of the HDR layer, just as the spirit of God gripping Saul had been an 

important theological motif in I Sam. 10:1-16.  This HDR material demonstrates a 

thematic connection to the older Saul Cycle (I Sam. 9-10:16), while the prophetic layer 

exhibits a clear relationship with earlier material in the Prophetic History (I Sam. 8; 

10:17-27).   

 Taken altogether, these important literary differences between the two halves of 

ch. 16 should not be overlooked.  Alter may read the anointment of David (I Sam. 16:1-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 152. 



	   82	  

13) and David’s arrival in Saul’s court (I Sam. 16:14-23) as flowing coherently from one 

to the other,39 but the significant differences between the two passages’ key words, 

dialogue styles, and theological messages, as presented above, does not fully support his 

argument.  Despite these significant discrepancies within ch. 16, however, the two layers 

are consistent in their presentation of David as a passive recipient who never utters a 

word and only takes action in the form of taking up his lyre.  Chapter 17 will offer a 

striking contrast to this depiction.   

	  

Part 3.  The History of David’s Rise: David & Goliath Epic – Version 1 

(I Samuel 17:1-11, 32-40, 42-48a, 49, 51-54)	  

A.  Structural Outline 

Saul’s Armor Bearer Slays Goliath (I Samuel 17:1-11, 32-40, 42-48a, 49, 51-54) 

I. The Israelites and the Philistines Prepare for War (vv. 1-11) 

a. The armies stand on opposite hillsides with a valley between them  

(vv. 1-3) 

b. Goliath comes forward with massive armor and weaponry (vv. 4-7) 

c. He taunts the Israelites to send a warrior to fight him (vv. 8-11) 

II. David Convinces Saul that He Can Fight the Philistine (vv. 32-39) 

a. David offers to fight the Philistine champion (v. 32) 

b. Saul calls David unfit to compete with a man of war (v. 33) 

c. David boasts his slayings of predators and protection from God  

(vv. 34-37a) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 147.	  
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d. Saul acquiesces and dresses David in his own armor (vv. 37b-38) 

e. Unable to walk, David abandons Saul’s armor (v. 39) 

III. David Defeats the Philistine (17:40, 42-48a, 49 & 51) 

a. David comes forward with a stick, sling and stones (v. 40) 

b. The Philistine taunts and curses David (vv. 42-44) 

c. David retaliates, emphasizing that God is with him (vv. 45-47) 

d. David strikes down the Philistine and cuts off his head (vv. 48a, 49 & 51) 

IV. The Israelites Defeat the Philistines (17:52-54) 

a. The Israelites chase the Philistines into a ravine (v. 52) 

b. The Israelites loot their camp (v. 53) 

c. David takes the Philistine’s head to Jerusalem (v. 54) 

 

B.  Literary Exegesis 

I.  The Israelites and the Philistines Prepare for War (17:1-11) 

 Chapter 17 opens in a military, political setting.  In contrast to the intimacy of ch. 

16 with Samuel’s private anointment of David (I Sam. 16:1-13) and then Saul’s 

consultation with his servants (I Sam. 16:14-23), the narration of ch. 17 enters a very 

public realm.  It is also a very descriptive realm.  Compared to the typical terseness of 

biblical narrative, this chapter recounting the duel between David and Goliath includes a 

remarkable amount of detail (Version 1 in particular).  The narration devotes an unusual 

amount of attention, in the form of language and number of verses, to the physical 

setting, the physicality of the individuals involved, and also the dialogues between 

individuals.  For instance, the narrator dedicates the first three verses of the chapter to 
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setting the scene, seemingly to encourage the audience to imagine the landscape in which 

the dramatic plot will unfold.  The narrator begins by presenting the enemy’s mounting 

threat: “The Philistines gathered their camps for war” (v. 1).  Next comes the Israelites’ 

response: My`I;tVvIlVÚp tañårVqIl h™DmDjVlIm …wñk √rAoÅ¥yÅw h¡DlEaDh qRm ∞EoV;b …wänSjÅ¥y`Aw …w$pVsRa‰n ‹ lEa ∂rVcˆy_vy`Ia ◊w l…wôaDv ◊w - 

“Saul and the men of Israel gathered and encamped in the Valley of Elah, and they 

prepared for war against the Philistines” (v. 2).  Throughout ch. 17 and three times in 

Version 1 (vv. 2, 8 and 48a), the root arq will be employed to offer a different meaning 

from ch. 16.  No longer describing “greeting” or “inviting” one another, here tañårVqIl 

conveys positioning the Israelite army “against” the Philistines.   

 It should also be noted that the two opening verses are dominated by converted 

imperfect verbs to depict completed actions: both armies gathered, set up camps, and 

prepared for war.  After those details have been established, however, the narration 

switches in v. 3 and employs verbs in the participle form to depict habitual or continuous 

action: M`Rhy´nyE;b a ◊y™A…gAh ◊w h¡RΩΩzIm r™DhDh_lRa l¢Ea ∂rVcˆy ◊w hY‰ΩΩzIm ‹rDhDh_lRa MyôîdVmOo MyI;tVvIlVp…w - “The Philistines 

were standing on the hill on one side, and Israel was standing on the hill on the other side, 

with the ravine between them.”  Now prepared and positioned, both armies MyñîdVmOo 

(“remain standing”), waiting for the other side to either attack or to lower their defenses.  

The shift to participle verbs suggests the extended duration of these events, which 

generates a sense of suspense: this standstill cannot continue forever, so something is 

going to happen soon; the audience should brace themselves.  Verse 3 also introduces the 

use of demonstrative pronouns (i.e., h¡RΩΩzIm), which operate as a defining literary feature of 

ch. 17.  Supporting the descriptive style of the narration, the frequent use of 

demonstrative pronouns by the narrator and individuals alike helps to distinguish people 
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and places and to draw attention to certain details.  They will also have the effect of 

inserting a derogatory, combative tone into dialogues between individuals.40   

 Now with the stage set, Goliath enters the scene in v. 4 when he comes forward 

into the space “between” the two camps (M`Rhy´nyE;b).  Presented as ‹Mˆy‹ÅnE;bAh_vy`Ia, this term 

refers to the military set-up and defines the champion warrior as “the man between” – the 

man who goes out between opposed battle lines to engage in a duel.41  After describing 

him in relation to the spatial context of the story, v. 4 also introduces the champion by 

name, “Goliath his name from Gath” (t¡A…gIm wäømVv t¶DyVlÎ…g), and by his impressive stature, “his 

height six cubits and a span” (t®r`DzÎw twäø;mAa v¶Ev w›øhVbÎ…g).  Although his height and general 

appearance will continue to be a motif in subsequent verses, this verse will be the only 

mention of Goliath by name in Version 1 of the account (and only one of two references 

to his name all of ch. 17).  The narrative instead will repeatedly refer to him as “the 

Philistine” (y#I;tVvIlVÚpAh), a detail that supports source critical scholars’ theory about the 

gradual, compositional development of this epic (to be discussed in Part 5).  Following 

his initial introduction, the next three verses focus entirely on Goliath’s armor and 

weaponry; they produce a graphic description that Alter deems as “Homeric” and 

“untypical of the Hebrew Bible.”42  The overall effect of the narration’s emphasis on the 

scale and weight of Goliath’s accessories is to paint him as a hulking, intimidating 

creature.  This introduction also sets up what will be the surprising, ironic ending of the 

story: none of Goliath’s many physical advantages will protect him from defeat.  Close 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  Polzin, 164; 172-73. More research is necessary to determine the relative uniqueness of 
these two literary features identified by Polzin: (1) Switching from completed to 
continuous actions to introduce a scene; (2) Using demonstrative pronouns for derogatory 
purposes.	  
41 Alter, The David Story, 101; McCarter, 290. 
42 Alter, The David Story, 101. 
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readers may also notice that, even with thorough coverage and protection offered by his 

armor, Goliath’s face and forehead remain exposed, a factor that will lead to his demise.43 

  After the first seven verses provide a physical description of the landscape and the 

central Philistine enemy, v. 8 introduces the opening dialogue.  It is the Philistine who 

initiates communication: l$Ea ∂rVcˆy tâOk √rAoAm_lRa ‹a ∂rVqˆ¥yÅw d#OmSoÅ¥y`Aw - “He stood and called out 

against the Israelite battle lines.”  Here the root arq introduces Goliath’s challenge to a 

duel.  He first insults the Israelites by calling them “slaves of Saul” (l…w$aDvVl MyâîdDbSo), 

which doubles as a theological jab,44 and then he taunts them to “choose a man”  

(vy™Ia M¶RkDl_…wrV;b) to fight him (v. 8).  Importantly, in ch. 16, twice a speaker commands 

others to “choose” or “select,” and both times the verb employed is har (I Sam. 16:1 & 

17).  Here, however, the operative verb is hrb,45 which represents a switch in linguistic 

style or diction from one chapter to the next.  Next, Goliath elaborates to establish the all-

or-nothing terms of the duel (v. 9), and his concluding comment introduces a key word: 

h¡RΩΩzAh Mwâø¥yAh l™Ea ∂rVcˆy twñøk √rAoAm_tRa yI;tVpöårEj yGˆnSa - “I have insulted the Israelite battle lines today” 

(v. 10).  Defined by HALOT as “to taunt” or “to reproach,”46 the verb PårDj appears just 

twice in the Bible before this chapter (Judg. 5:18 & 8:15) to describe mocking, and then 

five times in I Samuel 17 itself.  Looking at the whole David and Goliath Epic, the 

operative definition seems to be “insult,” because Goliath’s provocations evolve from the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 McCarter, 292.	  
44 Recall the theological discussion of ch. 8 in which God equates appointing a king to 
rejecting God, for the Israelites should only serve God, not a mortal king. Then, in 
Samuel’s speech about the “custom of the king,” he warns the Israelites that they would 
eventually become slaves to that mortal king	  (MyáîdDbSoAl wñøl_…wyVh`I;t M™R;tAa ◊w; I Sam. 8:17).	  
45 HALOT defines	  hrb	  is a denominative verb derived from the noun	  tyîrV;b, meaning 
“enter into a	  tyîrV;b	  with someone: commission him as your representative” (1:155)   
46 HALOT, 1:355. 
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aggressive intimidations here to explicit theological critiques later (v. 43).  They bear 

more weight than “taunting” or “mocking.”  As Alter explains, Goliath’s harsh words 

will also be described by the noun h™DÚp √rRj (v. 26), conveying an “insult, disgrace, shame… 

that only a victorious champion can ‘take away.’”47  Concluding what proves to be a 

lopsided dialogue between Goliath and the battle lines of Israel, v. 11 conveys: “Saul and 

all of Israel heard these words of the Philistine, and they were dismayed and very 

scared.”  They respond with fear not words.  The conversation closes, and the scene 

changes. 

	  

II.  David Convinces Saul that He Can Fight Goliath (17:32-39) 

 According to the source critical scholars’ divisions, Version 1 of the David and 

Goliath Epic is a continuation of I Sam. 16:14-23.  As a result, David is already a known 

entity to Saul.  He serves as Saul’s armor bearer (I Sam. 16:21), and presumably would 

have followed Saul when the army went to war.  Given David’s position, one can also 

assume that he would have stayed by Saul’s side and heard with him Goliath’s challenge 

to a duel.  While this reading supposes a certain narrative continuity and logic not made 

explicit in the text itself, these assumptions are plausible.  In fact, for the plot to resume 

smoothly from v. 11 to v. 32, these assumptions are essential.48  After v. 11 reports Saul 

and the Israelites’ fearful response, v. 32 then reports a contrasting response with David 

volunteering to fight.  The assumptions stated above help to account for David’s presence 

and knowledge of the situation, even though he is not mentioned in the first eleven verses 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Alter, The David Story, 102.	  
48 Recall that Version 1 represents the source incorporated into LXX’s account of the 
David and Goliath Epic, and that source does not include vv. 12-31 later found in the 
MT. Thus, the narrative analyzed here jumps from v. 11 to v. 32. 
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(of the Version 1 or ch. 17).  David’s response in v. 32 initiates his first reported dialogue 

with Saul: h`RΩΩzAh y¶I;tVvIlVÚpAh_MIo M™AjVlˆn ◊w JK$El´y ∞ÔK √;dVbAo wy¡DlDo Mä∂dDa_bEl lñOÚpˆy_lAa - “Let no man’s heart 

fail him.  Your servant will go and fight that Philistine.”  With these words, David speaks 

for the first time in this version of the narrative, and he launches what will be a series of 

eloquent speeches that confirm his description as r™Db ∂;d Nwñøb ◊n (“discerning in speech,”  

I Sam. 16:18).  Moreover, his offer to Saul includes the verb Klh (“to go” or “to walk”), 

which will serve as another key word in Version 1 (and ch. 17 as a whole) that 

emphasizes the differences between Saul and David.  For instance, Saul will want both of 

them to stay put and not “go” anywhere (v. 33), but David will seek to “go out” (Klh;  

vv. 37 & 39) and take action (vv. 40 & 49).  Illustrative of this dynamic, Saul responds to 

David’s offer to fight Goliath by expressing his concern about David’s lack of military 

experience: wyá∂rUo ◊…nIm h™DmDjVlIm vy¶Ia a…wöh ◊w hD;t$Aa rAo ∞An_y`I;k - “For you are a lad and he is a man of 

war from his youth” (v. 33).  This categorization of David conflicts with his description 

in I Sam. 16:18 as “a man of war” (h¢DmDjVlIm vyªIa) but remains consistent with his 

appointed status in I Sam. 16:21 as an armor bearer.   

 Completely undeterred by Saul’s reluctance, David launches into a four-verse 

speech in which he boasts about his prowess as a shepherd who slays the lions and bears 

that attack him.  After remaining silent and fairly passive throughout the various sources 

that compose ch. 16, David quickly establishes himself as a rhetorician and man of 

action, serving as the subject of many physical and powerful verbs.  Although David may 

not open his persuasive speech with a theological angle, he closes with one when he 

declares in v. 37: h¡RΩΩzAh y™I;tVvIlVÚpAh d¶A¥yIm yˆn$ElyI…xÅy a…wâh b$O;dAh d ∞A¥yIm…w yîrSa`Dh d§A¥yIm yˆn%AlI…xIh r°RvSa hGÎwh ◊y - 

“YHWH who has saved me from the hand of the lion and from the hand of the bear will 
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save me from the hand of this Philistine.”  Throughout Version 1, David will invoke God, 

rather than be directed by God; this defining feature helps to differentiate the HDR 

material here from the Prophetic History’s vertical perspective.  David’s theological 

invocations also transform a folkloric formula about a (future) king fighting a monster 

into a monotheistic message about the power of God to help the small, inexperienced 

David defeat the Philistine giant.49  Another noteworthy feature of David’s rhetoric is his 

use of demonstrative pronouns when referring to Goliath, for this style of speech 

continues the literary feature introduced in vv. 1-11.  Here the pronouns convey a sense 

of disregard and even disrespect: M$RhEm d ∞AjAaV;k ‹h‰ΩΩzAh lôérDoRh y°I;tVvIlVÚpAh hÎyDh`Vw - “That 

uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them” (v. 36); h¡RΩΩzAh y™I;tVvIlVÚpAh d¶A¥yIm yˆn$ElyI…xÅy a…wâh - 

“[YHWH] will save me from the hand of that Philistine” (v. 37).  After David concludes 

his impressive speech, Saul responds: JK`D;mIo h¶RyVhˆy h™Dwhy`Aw JK$El - “Go, and may YHWH be 

with you.”  With those four Hebrew words, Saul reinforces the growing contrast between 

the active, eloquent David and the passive, terse Saul.  His remarks also maintain the 

theological lens of the drama.   

 Despite his terseness with words, however, Saul expands his response to David’s 

long speech with symbolic action.  The narration reports: wy$∂;dAm ‹dˆw ∂;d_tRa l…wôaDv v°E;bVlÅ¥yÅw – 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Alter argues: “The motif of the unknown man who astonishes his elders and slays the 
dread[ed] giant is common to many folkloric traditions” (The Art of Biblical	  Narrative, 
150). McCarter explains: “Some scholars even assume a cultic background for the 
account: here, they say, is the ritual battle of the king and the chaos monster, the forces of 
order and destruction…Many of the symbolic elements that gave such ritual battles their 
appeal all over the ancient Near East are also present here…and this fact must account at 
least in part for the popularity of the present story” (297). Moshe Garsiel also comments: 
“…the story of the duel between David and Goliath manifests a great resemblance to 
Homer’s epics (late 8th century B.C.E.), the Iliad and the Odyssey, especially in terms of 
weaponry and the ‘representative duel’ ” (“The Valley of Elah battle and the duel of 
David with Goliath: between history and artistic theological historiography,” [Homeland 
and Exile, ed. G. Galil et al.; New York: Brill, 2009], 405).	  	  
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“Saul dressed David in his battle garb” (v. 38).  Including this mini scene (vv. 37b-39) 

with Saul dressing David in his own armor achieves multiple purposes: (1) After Version 

1 devotes three verses (vv. 5-7) to a description of Goliath’s massive armor and 

intimidating weaponry, vv. 38-39a here present David as transforming into “a man of 

war” (h™DmDjVlIm vy¶Ia) himself.  In contrast to his earlier comment in v. 33, Saul is now 

willing to see David in this active military role.  (2) Dressing David in his own battle garb 

symbolizes as transfer of Saul’s royal role and power.  David is slowly becoming the new 

Saul – the next king.  (3) This scene furthers an emerging motif about clothing: Saul 

previously tore Samuel’s cloak after learning that God had rejected him (I Sam. 15:27).  

Later, in a different encounter, David will cut the corner of Saul’s cloak, in lieu of killing 

him (I Sam. 24:5).  Adding to the significance of the transfer of royal battle garb and its 

associated authority, the reappearance of the key word Klh reinforces the growing 

tension between Saul and David.  Once Saul has dressed him, David declares in v. 39: 

hR;l™EaD;b tRk¶RlDl l¢Ak…wa añøl - “I cannot walk with these.”  In removing all of the armor, David 

emphasizes his desire to walk or move (Klh), in contrast to Saul’s apparent willingness 

to stay back at camp and not put himself in danger.  David’s rejection of Saul’s gear also 

suggests a rejection of Saul’s help or even his approach to leadership.  As a final point 

about this interaction, it is worth noting that, given Saul’s height and stature, his gear 

would have been too big for David.  Despite that reality, neither the narrator nor David 

himself draws attention to the difference in size between them.  Both speakers employ the 

verb hsn to emphasize David’s lack of familiarity with the gear: “I cannot walk with 

these, because I am not used to it (yIty¡I;sˆn aâøl y ∞I;k; v. 39).  Drawing renewed attention to his 
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lack of military experience at this very moment sets up the reader to be even more 

surprised by his easy victory.     

 

III.  David Defeats the Philistine (17:40, 42-48a, 49 & 51) 

 Having ditched Saul’s armor and thus concluded their exchange, David then grabs 

his shepherd weapons: a stick, a sling and stones (v. 40).  Adding to the drama of the 

impending duel, the contrast is striking between the simplicity of David’s chosen 

weapons and the heaviness of the armor and weaponry worn by Goliath and Saul.  After 

reporting David’s approach toward Goliath in v. 40, the narration continues with v. 42:50 

h`Ra √rAm h¶Ep ◊y_MIo y™InOm √dAa ◊w rAoYÅn h ∞DyDh_y`I;k …wh¡EzVbˆ¥y d™Iw ∂;d_tRa h¶Ra √rˆ¥yÅw y¢I;tVvIlVÚpAh fªE;bÅ¥yÅw - “The Philistine 

looked and saw David, and he despised him, for he was a lad and ruddy with a beautiful 

appearance.”  This mention of David’s “ruddiness” and handsome looks corresponds with 

the depiction of David in prophetic material: yIaúør bwâøf ◊w Mˆy™AnyEo h¶Ep ◊y_MIo yYˆnwøm √dAa a…wâh ◊w – “He 

was ruddy, with beautiful eyes, and handsome to look at” (I Sam. 16:12).  This attention 

to Goliath’s vision, or visual perception, also echoes the general theme about vision and 

appearance in the Prophetic History’s introduction of David.  Looking ahead as well as 

backward, the language here foreshadows another theme in David’s life, for Goliath will 

not be the only one who despises David: Michal will “despise” (zRb¶I;tÅw) David after he 

dances the Ark to Jerusalem (II Sam. 6:16), and then Nathan will employ this same, harsh 

verb twice when he reprimands David for having Uriah killed (II Sam 12:9f). 

 David may approach Goliath, but the Philistine is the first to speak.  In v. 43, 

Goliath mocks David, specifically for his unsophisticated weaponry, saying: “Am I a dog 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Recall that, based on the source included in the LXX, Version 1 only includes selected 
verses of the MT. See Introduction. 
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that you come to me with a stick?”  He then deepens the effect by “cursing David by his 

gods” (wy`DhølaE;b d™Iw ∂;d_tRa y¢I;tVvIlVÚpAh lªE;låq ◊yÅw).  Interestingly, the narrator does not report the 

direct speech of Goliath’s curse, but just the mention turns their dialogue from mockery 

to theology.  David retorts in v. 45: “You come to me with a sword, a spear and a javelin, 

and I come to you in the name of YHWH of hosts, God of the battle lines of Israel that 

you insulted” (D;tVpáårEj r¶RvSa l™Ea ∂rVcˆy twñøk √rAoAm y¢EhølTa tw$øaDbVx h ∞Dwh ◊y ‹MEvV;b ÔKy#RlEa_a`Db y ∞IkOnDa ◊w).  This 

language returns to the theme of “insult” (D;tVpáårEj), but more significantly, this verse 

provides a helpful distinction between the image of God presented in ch. 16 (h¢Dwh ◊y Aj…wµr – 

“the spirit of YHWH” that grips David) with the military God invoked	  here by David 

(tw$øaDbVx h ∞Dwh ◊y	  – “YHWH of hosts”).  In his speech (vv. 45-47), David claims the name of 

God as his most precious weapon.  About this explicit theological message, McCarter 

argues:  

At this point, then, the central theological assertion of the story is most 
explicit, and it is easy to understand why the tradition of David’s victory 
over the Philistine has a special appeal to the little nation that struggled 
through most of its existence in conflict with vastly more powerful 
neighbors.51   
 

 Through his speech, David also expands the realm and stakes of the duel.  It is no 

longer just about David and Goliath, or even the Israelites and the Philistines.  In v. 46, 

David claims that God will deliver Goliath into his hand, and “all the earth shall know 

that Israel has a God.”  This reference to “knowing” (ody) God, which continues into  

v. 47, sounds reminiscent of the Exodus story (Ex. 5:2) and of prophetic texts (Is. 12:4f; 

43:10; 45:3ff).  Taken altogether, the theological lens that David first introduced in his 

exchange with Saul becomes the focus of his verbal confrontation with Goliath.  This 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 McCarter, 294. 
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dialogue could even be considered the beginning of royal ideology in which the king 

represents God and acts for God.52  At the very least, David is proving his faith to God, to 

the Israelites, to the original Israelite audience, and to today’s reader. 

 Eventually, all of the talking stops, and the physical duel begins.  Despite what 

may initially seem like a choppy, interrupted report of the action, the two and a half-

verses included in Version 1 (vv. 48a, 49 and 51 as defined by the LXX text) present a 

coherent description of what culminates in Goliath’s defeat: As the Philistine “draws near 

to attack David” (d¡Iw ∂;d taâårVqIl bäårVqˆ¥yÅw JKRl¶E¥yÅw) in v. 48a, David draws a stone from his bag and 

slings it.  With this first shot, David strikes the Philistine on his exposed forehead, and he 

falls to the ground (v. 49).  Then David runs over to Goliath, not wasting any time, and 

uses the Philistine’s own sword to decapitate him (v. 51a).  As a reminder of the public 

nature of the duel with the two armies watching in suspense, the narrator then explains 

that the Philistines begin to flee once they see that their warrior is dead (v. 51b).  As a 

testament to Version 1’s coherence, reading vv. 48-52 without interruption to include  

vv. 48b and 50 only adds emphasis, rather than any vital details.  In contrast, vv. 48b and 

50 will prove essential to the flow and coherence of Version 2’s account of the duel. 

	  

IV.  The Israelites Defeat the Philistines (17:52-54) 

 Version 1 of the David and Goliath Epic concludes with the Israelites chasing the 

Philistines to their death in the ravine (v. 52).  The Israelites loot the abandoned Philistine 

camps (v. 53), and David takes the Goliath’s head as his personal booty to Jerusalem.  

Overall, Version 1 of the David and Goliath Epic – the only version appearing in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Leveen, class discussion.	  
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LXX – presents as a coherent literary unit.  The account begins and ends by focusing on 

the larger war between the Israelite and Philistine armies.  The heart of the passage, 

however, is composed of three exchanges focused on individuals: (1) Goliath confronts 

the Israelites (vv. 8-11).  (2) David confronts Saul (vv. 32-39).  (3) David confronts 

Goliath (vv. 40-51).  These three highlighted exchanges devote many verses to 

impressive rhetoric.  In a story absent of prophetic or divine speech, human speech plays 

a central role.  David’s rhetoric in particular adds a strong theological lens to the 

narrative.  In addition to the attention given to dialogue, Version 1 devotes much 

attention to visual features, such as Goliath’s physical appearance and the physical 

staging of the war.  This is a defining quality of the version, which ultimately highlights 

the upset achieved by David the underdog.  Despite the apparent advantage of Goliath’s 

intimidating size and heavy armor, David’s faith prevails.  That is his secret weapon in 

the duel.  David declares that God - tw$øaDbVx h ∞Dwh ◊y – will deliver Goliath into his hand, and 

considering how the plot unfolds, God seems to do just that.  The elegance of striking 

Goliath down with one shot certainly supports an argument for divine intervention in 

combat.  As a result, the enduring ideological message of the duel becomes this: the 

physical advantages of height, weaponry, and military might simply cannot compete with 

the support of tw$øaDbVx h ∞Dwh ◊y - the God of Israel.  Through this great epic about the young 

man who will become King David, the Israelite’s national identification with the 

underdog continues. 

 In addition to its coherence as a literary unit, this version’s relative compatibility 

with the HDR material in I Sam. 16:14-23 further supports the source critics’ divisions.  

As mentioned above, when David approaches Saul and offers to fight the Philistine, their 
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interaction seems to reflect an already established relationship, rather than a first meeting.  

Also consistent with I Sam. 16:14-23, David’s position as Saul’s armor bearer would be 

necessary to explain why David was even with the army in the Valley of Elah in the first 

place.  Stylistically, Version 1 continues the horizontal perspective of I Sam. 16:14-23 

and its emphasis on human dialogue, as opposed to the vertical perspective of I Sam.  

16:1-13 dominated by God’s direct speech and direct involvement in the plot.  As noted 

above, however, the depiction of God varies significantly from I Sam. 16:14-23 to  

I Samuel 17; the focus on the spirit of God quickly turns into a military description of 

God.  Perhaps most significantly, David is characterized in ch. 16 as a passive, quiet 

young lad upon whom action occurs, whereas the characterization of David in Version 1 

of ch. 17 presents just the opposite.  Version 1 depicts David as a pro-active, eloquent, 

fearless and skilled shepherd boy who takes advantage of a risky opportunity and rises 

among the ranks of Israel.  He holds a confidence and boldness that Saul clearly lacks.  

Interestingly, this version never explicitly states David’s motivation for engaging in the 

duel with the Philistine champion.  The text never mentions his desire to rise in rank.  

Perhaps the silence surrounding this aspect of David further suggests the theological bent 

of the story: David’s faith motivates him; he seeks to remove the insult against Israel and 

Israel’s God.  

	  

Part 4.  The History of David’s Rise: David & Goliath Epic – Version 2 

(I Samuel 17:12-31, 41, 48b, 50 & 55-58) 

A.  Structural Outline 

Jesse the Bethlehemite’s Son Slays Goliath (I Sam. 17:12-31, 41, 48b, 50, 55-58) 
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I. David and the Philistine Each Establish Their Territory (17:12-16) 

a. Jesse’s three oldest sons follow Saul to fight the Philistines (vv. 12-13) 

b. Jesse’s youngest son David attends to Saul and to his father’s flock  

(vv. 14-15) 

c. The Philistine champion provokes the Israelites twice a day for 40 days  

(v. 16) 

II. Jesse Sends David to the Battle Lines (17:17-22) 

a. Jesse wants David to bring provisions and check on his brothers  

(vv. 17-19) 

b. David arrives as the armies deploy against each other (vv. 20-22) 

III. David Seeks to Fight Goliath (17:23-31) 

a. Goliath comes forward and frightens the Israelites (vv. 23-24) 

b. David learns of Goliath’s insult and the reward for his defeat (vv. 25-27) 

c. David’s oldest brother reproaches his behavior (vv. 28-29) 

d. David confirms the reward for defeating the Philistine (v. 30) 

e. Saul fetches David (v. 31)  

IV. David Defeats the Philistine (17:41, 48b & 50) 

a. David runs to meet the Philistine (vv. 41 & 48b) 

b. David kills the Philistine with sling and stone (v. 50) 

V. Saul Meets David (17:55-58) 

a. Neither Saul nor Abner recognizes David (vv. 55-56) 

b. David introduces himself as the son of Jesse the Bethlehemite (vv. 57-58) 
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B.  Literary exegesis 

I.  David and the Philistine Each Establish Their Territory (17:12-16) 

 When reading Version 2 of the David and Goliath Epic as an independent 

account, the opening verses helpfully introduce the central characters: David is the son of 

Jesse from Bethlehem; David is the youngest of Jesse’s eight sons; and Jesse’s three 

oldest are Eliav, Avinadav, and Shamah (vv. 12-14).  While all of these biographical 

details correspond with the introduction to David in the prophetic material (I Sam. 16:1-

13), the references to Ephrathah and to Jesse’s old age only appear in this source’s 

introduction.  Describing Jesse as “old” (NäéqÎz) furthers a well-established motif of  

I Samuel.  In previous chapters, when the narrator mentions that an individual has 

become old (Eli in I Sam. 2:22; Samuel in I Sam. 8:1), a regime change soon takes place.  

As a result, placing this detail in the opening verse of this version of the David and 

Goliath Epic seems to foreshadow what will soon come of Saul’s dynasty.  These 

opening verses also introduce a key word featured in both Version 1 and Version 2: Klh 

(“to go” or “to walk”).  The root Klh appears five times in the course of three verses and 

establishes a theme about movement: The oldest sons “go” to war (vv. 13-14); David 

“goes” back and forth from Saul to his father’s home (v. 15); but Saul will not “go” 

anywhere.  In addition to movement, size will serve as a central motif and a source of 

contrast between characters.  The description in v. 14 of David as N¡Df ∂;qAh (“the youngest” 

or “the smallest”) and his brothers as My$IlOd ◊…gAh (“the oldest” or the “biggest”) not only 

reinforces the theme of birth order (to be disrupted) but also introduces the theme of big 

and small that comes to epitomize David’s duel with Goliath.   
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 In addition to the function of Klh in establishing contrasts between characters, the 

different conjugations of Klh help to illustrate the narrative style of these opening verses.  

Similar to the introductory verses of Version 1, the verses here begin by describing 

completed actions to set the stage and then transition to participle constructs.  After  

vv. 13-14 establish that the oldest sons h$DmDjVlI;mA;b …wäkVlDh (“went to war”), v. 15 introduces 

continuous behavior: MRj`Dl_ty`E;b wy™IbDa Nañøx_tRa twöøo √rIl l…wóaDv l ∞AoEm b™DvÎw JK¶ElOh d¢Iw ∂d ◊w - “But 

David would go back and forth from [attending to] Saul53 to tend to his father’s flock in 

Bethlehem.”  Importantly, both Alter and McCarter read v. 15 as an attempt to harmonize 

the two versions of the account: one in which David is already with Saul, and one in 

which David is still home with Jesse.54  This acknowledgement of later revisions is 

necessary, because a core premise of this account is that David and Saul do not meet until 

after the duel with Goliath.  Nevertheless, David is not the only one exhibiting habitual, 

continuous movement.  The narration cleverly mirrors David’s back-and-forth 

movements with Goliath’s who travels back and forth for a different purpose: “The 

Philistine would come forward each morning and evening” to provoke the Israelite army 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53	  l…wóaDv l ∞AoEm b™DvÎw JK¶ElOh d¢Iw ∂d ◊w	  – The most literal translation would be something like, “And 
David would go and return from Saul’s presence.” The Hebrew does not give any 
indication of the degree of interaction between Saul and David. Alter translates the 
Hebrew as: “And David would go back and forth from Saul’s side” (The David Story, 
103).  NJPS reads: “and David would go back and forth from attending on Saul.” I chose 
to go with the less literal notion of “attending to Saul” in order to draw the parallel 
between “attending to Saul” and “tending his father’s flock.” Ultimately, I agree with the 
commentators who read v. 15 as a later editorial attempt to harmonize the two versions. 
54 McCarter, 303; See also Alter, The David Story, 103. After agreeing with McCarter 
that the wording of this verse attempts to harmonize the two episodes, Alter offers 
another way to interpret the language: David’s back and forth movement could have been 
between Bethlehem and the front (l…wóaDv l ∞AoEm) to bring provisions to his brothers. If this 
were the case, Saul and David would not necessarily know each other at this point in the 
narrative. 
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(v. 16).  Both versions of ch. 17 open with similar narrative styles that first set the stage 

and then transition to more of a present-tense presentation, which helps to bring the 

audience along with the plot.   

	  

II.  Jesse Sends David to the Battle Lines (17:17-22) 

 With the opening premises established, the plot now begins to develop.  The 

narration moves to a dialogue between Jesse and his youngest son David, and Jesse uses 

particular language that alludes to significant moments in the book of Genesis.  For 

instance, in v. 17, the phrase ÔKy‹RjAaVl a§Dn_jåq (“Take, pray, to your brothers”) would have 

resonated in the ears of an Israelite audience and reminded them of God’s command to 

Abraham: °ÔK ◊nI;b_tRa aÎn_jåq – “Take, pray, your son” (Gen. 22:2).  This allusion accurately 

suggests that Jesse is not sending David on a normal errand but one with national 

consequences.  Similarly, Jesse instructs David in v. 18: Mw$ølDvVl dêOqVpI;t ÔKy‹RjAa_tRa ◊w - “Find 

out about your brothers’ wellbeing.”  This language echoes that of Jacob who sends 

Joseph to check on his older brothers, saying: ÔKy‹RjAa MwôølVv_tRa h%Ea √r – “See how your 

brothers are faring” (Gen. 37:14).  In addition to raising the expectations for the 

consequences of David’s trip to the battle lines, Jesse’s language, according to Alter, 

includes a slight jab at Saul.  Jesse’s desire to send basic foodstuffs – grain, bread and 

cheese – could be an indication that Saul is not sufficiently providing for his army.55   

 In this version of the David and Goliath Epic, when David receives his marching 

orders, the reader does not know where the Israelites are fighting or against which enemy, 

so before David arrives on the scene, v. 19 helpfully situates the war against the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Alter, The David Story, 103.  
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Philistines in the Valley of Elah.  The narration then communicates David’s eagerness to 

get to the military action.  There is no mention of a verbal response by David to his 

father, but he certainly demonstrates no reluctance or hesitation.  Echoing the language of 

Gen. 22:3, which describes Abraham’s response to God after being commanded to 

sacrifice Isaac, the narrator reports: r®q#O;bA;b d˝ˆw ∂;d M°E;kVvÅ¥yÅw – “David rose early in the morning” 

(v. 20).  The verse continues: r$EmOv_lAo ‹Naø…xAh_tRa vôOÚfˆ¥yÅw – “David left the flock with a 

guard.”  The verb vfn will appear three times in this version of ch. 17, but never in 

Version 1.  Moreover, David will always be the subject of this verb, meaning “leaving,” 

“throwing down,” or “handing over.”  This recurring motif supports the image of David 

presented by this version of the material: This youngest son of Jesse is an eager 

opportunist who entrusts to others his father’s flock (vv. 20 & 28) and his gear (v. 22) in 

order to get to the frontlines of the battle.    

 Adding further excitement and urgency to the scene, the narrator mentions that 

David arrives just when the army is “going out to the battle line and shouting a war cry” 

(v. 20).  His timing could not be better, for the two armies are now preparing to take 

action after a 40-day standoff (v. 21).  As is the case in Version 1, this version employs 

the verb arq in a military context, meaning “to come against,” as opposed to the verb’s 

function in ch.16 to describe “greeting” or “inviting.”  After David “leaves” (·vOÚfˆ¥yÅw) his 

gear with a guard, v. 22 describes him as “running” (X ∂r™D¥yÅw) to the battle line where he 

immediately finds out about his brothers’ wellbeing.  Here it is worth noting that David 

may be eager and opportunistic, but he does not forget about his father’s assignment.  

Interestingly, at this point in the story, Jesse has been the only individual to speak.  

Dialogue has been minimal as the narration focuses on action.   
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III.  David Seeks to Fight Goliath (17:23-31) 

 Despite the lack of speech earlier in this account, this third sub-unit is dominated 

by both direct and indirect speech, beginning with the latter.  In v. 23, the narrator 

conveys that David is speaking with his brothers (M#D;mIo r ∞E;bådVm —a…wâh ◊w) when Goliath makes 

his daily provocation to the Israelites.  In mentioning the Philistine warrior, v. 23 also 

refers to his name and birthplace (tÅ…gIm wôømVv y°I;tVvIlVÚpAh ·tÎyVlÎ…g), which were not included in the 

earlier reference to him in v. 16.  In each version of the account, Goliath is only referred 

to once by name (v. 4 and here in v. 23).  In both cases, his name is mentioned when he is 

introduced as MˆyÓÅnE;bAh vy ∞Ia (literally, “the man between,” or more idiomatically, “the 

champion”).  In all other instances, David’s nemesis is called “the Philistine” (y™I;tVvIlVÚpAh).  

This parallel pattern may provide support for the original independence of these two 

versions; McCarter further argues that, when Version 2 stood alone, the Philistine would 

have likely been introduced here for the first time.56  Moreover, in this version of the 

David and Goliath Epic, in stark contrast to Version 1, direct speech never comes out of 

the mouth of Goliath.  Instead, this version refers to his insult with the narrator’s 

summarizing remark: hR;l¡EaDh MyâîrDb √;dA;k r™E;båd ◊yÅw – “He spoke the same words as before,” or 

more literally, “he spoke according to those words” (v. 23).  McCarter explains that this 

phrasing indicates a “redactional condensation.”  He speculates that in the independent 

form of this version, the Philistine’s challenge would have been reported here in full.57  In 

support of this theory, similar redactional condensation will appear again in Version 2 to 

refer to David’s words as well as those of the Israelite troops, thus becoming a tag of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 McCarter, 304. 
57 McCarter, 304.	  
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source, if not a defining key phrase of its own.  Following this indirect report of Goliath’s 

challenge, the v. 23 closes with: d`Iw ∂;d o™AmVvˆ¥yÅw – “David heard.”  This small detail seems to 

reveal a lot about David.  David has heard Goliath’s insulting provocation and is 

considering the challenge.  His hearing about the reward in particular seems to motivate 

him later on.  His response is intrigue, not fear – the prevalent reaction among the 

Israelites reported in v. 24.  Interestingly, the narration in v. 24 suggests that “seeing 

Goliath” (vy¡IaDh_tRa M™Dtwøa √rI;b), as opposed to hearing his words, causes the Israelites to flee 

and be frightened.  The reference to vision here (and also in v. 25) helps to further a motif 

from the prophetic material (I Sam. 16:1-13). 

 The first direct speech in this sub-unit comes from an unnamed Israelite in v. 25.  

This anonymous individual provides important information to David, specifically about 

the grand reward offered by the king to whoever can strike down the Philistine: great 

fortune, the king’s daughter in marriage, and tax-exempt status for his father’s household.  

The description of the reward offered by the king does not come from the king himself.  

It is conveyed through the mouth of an anonymous man of Israel.  Not surprisingly, this 

presentation of Saul is consistent with earlier depictions of his lack of initiative and 

dependence on others.58  Next, David’s verbal response to the tempting reward represents 

David’s first direct speech in Version 2 (and in I Samuel when ch. 17 is read altogether); 

his words offer a clear indication of David’s characteristic greed.  Having just heard the 

man list the various components of the reward, David asks for the information to be 

confirmed: z$D;lAh y ∞I;tVvIlVÚpAh_tRa ‹hR;kÅy r§RvSa vyIaDl h#RcDo´¥y_hAm - “What will be done for the man 

who strikes down that Philistine?” (v. 26).  David’s desire to double check information 
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that has just been communicated suggests his desire to calculate personal risk versus 

personal benefit.  Although he does invoke My`I¥yAj My¶IhølTa (“the living God”) at the end of 

the verse, his faith in God and desire to remove the insult from Israel come across as 

largely secondary to his desire to benefit personally.  Following David’s request for 

confirmation, another “redactional condensation” appears, conveying the repetition of 

information to David: …w…n`R;kÅy r¶RvSa vy™IaDl h$RcDo´y hâO;k róOmaEl h™RΩΩzAh r¶Db ∂;dA;k M$DoDh ‹wøl rRmaôø¥yÅw – “The 

troops said to him with the same words, saying: ‘This will be done for the man that 

strikes him down.’”  Here, this unusual phrasing starts functioning not as simply a 

remnant of the editing process but as a literary technique of its own: repeated speech.  

 Given the increased amount of speech in this sub-unit, both repetition and the 

opportunity to overhear operate as helpful literary devices employed in the service of the 

plot and character development.  For instance, with v. 28, the narrator mentions that 

Eliav, David’s oldest brother, has just “overheard” (o§AmVvˆ¥yÅw) the exchange between David 

and the troops.  Eliav is not pleased with his youngest brother’s behavior and proceeds to 

reproach him for leaving his father’s flock in order to come see the war.  His language is 

harsh, especially when he says: ÔK$RbDbVl AoêOr ‹tEa ◊w #ÔK ◊nOd ◊z_tRa yI;tVoâådÎy yªInSa - “I know your 

impudence and the evil of your heart” (v. 28).  Eliav employs uncommon language in his 

reproach as opposed to standard insults,59 which has the effect of intensifying the severity 

of his claims.  David’s reaction, in the form of two questions (v. 29), seems to confirm 

his own surprise at his brother’s outrage, or perhaps his own defensiveness.  While this 

exchange between Eliav and David may be the only hint that David’s relationship with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 ÔK ◊nOd ◊z	  – Of this noun’s eleven appearances in the Bible to describe arrogance (Jer. 
49:16), insolence (Prov. 13:10), and impudence (Deut. 17:12), this is its only appearance 
with a possessive suffix. This is also the only appearance of the phrase	  ÔK$RbDbVl AoêOr.	  
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his older brothers was strained like Joseph’s with his brothers, it is a powerful allusion to 

include moments before David enters the dangerous, life-threatening duel with Goliath.  

Just as readers can hold both sympathy and dismay toward Joseph, David’s behavior in 

this scene may elicit the same, conflicting response.  On the one hand, this exchange 

seems to present David as the undeserving receptacle of Eliav’s raw emotions triggered 

perhaps by the reversal of primogeniture.  On the other hand, it becomes difficult to 

maintain only sympathy for David when he turns away from his brother to confirm once 

again the nature of the threat and reward in discussion (v. 30).  At this point, it seems like 

David is only asking for trouble.  David’s repeated interest in the duel with the Philistine 

eventually gets “overheard” and relayed to Saul: d¡Iw ∂;d r ∞R;bî;d r™RvSa My$îrDb √;dAh ‹…woVm`DÚv ◊¥yÅw  (v. 31).  

In contrast to Eliav’s response, Saul does not become angry with David.  Instead, Saul 

holds him to his expressed interest and sends him off to fight the Philistine.  McCarter 

notes, however, that v. 31 seems entirely redactional to smooth the two versions together.  

When this one account stood alone, Saul would not have met David until the end.60  No 

matter what, the transition from v. 30/31 (David talking about fighting) to v. 41 (Goliath 

approaching David) is certainly the roughest transition in Version 2. 

	  

IV.  David Defeats Goliath (17:41, 48b & 50) 

 In contrast to Version 1’s depiction of David’s defeat of Goliath (analyzed 

above), the two and a half verses included here in Version 2 serve as an extremely bare 

account of the duel.  The details are minimal: As the Philistine drew closer to David  

(v. 41), “David hastened and ran to the battle line to meet the Philistine”  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 McCarter, 304. 



	   105	  

(tVvIlVÚpAh tañårVqIl h™Dk ∂rSoA;mAh X ∂r¶D¥yÅw dYˆw ∂;d r ∞EhAm ◊yÅw; v. 48b).  Despite the sparse description, 

however, the narration devotes two verbs to convey David’s speed (r ∞EhAm ◊yÅw and X ∂r¶D¥yÅw).  This 

inclusion reinforces the theme of David’s eager movement in contrast to Saul’s lack 

thereof (Saul has been on the frontline for 40 days without doing anything!).  Once David 

and Goliath are positioned “against” (tañårVqIl) one another, only one verse describes 

David’s miraculous victory.  Verse 50 communicates that David prevailed over Goliath 

with sling and stone, and not with sword, but this version neither mentions Goliath’s 

decapitation nor David’s invocation of God’s protection.  From beginning to end, Version 

2 never bears the theological lens that defines Version 1.   

	  

V.  Saul Meets David (17:55-58) 

 Despite what this version lacks, it does include a dramatic and much-anticipated 

introduction of David to Saul.  After he impressively defeats the Philistine champion, 

Saul and Abner turn to one another in hope of identifying the young lad who just slew 

their enemy.  Verse 55 reads rather comically in this regard.  The Israelites have just been 

saved from servitude to the Philistines, and the two men in charge of the army (and the 

nation) have no idea who did it.  Over the course of four verses (vv. 55-58), the phrase 

yIm_NR;b (“whose son?”) appears three times.  In the concluding verse of the chapter (v. 58), 

Saul finally gets an answer: “The son of Jesse.”  With these words, Version 2 forms an 

inclusio, opening with an introduction of David son of Jesse (v. 12) directed toward the 

audience and closing with another introduction of David son of Jesse (v. 58) directed 

toward Saul.   
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Comparing Version 1 & Version 2  

 Comparing the literary features of Version 2 presented above to those of Version 

1 (Part 3) supports, for the most part, the compositional history put forward by the source 

critical scholars.  Version 1, captured on its own in the LXX, reads as a coherent and 

independent account of the David and Goliath Epic.  Version 2 displays distinct literary 

features from Version 1, such as key words, use of dialogue, and relationships to other 

texts, but it lacks the same degree of narrative coherence and independence.  Since our 

only access to Version 2 is through the MT, and thus in its conflated form, this 

discrepancy in version coherence seems reasonable.  McCarter’s speculations about an 

original, fuller form of Version 2 before the conflation process help to resolve some of 

the narrative’s roughness, such as the lack of any transition from v. 30/31 to v. 41.  

However, since we can neither access a fuller form of Version 2 nor confirm that it ever 

existed in a fuller form,61 the strongest support for the source scholars’ divisions lies in 

the distinct literary features and ideological messages of the two versions. 

 The two versions of the David and Goliath Epic share several key words: Klh, 

arq and Prj.  In both versions, Klh establishes an important contrast between Saul’s 

passivity and David’s initiative.  In Version 2, in particular, Klh also illustrates the 

dynamic between David and his older brothers who initially follow Saul to war (…wkVlDh) 

before David himself gets sent to the scene.  In both versions, the use of arq reinforces 

the military setting of ch. 17, in which battle lines deploy “against” one another and 

David goes out “against” the Philistine.  The consistent use of this verb across the chapter 

establishes a helpful difference in diction between ch. 16 and ch. 17.  Furthermore, Prj 
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appears in both versions and represents Goliath’s insulting challenge to the Israelite army 

– the insult that David’s victory removes.  Despite this overlap in defining key words, 

however, Version 2 exhibits some unique language and phrasing that supports its distinct 

origins.  First of all, the verb vfn appears three times in Version 2 and never in Version 1.  

This verb illustrates David’s willingness to “leave” valuable belongings (animals and 

gear) with others in order to pursue more promising and exciting opportunities.  vfn 

symbolizes, to some extent, Version 2’s emphasis on David’s opportunism and greed, in 

contrast to Version 1’s emphasis on David’s faith and rhetoric.  Another distinct 

linguistic feature of Version 2 is the occurrence of phrasing like hR;l¡EaDh MyâîrDb √;dA;k (v. 23) 

and h™RΩΩzAh r¶Db ∂;dA;k (v. 27).  As mentioned above, McCarter defines these references to, rather 

than repetitions of, direct speech as “redactional condensation.”  Given that these phrases 

only appear in Version 2, their existence could be read as evidence of the conflation 

process that would have demanded such references in order to avoid too much repetition 

of direct speech. 

 Version 1 is not only full of direct speech but also dominated by eloquent 

speeches.  Goliath is the first to offer a speech (vv. 8-10), but then David prevails as the 

central rhetorician who gives an impressive, persuasive speech to Saul (vv. 34-37) 

followed by a highly theological speech to Goliath (vv. 45-47).  In addition to presenting 

David as “discerning in speech” (r™Db ∂;d Nwñøb ◊n; I Sam. 16:18), a characteristic that will 

continue to define him throughout his life, his speeches help to articulate the central 

theological message that defines Version 1: David’s secret weapon is God - tw$øaDbVx h ∞Dwh ◊y; 

the support and protection of the Israelite’s one God allows Saul’s small, inexperienced 

armor bearer to defeat the enormous Philistine warrior.  Version 2 lacks not only 
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examples of David’s impressive eloquence but also the clarity of theological messaging 

that comes through his speeches.  In contrast in Version 1, either as a result of the 

conflation process or as an indication of distinct literary styles, Version 2 includes more 

indirect speech than direct speech and incorporates patterns of repeated speech as well as 

overhearing.  These indirect forms of communication – hearing, repeating and relaying – 

ultimately define the dialogue style of Version 2.  They also help to reinforce the 

characterizations of both David (who asks for multiple confirmations of the reward 

promised for defeating the Philistine; vv. 27 and 30) and Saul (who needs information 

relayed to him; v 31).   

 In addition to differences in their use of dialogue, Version 1 and Version 2 display 

distinct narrative styles for the most part.  As discussed above, Version 1 devotes 

attention, language and verses to physical descriptions.  For example, the narration 

dedicates three verses to setting up the military landscape (vv. 1-3), four verses to 

depicting Goliath’s physical appearance (vv. 4-7), and then twelve verses to the actual 

duel between David and Goliath (vv. 40, 42-48a, 49 & 51).  In contrast, three sparse 

verses describe the duel in Version 2.  In general, the theme of physicality emphasized in 

Version 1 is underplayed in Version 2.  What the two narratives do share is a common 

approach to opening their accounts.  Both Versions 1 and 2 begin by establishing some 

basic context in the form of completed actions (i.e., verbs in the perfect conjugation).  

Then, after a few verses, the narration moves incorporate more participle verbs, which 

give the audience the sense of watching the dramatic plot unfold. 

 Supported by their distinct literary features, Version 1 and Version 2 present 

differing ideological messages.  Version 1, read in conjunction with the HDR’s account 
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of David’s arrival in Saul’s court (I Sam. 16:14-23), presents this overall message: Saul’s 

armor bearer David defeats Goliath and rises to power, because God is with him.  In 

contrast, Version 2 presents this overall message: Jesse’s youngest son and the shepherd 

of his flock rises to power and prominence far above his older brothers, because he takes 

bold action when presented with a tempting but life-threatening opportunity.  The 

theology of Version 2’s messaging is less explicit, for it relies primarily on allusions to 

Genesis and Exodus.  Regarding the political or royal ideology conveyed, Version 1 

begins with Saul’s introduction to his rival and successor (assuming we read Version 1 as 

a continuation of I Sam. 16:14-23), and Version 2 concludes with that introduction.  The 

timing of the introduction does not affect the messaging as much as it affects the drama 

produced.  In Version 1, Saul’s biggest threat emerges from right under his nose; the one 

who initially brings him comfort will ultimately undo him.  In Version 2, the drama 

emerges from delaying the much-anticipated meeting.  Neither Saul nor David has any 

idea whose son has defeated the Philistine champion.  In both cases, however, David is 

brought to Saul (I Sam. 16:21; 17:57).   

 Saul’s passivity and dependence on others is a prominent feature of both versions.  

Saul represents inaction.  In Version 1, the narrative depicts him as fearful of the 

Philistine (v. 11) and as trying to deter David from fighting the Philistine (v. 33).  Saul 

takes initiative only when he attempts to dress David in his battle garb, perhaps hoping 

that the troops will recognize the royal gear and think he is actually the one entering the 

duel.  Alternatively, this initiative by Saul may be part of his larger strategy of keeping 

David close to him and treating him as an adopted son of sorts.  In Version 2, Saul is 

largely absent from the plotline until the very end.  Verse 31 reports that David’s words 
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(of interest in fighting the Philistine) are told to Saul.  Only later do the two men 

officially meet after David has defeated Goliath, and Abner brings David to Saul.  Both 

versions – individually and combined – paint Saul in a rather negative, uninspiring, and 

anti-heroic light.  Already clearly declining in power and prominence, he operates as a 

foil for the rising star of Israel: his successor David. 

 While the two versions of the David and Goliath Epic present rather consistent 

presentations of Saul, they are less consistent about David.  As explored at various points 

in the analysis above, Version 1 emphasizes David’s rhetorical abilities and his strong 

faith in Israel’s God.  These are clearly and highly desirable qualities in the future king of 

Israel.  In addition to his general attractiveness, David represents the ultimate underdog 

with whom the Israelite people of all eras can identify.  Despite his multiple roles as 

shepherd boy, court lyre player, and armor bearer, what he lacks is military experience, 

and he quickly defies everyone’s expectations with his miraculous, one-stone strike-down 

of Goliath.  With that one throw, he seems to win over the hearts of the Israelite people.  

Taken altogether, Version 1 comes across as unquestionably pro-David text.  More 

nuance and ambiguity enters the picture with Version 2’s portrayal of David’s eagerness 

and emerging greed (which will become more apparent in II Samuel).  His motivation for 

dueling the Philistine is quite clear: he wants the reward.  The reader does not have to 

infer anything about his motivation for endangering his life, which is not the case in 

Version 1.  As has been acknowledged already, it is more complicated to assess the 

overall message and tone of Version 2, since we do not necessarily have the complete 

story before us.  That said, its presentation comes across as less theological; David is a 

bold opportunist who is willing to take risks.  His brothers, specifically the eldest Eliav, 
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do not appreciate these qualities in their brother, and this dynamic certainly places David 

in the company of Joseph.  He, too, will disrupt the birth order of his family as he rises in 

power over the people.   

 

Part 5.  The Masoretic Text: God’s Newly Anointed King Defeats Goliath  

(I Samuel 16:1-17:58)  

Literary Analysis  

 Any attempt to read I Samuel 16 & 17 together as a unified, coherent whole must 

grapple with this core question: When exactly does Saul meet David?  Do they meet at 

the end of ch. 16 (v. 21), or at the end of ch. 17 (v. 58)?  Posing the question differently, 

if David has been serving as Saul’s armor bearer and beloved court lyre player, why does 

Saul not recognize his servant after he slays Goliath?  Polzin, who advocates strongly for 

reading the received text as a coherent whole, suggests that Saul’s inability to recognize 

David at the end of ch. 17 could be a hint about the onset of Saul’s madness (presenting 

here as memory loss).62  Alternatively, Saul’s repeated questioning, “Whose son?”  

(vv. 55-58) could be interpreted not as an indication of memory loss but as a form of 

coercion.  Saul, realizing David’s potential to be a legitimate threat, wants David to 

renounce his allegiance to his birth father Jesse and pledge himself completely to his 

royal father Saul.63  While I am not particularly convinced by either explanation, Polzin’s 

multiple responses to this central interpretative challenge demonstrate that a range of 

approaches exists beyond source criticism for handling the inconsistencies, ambiguities 

and redundancies posed by the material in chs. 16 and 17.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Polzin, 162.  
63 Polzin, 175.	  
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 Although reading the entire unit together may require looking past, or at least 

creatively at, the textual irregularities, doing so allows new themes to come to the surface 

and other motifs to bolster new strength.  Regarding the latter, the motif of vision 

certainly defines and distinguishes the prophetic material narrating Samuel’s anointment 

of David (I Sam. 16:1-13), but an attention to appearance and visual perception continues 

throughout the whole unit.  When one of Saul’s servants describes David to Saul later in 

ch. 16, he describes David as rAaóø;t vy ∞Ia (“an attractive man,” v. 18).  Then, in ch. 17, the 

narrator pays particular attention to Goliath’s appearance, carefully noting his impressive 

height as well as the various materials of his armor and components of his weaponry  

(vv. 4-7).  Even with the focus on speech in both versions of ch. 17, visual impressions 

continue to elicit strong responses.  For instance, after Goliath insults the Israelite army, 

v. 24 reads: dáOaVm …wäa √ry`I¥yÅw wyYÎnDÚpIm ‹…ws‹¨nÎ¥yÅw vy¡IaDh_tRa M™Dtwøa √rI;b l$Ea ∂rVcˆy vy ∞Ia ‹ lOk ◊w - “All the men of 

Israel, when they saw the man they fled from him and were very frightened.”  Similarly, 

before Goliath even begins to exchange taunts with David, the narration in v. 42 

communicates Goliath’s reaction to David’s appearance alone: “The Philistine looked 

and saw David (d™Iw ∂;d_tRa h¶Ra √rˆ¥yÅw y¢I;tVvIlVÚpAh fªE;bÅ¥yÅw), and he despised him; for he was a lad and 

ruddy with a beautiful appearance (h`Ra √rAm h¶Ep ◊y_MIo y™InOm √dAa ◊w).”  Further examples of the 

prominence of vision in this unit include Eliav’s critique of David for wanting to come 

“see” the war (v. 28), and then Saul’s “watching” of David go out against the Philistine 

(v. 55).  In all four sources analyzed, either har operates as a key word or the act of 

visual perception operates as a defining action.  Given the data available, it becomes 

difficult to speculate whether the prophetic writer intentionally drew upon a subtle theme 
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present in the older material and then amplified it in his own material, or if the 

continuation of the motif is merely a coincidence. 

 Regarding new themes that emerge when the whole unit is read and analyzed 

together, the verb rws “to turn aside” may get overlooked in the individual sources but 

becomes a central thematic through-line for the collective unit.  The verb first appears in  

I Sam. 16:14 to explain: “The spirit of YHWH had turned away (h ∂r™Ds) from Saul.”  This 

verse follows the announcement that: “The spirit of YHWH gripped David from that day 

forward” (v. 13).  As a result, rws comes to symbolize the intensifying dynamic between 

David and Saul, specifically God’s selection of (“turning toward”) David and rejection of 

(“turning away from”) Saul.  Later in ch. 17, this verb will reappear in a new context 

when David asks the troops in v. 26: “What will be done for the man who strikes down 

that Philistine and turns aside that insult from Israel (l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy l ∞AoEm h™DÚp √rRj ry¶IsEh ◊w)?”  David 

will soon become the man who succeeds in striking down the Philistine and turning aside 

his insult, but before he does, Saul will try to dress David in his own armor (v. 38).  

When David quickly realizes that the armor inhibits his ability to walk, his “removal of 

the armor” (wy`DlDoEm d™Iw ∂;d MñérIs ◊yÅw) serves as a symbolic rejection or casting off of Saul’s help 

(v. 39).  David also threatens to literalize the metaphor of “turning aside the insult” when 

he says to Goliath in v. 46: ÔKy$RlDoEm ‹ÔKVvaíør_tRa y§ItOrIsShÅw ÔK#ItyI;kIh ◊w - “I will strike you down and 

remove your head.”  If Aj…wµr represents divine protection and favor and vaør represents 

political or military power, then the verb rws successfully combines the theological and 

political authorities that shift away from Saul and toward David over the course of these 

two chapters. 



	   114	  

 When reading the unit as a coherent whole, the combination of the distinct literary 

styles, rather than the consistent use of key words or dialogue, can also provide structure 

and meaning.  For instance, ch. 16 depicts young David as a passive recipient of both 

divine and royal selection.  He does nothing to deserve his special treatment.  He neither 

speaks nor takes action, except for making music with his lyre.  In contrast, ch. 17 

presents David as an eager young man of action and eloquence.  He is both the dominant 

speaker and the subject of many different, highly physical verbs.  Given these contrasting 

presentations, some have categorized ch. 16 as an introduction to David “the private 

person,” and ch. 17 as an introduction to David “the public figure.”64  Alter takes this 

categorization further and argues that the inclusion of two different versions of David’s 

introduction to the plot (and to Saul) not only allows for the incorporation of different 

aspects of David’s character but also influences how the audience understands his 

election as king.  Chapter 16 presents David’s election as unambiguously divine with the 

spirit of God descending upon him, while ch. 17 presents David’s election as the result of 

his proving his manhood and ascending through his own bold action.65  Overall, Alter 

makes a helpful argument for including multiple and even inconsistent perspectives: 

The monotheistic revolution of biblical Israel was a continuing and 
disquieting one. It left little margin for neat and confident views about 
God, the created world, history, and man as political animal or moral 
agent, for it repeatedly had to make sense of the intersection of 
incompatibles…The biblical outlook is informed, I think, by a sense of 
stubborn contradiction, of a profound and ineradicable untidiness in the 
nature of things, and it is toward the expression of such a sense of moral 
and historical reality that the composite artistry of the Bible is directed.66	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Alter discusses the interpretation of Kenneth R. Gros Louis (The Art of Biblical 
Narrative, 148). 
65 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 147-152. 
66 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 154.	  
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 Alter acknowledges the inconsistencies and incompatibilities, and he embraces 

them as sources of rich and more realistic meaning.  In line with Alter’s argument above, 

the source critics’ speculations about the compositional history of this unit can add 

historical, theological and textual value to our reading.  For instance, with regard to ch. 

17, McCarter proposes at least four stages of growth for the story about David defeating 

the Philistine: (1) The foundation story recounted an Israelite victory over the Philistines 

near Socoh.  Saul led the victory, but his young armor bearer played a prominent role and 

ultimately overshadowed the king.  This story was incorporated into the earliest material 

that would come to be known as the History of David’s Rise (HDR).  (2) The foundation 

story was then replaced almost entirely by a popular legend about David defeating the 

Philistine champion.  This inserted legend exhibited a highly stylized and idealized form.  

(3) Certain details, such as the name of the Philistine and the description of the shaft of 

his spear, were adopted from a similar legend about Elhanan that appears in II Sam. 

21:29ff.  At the end of this stage, Version 1 had been produced.  (4) Later, a complete 

alternative account (Version 2) about David’s arrival and victory over Goliath was 

interpolated into some manuscripts.67  Regarding this later conflation process, McCarter 

makes an important point that, even if Version 2 did not enter the primary narrative until 

much later, its date of composition was not necessarily late.68   

 Working with this four-stage progression, it seems reasonable to follow that the 

story about David’s arrival to Saul’s court (I Sam. 16:14-23) originated on its own and 

was incorporated into the early HDR material.  While the chronology proceeds smoothly 

enough from David’s arrival in Saul’s court into David’s participation in the war with the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 McCarter, 298. 
68 McCarter, 308.	  
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Philistines (Version 1 of ch. 17), the two accounts are by no means dependent on one 

another.  It would also be feasible to insert another episode between them.  Regarding 

Version 2 of the David and Goliath Epic, this account seems to be less aware of the 

tradition about David’s arrival in Saul’s court as a musician, and hence its dramatic 

meeting between the two men at the end of the duel.  Moreover, the prophetic material  

(I Sam. 16:1-13) ends up framing all that follows but could have been added much later.  

We cannot confirm the exact compositional history or know the origins of all of the 

different material fragments, but beginning to understand the differences between the 

sources – their distinct presentations of David, literary styles, folkloric formulas, and 

theological messages – allows the richness of the unit as a whole to come through.  Those 

involved in shaping the composite artistry of this unit demonstrate a desire to smooth 

over and even unify some inconsistencies between source traditions; at the same time, 

they also convey a comfort in allowing the distinct styles and ideologies to operate side 

by side, and a willingness to live with the obvious conflict about the initial meeting 

between David and Saul.  Overall, given David’s ultimate centrality in the national 

Israelite narrative as well as his early divisiveness within Israel, it is not surprising that 

many different traditions exist about his initial appearance and rise to power.  The 

editorial decisions to incorporate these multiple traditions, and even allow them to 

conflict, suggests the power of a composite narrative to unify the national identity.  
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Chapter 4: I Samuel 24 & 26 Exegesis 

 

Introduction 

 Representing a distinct form of narrative doublets, the parallel accounts of David 

sparing Saul’s life contained within I Samuel 24 and 26 are neither conflated nor placed 

side by side in the larger narrative.  Instead, they are presented as independent events, 

each as their own chapter and with an entire chapter between them.  The narrative 

distance between the two accounts, however, does not conceal the common structure they 

share.  In both accounts, Saul’s pursuit of David causes him to flee into the wilderness.  

Saul learns about David’s general location, but then David is the one who sneaks up on 

Saul.  Although David’s men seek to kill Saul, David prohibits them from doing any 

harm to “YHWH’s anointed.”  David opts to perform a symbolic action, which he then 

uses as evidence of his innocence and piety when he reveals himself to Saul.  Saul 

responds to David by admitting his own guilt and offering a blessing, in one form or 

another, to David.  Both accounts conclude with the two rivals parting ways.   

 In addition to their common structure, these two accounts share many of the same 

linguistic features and ideological angles, and thus present as very much related.  Given 

these similarities, the two chapters read in sequence come across as both repetitive and 

contradictory, especially since the narration in ch. 26 displays no awareness of what has 

occurred in ch. 24.  These features and others discussed below lead source critical 

scholars, including Brettler and McCarter, to read ch. 24 as a revised version of ch. 26’s 
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account.  Brettler further argues that ch. 26 is based on an even older, lost source, so both 

accounts demonstrate degrees of dependence on the source that preceded them.1   

Given the many shared qualities of the two chapters, it becomes the responsibility of 

scholars and readers alike to determine how to best read the two accounts together: 

Should they be read from a source critical perspective, as independent narratives with a 

shared theme but representing distinct authorial agendas?  Or, should they be understood 

from a literary perspective, as components of a coherently whole unit (chs. 24-26) in 

which each chapter intentionally builds one what came earlier?  The following exegesis 

aims to combine both approaches – a source critical reading with literary analysis.  I will 

begin with a close textual analysis of the literary devices and ideological messages of 

each of the individual accounts, ch. 24 and ch. 26, as delineated by the source critics.  In 

the final section, I will then provide a literary analysis of the unit as a whole, exploring 

the methods by which the multiple traditions have been brought together and the resulting 

effects on the dominant literary features of each component part.  This final section will 

also investigate the possible literary and ideological implications of reading the unit as 

both composite and coherent. 

 

Part 1.  I Samuel 24:1-23 

A.  Structural Outline	  

David Spares Saul’s Life: Saul Acknowledges the Next King (I Samuel 24:1-23) 

I. Saul Seeks David (24:1-4) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Marc Zvi Brettler, “The David Tradition,” in Israel in Transition 2: From Late Bronze 
II to Iron IIA (C. 125—850 BCE): the Texts (ed. Lester L. Grabbe; London: Continuum 
International Publishing, 2011), 46. 
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a. Saul learns that David is hiding in the wilderness of Ein Gedi (vv. 1-2) 

b. Saul takes 3000 select men to look for David (v. 3) 

c. To relieve himself, Saul unknowingly enters the cave where David sits  

(v. 4) 

II. David Sneaks Up on Saul (24:5-8) 

a. David’s men declare that YHWH has delivered Saul into his hand (v. 5a) 

b. David stealthily cuts the corner of Saul’s cloak (v. 5b) 

c. Feeling remorse, David forbids his men from laying a hand on YHWH’s 

anointed (vv. 6-8a) 

d. Saul exits the cave unharmed (v. 8b) 

III. David Confronts Saul (23:9-23) 

a. Following Saul, David calls out to the King and bows in respect (v. 9) 

b. David declares his innocence and implies Saul’s guilt (vv. 10-16) 

c. Saul recognizes David’s voice and admits his guilt (vv. 17-19) 

d. Saul blesses David and acknowledges his future kingship (vv. 20-21) 

e. Saul asks David to swear to protect his seed and his name (vv. 22-23a) 

f. The two men part ways (v. 23b) 

	  

B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  Saul Seeks David (24:1-4) 

 The opening verses of ch. 24 set up the context for what will be an unusual 

encounter between Saul and David.  This encounter occurs in the midst of Saul’s ongoing 

pursuit of David, which began in ch. 18.  Afraid and threatened by David, Saul “seeks 
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David’s life” (wóøvVpÅn_tRa vâé;qAbVl; I Sam. 23:15).  Just prior to the scene in discussion, Saul 

had been chasing after David in the wilderness, but his pursuit was interrupted upon his 

learning that the Philistines had invaded.  At the very end of ch. 23, the narrator explains: 

My¡I;tVvIlVÚp taâårVqIl JKRl™E¥yÅw dYˆw ∂d yâérSjAa ‹POd √rIm l…w#aDv bDv ∞D¥yÅw – “Saul turned back from chasing after 

David, and he went to meet the Philistines” (23:28).  Chapter 24 opens during this break 

in the chase: yîd`R…g_Ny`Eo twõødDxVmI;b bRv™E¥yÅw M¡DÚvIm d™Iw ∂;d lAo¶A¥yÅw – “David went up from there, and he 

stayed in the strongholds of Ein Gedi” (v. 1).  His respite, however, is a brief one, 

because in the very next verse, the narrator reports that “Saul turned back from [chasing] 

after the Philistines” (My¡I;tVvIlVÚp yäérSjAaEm l…w$aDv b ∞Dv) and learned of David’s new location in 

Ein Gedi.  Echoing the language of I Sam. 23:28, v. 2 introduces the key word yäérSjAa 

(“after”) and the overall motif of chasing, pursuing or following after that defines this 

chapter.  For the most part, Saul is the one chasing “after” David, but this word yäérSjAa will 

be employed in other ways to reinforce the motif. 

 Upon learning David’s new location, Saul moves into action, though not alone.  

The narrator states: l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy_lD;kIm r…wäjD;b vy¶Ia l…w#aDv jâå;qˆ¥yÅw – “Saul took 3000 select men from 

all of Israel” (v. 3).  This particular depiction indicates that Saul’s men are not only large 

in number (My¢IpDlSa tRv¬ølVv) but also have been “selected” (r…wäjD;b) from an even larger pool 

(l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy_lD;kIm).  In reading this verse, Alter points out that David “commands a guerilla 

band of about six hundred men; so he is outnumbered five to one and is facing elite 

troops.”2  Thus, seven chapters after his remarkable defeat of Goliath, David remains in 

the position of the underdog being pursued: wy$DvÎnSa`Aw ‹dˆw ∂;d_tRa vôé;qAbVl JKRlG´¥yÅw – “And [Saul] 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Alter, The David Story, 147. 
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went to seek David and his men” (v. 3).  Although the two rivals each travel with an 

entourage, the dynamics change once both enter the cave.  Saul becomes much more 

vulnerable, entering the cave alone and physically exposed: wy¡Dl ◊går_tRa K ∞EsDhVl l…wäaDv añøbÎ¥yÅw - 

“Saul entered to cover his feet” (v. 3).  Many translations interpret the expression “to 

cover his feet” as a euphemism for “to relieve himself,”3 and this impetus for entering the 

cave begins to establish what will be an overall degrading presentation of Saul in this 

chapter (more so than in ch. 26).  Not only does this premise put him in an embarrassing 

and exposed situation before his rival, but it also implies that Saul only finds David by 

accident.  Given the incidental nature of his arrival, it appears that Saul is without a single 

one of his 3000 men and perhaps without a weapon on him.  In contrast Saul’s increased 

vulnerability, David – the one being pursued – remains hidden with his men in the 

protective cave.  He now has the advantage; he is in a position to capture and even kill 

the king.  After all of Saul’s seeking of David, it will be David who sneaks up on Saul. 

	  

II.  David Sneaks Up on Saul (24:5-8) 

 “Sitting in the far end of the cave” (My`IbVvOy hä∂rDoV;mAh y¶EtV;k √rÅyV;b), David’s men are the 

first to speak up, saying: ÔKy#RlEa h ∞Dwh ◊y rªAmDa_rRvà≈⋲a Mw˝ø¥yAh h ∏´…nIh – “Here is the day about which 

YHWH said to you:” ÔKy¡RnyEoV;b b ∞Afˆy r™RvSaA;k w$ø;l Dty ∞IcDo ◊w ÔK$®dÎyV;b [‹ÔKVbˆyáOa] ÔKyRb ◊yOa_tRa N§EtOn y%IkOnDa h ∏´…nIh –  

“ ‘Behold, I will place your enemy in your hand, and you shall do to him whatever is 

pleasing in your eyes’ ” (v. 5).  By attributing these words to David’s men, and not David 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 McCarter, 383; Alter, 147; NJPS. In her explanation of the expression, Weiss points to 
other biblical passages in which	  l‰g®r	  (“leg” or “foot”) stands for “penis” and in which 
euphemisms employ the opposite verb in order to sanitize the language. Thus, “to cover 
his feet” becomes “to uncover his penis” (194-95).	  
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himself, the narrator helps to protect David’s innocence from the very beginning of the 

scene.  The inclination to harm belongs to them, not him.  David’s restraint is especially 

impressive in light of the promise referenced here from God to David, though that 

promise has never been mentioned before in the narrative.4  Its inclusion, however, does 

effectively begin to establish the theological angle of the chapter: God is on David’s side, 

not Saul’s.  The language of “placing your enemy in your hand” echoes David’s taunting 

of the Goliath and Philistines, as he had said: …wnáédÎyV;b M™RkVtRa N¶AtÎn ◊w h$DmDjVlI;mAh hÎwhy`Al y§I;k – “For 

the war belongs to YHWH, and He shall place you all into our hand” (I Sam. 17:47).  

First mentioned in v. 5, dy (“hand”) will operate as a key word symbolizing power and 

the shifting power dynamic between Saul and David in this chapter.5  Further developing 

this theme, David exercises his newfound power at the end of v. 5: tÿOrVkˆ¥yÅw dGˆw ∂;d M ∂q ∞D¥yÅw 

f`D;lA;b l…wäaDvVl_rRvSa ly¶IoV;mAh_P`AnV;k_tRa – “He arose to cut the corner of Saul’s cloak in 

secrecy.”  The root Mwq (“to arise for action,” “to stand,” or “to be established”) will also 

occur frequently in this chapter to depict empowered action and movement.   

 David’s cutting the corner of Saul’s cloak carries many connotations.  First, Saul 

himself “seized the corner of Samuel’s cloak and torn it” (oáår ∂;qˆ¥yÅw wäølyIoVm_PÅnVkI;b q¶EzSjÅ¥yÅw), upon 

hearing that the kingship had been “torn away” from him (I Sam. 15:27).  Then, prior to 

his duel with Goliath, David and Saul had a symbolic exchange over a different form of 

outerwear – Saul’s gear (I Sam. 17:38f).  Saul tried to dress David in his armor, but then 

David rejected and removed it all, claiming that he could not walk.  As a third and related 

layer of meaning, Everett Fox explains: “In ancient Near Eastern practice, the hem of a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 McCarter, 383. 
5 For a discussion of each appearance of the hand metaphor, see Weiss, 205-11. 
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cloak or robe was a personal sign, used for identification.”6  Taken altogether, David’s 

choice to cut Saul’s cloak may spare Saul his life but serves to symbolically strip Saul of 

his power, his identity, and his kingship.  The inclusion of the word f`D;lA;b (“in secrecy”) at 

the end of the verse brings further shame to Saul by reminding the audience of his lack of 

awareness.  He still has no idea that he has company!  

 Immediately following David’s decisive cut of the cloak, the narrator remarks:  

wóøtOa d™Iw ∂;d_bEl JK¶A¥yÅw N$Ek_yérSj`Aa ‹yIh ◊y`Aw – “It happened afterward that David’s heart struck him 

down” (v. 6).  Here yérSj`Aa provides both a transition in time and a linkage between action 

and consequence, and thereby expands the semantic range of this key word.  Moreover, 

the specific language and imagery employed in this verse is especially fitting to describe 

David’s sudden remorse or change of heart.  David is often the subject, and never the 

object, of the verb hkn (“to strike down”), but here he becomes “conscience-stricken.”7  

Literally, “David’s heart strikes him;” figuratively, he beats himself up over what he has 

just done.8  David then communicates his concern with theological language.  He says to 

his men: wóø;b yäîdÎy AjñølVvIl hYÎwh ◊y Ajy ∞IvVmIl yˆnOda`Al h§RΩΩzAh r°Db ∂;dAh_tRa ·hRcToRa_MIa hGÎwhy`Em y∞I;l hDlyªIlDj – 

“Forbid me from YHWH if I should do this thing to my lord, to YHWH’s anointed, to 

send my hand against him” (v. 7).  As Weiss explains, here the hand motif extends well 

beyond the initiative of “sending one’s hand” and points to the completed action of 

harming or killing another.9  Regarding David’s expression of piety, Alter explains that 

his words also reveal self-interest, for David too is “YHWH’s anointed” and hopes to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Everett Fox, Give Us a King! Samuel, Saul and David: A New Translation of Samuel I 
and II (New York: Schocken Books, 1999), 118.	  	  
7 McCarter, 384. 
8 Weiss, 198. 
9 Weiss, 208. 



	   124	  

enjoy the same degree of protection and sanctity in the future.10  His reiteration of Saul’s 

status at the close of the verse (“for he is YHWH’s anointed” - a…wáh h™Dwh ◊y Ajy¶IvVm_y`I;k) seems 

to confirm Alter’s reading. Verse 8 then closes the scene by explaining that David “does 

not permit his men to rise up against Saul” (l…wóaDv_lRa M…wêqDl M™DnDt ◊n añøl ◊w) and that Saul 

“arises from the cave” (hä∂rDoV;mAhEm Mñ∂q) and continues on his way unharmed.  The double 

occurrence of Mwq draws attention to the shifting power dynamics at play between David, 

his men, and Saul.   

 This sub-unit of the chapter is structured by the dialogue between David and his 

men, and the combination of action and restraint that then results from their exchange of 

words.  David’s men are always referenced as wy%DvÎnSa (“his men”); they speak to him 

collectively (v. 5), and he speaks to them as a collective (vv. 7-8).  No individual men 

receive particular attention or credit, but the words attributed to this collective group do 

seem to move David to action in v. 5.  Then in v. 8, David’s words inhibit further action: 

My$îrDb √;dA;b ‹wyDvÎnSa_tRa d§Iw ∂;d o°A;sAv ◊yÅw.  Here the narration employs the verb o°A;sAv ◊yÅw, which has a 

disputed meaning in this specific context.  The root itself refers to “splitting” or “tearing,” 

and Alter opts to understand the verb as describing the way in which David uses words to 

create a barrier of sorts between his men and the king.11  His words have power, and they 

effectively persuade, or at least prohibit, his eager men from doing any harm to Saul.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Alter, The David Story, 148.	  
11 Alter, 148; HALOT points to various interpretive possibilities for this unusual 
expression	  (My$îrDb √;dA;b ‹wyDvÎnSa_tRa d§Iw ∂;d o°A;sAv ◊yÅw), including: “David calmed the men with 
words,” “David broke the men to pieces with words,” and “David completely restrained 
the enthusiasm (verve) of his people” (4:1609). See also Weiss (198-200) who explores 
the possible meanings of “tear apart his men with words.” She argues that David does not 
appear to “reproach” his men, but that the “tearing” might more accurately connote the 
act of “persuading” with speech. Moreover, the surprisingly violent tone of the 
expression further emphasizes the forceful will of David’s men. 
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Overall, dialogue proves to be an effective form of communication, even as David and 

his men maintain a low profile in the cave.  Perhaps their seemingly animated speech 

draws further attention to Saul’s obliviousness.  Given the way caves create echoes, how 

did he not hear them?   

	  

III.  David Confronts Saul (24:9-23) 

 Once Saul exits the cave, any attempts at secrecy and reduced speech volume 

cease, for David follows after Saul: h ∂rDoV;mAh_NIm ‹aEx´¥yÅw N#Ek_yérSjAa d˝ˆw ∂;d M ∂q ∏Î¥yÅw – “David arose 

afterward and went out from the cave” (v. 9).  The key word yérSjAa appears three times in 

v. 9.  In addition to describing “following after” in time, yérSjAa connotes “following after” 

in space: JKRl¡R;mAh y ∞InOdSa räOmaEl l…wöaDv_yérSj`Aa a¬∂rVqˆ¥yÅw – “[David] called out after Saul, saying, 

‘My lord, the King!’ ”  Then, Saul “looks behind him” (wy$∂rSj`Aa ‹ l…waDv f§E;bÅ¥yÅw) to see David 

bending to the ground and prostrating himself.  David’s humble language and calculated 

actions depicted here reveals his smart strategy: both his words and body communicate 

deference.  Making himself known to Saul certainly makes him vulnerable to attack, but 

presenting himself in a most respectful manner helps to influence Saul’s reaction.  Once 

he catches Saul’s attention, David launches into a seven-verse speech in which he flexes 

his well-established rhetorical muscles.  David’s well-crafted speech incorporates many 

of the chapter’s key words and also introduces a few more motifs.  The long speech 

contrasts with the dialectic style in the previous sub-unit, but it also includes repeated 

speech within it, which gives the effect of dialogue within the monologue.  David opens 

the speech to Saul with an accusatory question: “Why do you listen to people’s words, 

saying, ‘Look David seeks to harm you?’ ” (ÔK`RtDo ∂r väé;qAbVm dYˆw ∂d h ∞E…nIh; v. 10).  With this 
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question, David reinforces the motif of “seeking” (väé;qAbVm) and introduces a new key word 

or (“harm” or “evil”) that Saul will further develop in his response to David.   

 In the next two verses of the speech, David employs the root har (“to see”) four 

times to reinforce his main point: Can’t you see that I do not intend to harm you?  Also 

four times in two verses, David uses the term yîdÎy: “YHWH placed you into my hand 

today;” “I said ‘I will not send my hand against my lord, for he is YHWH’s anointed’ ” 

(v. 11); “See the corner of your cloak in my hand;” and “Know and see that in my hand 

there is no evil or rebellion” (v. 12).  Highlighting the artistry of the author, David’s 

words utilize the hand motif both literally and figuratively.  In addition to employing 

these two motifs to clearly make the case that, despite his opportunity and ability, he 

intends no harm to Saul, David adds some ambiguity to his tone when he refers to Saul as 

“my father” (y ∞IbDa; v. 12).  On the one hand, David’s use of the term could be part of his 

strategy to overwhelm Saul with displays of respect, persuade him of his innocence, and 

simultaneously succeed in overpowering him.  On the other hand, his use of the term 

could reveal more genuine desperation on David’s part – what Alter describes as “an 

attempt to reach back to the moment of affectionate intimacy in their relationship.”12  

After all, Saul is David’s father-in-law.  Either way one reads David’s address of “my 

father,” his tone only gets stronger and sharper as the speech continues.  Having made the 

case in v. 12 for his demonstration of mercy at Saul’s moment of exposure, David begins 

to contrast his innocence with Saul’s guilt: D;K¡R;mIm h™Dwh ◊y yˆn¶Am ∂q ◊n…w ÔKY‰nyEb…w y ∞InyE;b ‹hÎwh ◊y fôOÚpVvˆy – Let 

YHWH judge between me and you, and let YHWH avenge me of you” (v. 13).  Between 

invoking God’s judgment and claiming God’s involvement in “placing Saul into his 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Alter, The David Story, 149. 
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hand” (v. 11), David’s theological language achieves at least two ends.  First, he elevates 

their rivalry to the divine realm, and thereby implies that the rivalry will ultimately be 

settled by a power stronger than either one of them.  Second, David’s language, which 

echoes his theological rhetoric from ch. 17, furthers his presentation as an innocent, pious 

man of faith.  He has divine selection and protection, and each time he refers to Saul as 

“YHWH’s anointed” (h™Dwh ◊y Ajy¶IvVm), he somewhat ironically draws attention to his own 

very same status. 

 Next, when David claims “my hand will not be against you” (JK`D;b_h‰yVh`It añøl yäîdÎy ◊w) in 

v. 13 and then again in v. 14, his explicit assertion of innocence includes an implicit 

accusation of Saul’s guilt.  David’s language here echoes Saul’s own words when he 

devised to kill David by sending into battle: My`I;tVvIlVÚp_dÅy wäøb_yIhVt…w w$ø;b ‹yîdÎy y§IhV;t_lAa – “Let not 

my hand be against him, but let the hand of the Philistines be against him” (I Sam. 

18:17).  David’s accusation grows in strength when he quotes an ancient proverb to call 

Saul a “wicked man” from whom “wickedness comes forth” (oAvó®r aEx ∞Ey My™IoDv √rEm;  

v. 14).  He then launches a series of accusatory questions that emphasize the “following 

after” motif: PóédOr d`DjRa vñOo √rAÚp yäérSjAa t$Em bRl ∞R;k ‹yérSj`Aa h ∞D;tAa y™Im yñérSjAa l$Ea ∂rVcˆy JKRl ∞Rm ‹aDxÎy y§Im y°érSjAa 

- “After whom does the King of Israel come forth?  After whom do you chase?  After a 

dead dog?  After a single flea?” (v. 15).  This series of questions exemplifies the stylized 

and slightly underhanded nature of David’s speech.  He may be explicitly humbling 

himself before the “King of Israel” by equating his own status to that of lowly “a dead 

dog” or even “a single flea,” but he is also launching a critique at Saul.  Weiss explains:  

…the utterance becomes more dynamic because of the interplay between 
equivalence and contrast. While a dog and flea share the trait of a lowly 
status, the creatures differ in various respects, including the fact that, 
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unlike a dead dog, a flea is difficult to capture. Thus, through this cleverly 
crafted utterance, David criticizes Saul for two misconceptions: belittling 
David’s personal status and underestimating his military prowess.13 
 

Overall, David accuses Saul of unreasonably seeking the life of an innocent man.  

Boasting of his innocence, David closes the speech by invoking God, once again, to 

judge between Saul and David: ÔK¡RnyEb…w y ∞InyE;b f™ApDv ◊w NYÎ¥yådVl ‹hÎwh ◊y h§DyDh ◊w – “Let YHWH be arbiter 

and judge between me and you” (v. 16).  Like a lawyer presenting his final argument, 

David closes the case by reiterating that justice is on his side. 

 In a classic use of contrastive dialogue, Saul responds to David’s seven-verse 

speech with four words: d¡Iw ∂d y ∞InV;b h™Rz ñÔKVlOqSh – “Is that your voice, my son David?” (v. 17).  

With these four Hebrew words, however, Saul’s response achieves a great deal.  First of 

all, his question shifts the tone entirely.  Saul’s words transport the reader from David’s 

courtroom to Isaac’s deathbed.  Saul’s language echoes that of the confused, nearly blind 

patriarch about to bestow his blessing, who says: b$OqSoÅy lwêøq ‹ lO;qAh - “The voice is the voice 

of Jacob” (Gen. 27:22).  Such an allusion succeeds in eliciting the reader’s sympathy, 

after Saul has been attacked as wicked and unjust.  Second, Saul’s reference to David as 

y ∞InV;b (“my son”) comes across much less ambiguously than David’s reference to Saul as 

“my father” (v. 12).  Again, this language positions Saul as parallel to the figure of Isaac, 

who asks: w¡DcEo y ∞InV;b h™Rz h¶D;tAa – “Are you my son, Esau?” (Gen. 27:24).  Whether or not the 

events in either context unfold according divine plan, here Saul, like Isaac, is being 

manipulated.  Also like Isaac, Saul’s vision is impaired.  Initially, he had not see David in 

the cave, and now becoming overwhelmed by their interaction, Saul “lifts up his voice 

and cries” (v. 17).  With that description, the allusion is complete, for Saul’s eyes have 
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become blind, like Isaac’s, with tears.14  This detail leads to the third layer of intrigue 

embedded in this verse.  After David’s rhetorical focus on vision and sight (har), why 

this shift to sound and voice?  Why does Saul only recognize David by voice and not by 

sight, once they are outside of the cave?  David may have initially called out to Saul, but 

they have presumably been standing before one another for several moments during the 

course of David’s extended speech.  This disconnect between David’s speech and Saul’s 

response points to ch. 24’s dependence on ch. 26 (which will be discussed more below).   

 After his bout of tears, Saul then launches into an uncharacteristically long, five-

verse response to David (vv. 18-22).  The key word of his response is h¡Dbwøf (“good”), a 

clear contrast to the theme of evil or wickedness that dominated David’s words.  

Confirming David’s own political angle, Saul emphasizes David’s innocence and his own 

wrongdoing.  He declares to David: yˆ…n¡R;mIm h™D;tAa qyñî;dAx – “You are more right than I;” 

h`Do ∂rDh ÔKy¶I;tVlAm ◊…g y™InSaÅw h$DbwøÚfAh yˆn ∞A;tVlAm ◊…g ‹hD;tAa y§I;k – “For you have dealt me good and I have dealt 

you evil” (v. 18).  Here Saul’s language echoes Judah’s words about Tamar: yˆ…n$R;mIm hâ∂q √d`Dx – 

“She is more right than I” (Gen. 38:26).  His use of the pronouns hD;tAa (“you”) and y™InSa 

(“I”) also helps to emphasize the contrast being set up between David and Saul.  

Intensifying that contrast, Saul then uses the word h¡Dbwøf three more times in the next two 

verses: David has only “done good to him,” even when God delivered him into David’s 

hand (v. 19).  David then sent him off on a “good path,” so in return, God should repay 

him in “goodness” (v. 20).  Having responded to David’s explicit references to his evil 

and wicked behavior, Saul next confirms David’s implicit reference to his own status as 

YHWH’s anointed.  For the first time in the narrative, Saul acknowledges David’s future 
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as king: JKwóølVmI;t JKäølDm y¶I;k yI;tVo$ådÎy h ∞E…nIh ‹hD;tAo ◊w – “Now, behold I know that you will surely 

reign;” l`Ea ∂rVcˆy tRk™RlVmAm $ÔK √d ∞DyV;b ‹hDm‹∂q ◊w – “and the kingship of Israel will endure in your hand” 

(v. 21).  The chapter’s recurring motif of dy as a symbol of power appropriately appears 

one last time in this verse to connote the reign of a king.  Similarly, the verb Mwq 

reappears to describe the kingship of Israel “rising to power,” “being established” and/or 

“enduring” in David’s hand.  

 Furthering ch. 24’s depiction of Saul as degraded, defeated and vulnerable, his 

final words request that David swear to continue his demonstrated mercy and protection:  

y`IbDa ty¶E;bIm y™ImVv_tRa dy¶ImVvA;t_MIa ◊w yó∂rSj`Aa y™Io √rÅz_tRa tyñîrVkA;t_MIa hYÎwhy`A;b ‹yI;l hDoVb§DÚvIh h#D;tAo ◊w - “Now 

swear to me by YHWH if you should cut off my seed after me or if you should destroy 

my name from the house of my father” (v. 22).  Ideologically, his words acknowledge 

that his political reign is coming to an end, and literarily, his language returns to the 

image of “cutting.”  Just as God “tore” the kingship away from Saul and David “cut” the 

corner of his cloak away, now Saul fears the “cutting off” (tyñîrVkA;t) of his seed.  

Apparently ready to cede his own career, Saul is most concerned about his descendants 

and his legacy.  The narration then confirms that David does in fact “swear to Saul”  

(v. 23), but does not include any direct speech on David’s behalf.  With that matter 

resolved, the two men part ways: Saul to “his home,” and David with his men to “the 

stronghold” (v. 23).  Despite the significant words exchanged between the two rivals, no 

major changes have appeared to taken effect.  David is still on the run, while Saul 

remains in power, with a permanent residence.  In a chapter that highlights the contrasts 

between Saul and David, this closing verse epitomizes just that.  Despite the power 

shifting into David’s hand, Saul continues to reign and enjoy protection. 
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 Overall, ch. 24 reads as a highly stylized chapter, artfully constructed with 

powerful key words and literary allusions.  The references to previous scenes in I Samuel 

as well as to language employed in Genesis suggest a high degree of knowledge of earlier 

sources by the author of the account.  This chapter is also dominated by direct speech 

with both David and Saul demonstrating elegant rhetorical abilities.  Somewhat 

ironically, they both use high register rhetoric to boast their humility and even degrade 

themselves.  In terms of the theology of the chapter, David and his men make a case for 

God’s “hand” at work in the unfolding plot.  For instance, since Saul had been seeking 

them, they seek safety in a cave at the opening of the chapter.  They do not seek Saul, but 

then God delivers Saul right to them.  Explaining this surprising turn of events, David’s 

men remind him of God’s promise, and in doing so, according Alter, they “exhibit a 

certain theological presumptuousness.”15  They seem to know that David has been 

secretly anointed.  Their suggested knowledge helps to remind the reader of what has 

occurred earlier in the narrative, and by the end of this chapter, Saul reveals his own 

knowledge of the David’s divine selection. 

	  

Part 2.  I Samuel 26:1-25   

A.  Structural Outline 

David Spares Saul’s Life: Saul Blesses David in their Final Meeting (I Samuel 26:1-26) 

I. Saul Seeks David (26:1-4) 

a. The Ziphites tell Saul that David is hiding in the wilderness of Ziph (v. 1) 

b. Saul takes 3000 select men to look for David (vv. 2-3a) 
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c. David sees that Saul has come after him (vv. 3b-4) 

II. David Seeks Saul (26:5-13) 

a. David and Avishai arrive at Saul’s camp and find him sleeping (vv. 5-7) 

b. Avishai offers to kill Saul with one strike (v. 8) 

c. David forbids harming Saul but commands Avishai to take Saul’s gear 

(vv. 9-11) 

d. David himself takes Saul’s gear and leaves without notice (v. 13) 

III. David Confronts Saul’s Troops (26:14-23) 

a. David reproaches Abner for not properly protecting Saul (vv. 14-16) 

b. Saul recognizes David’s voice (v. 17) 

c. David insists on his innocence toward Saul (vv. 18-20) 

d. Saul admits his guilt (v. 21) 

e. David returns Saul’s gear and requests blessing from YHWH (vv. 22-24) 

f. Saul blesses David (v. 25a) 

g. The two men part ways (v. 25b) 

 

B.  Literary Analysis 

I.  Saul Seeks David (26:1-4) 

 The parallel account contained within ch. 26 opens at a different moment in the 

pursuit of David by Saul.  In contrast to ch. 24, which begins during a brief respite for 

David as Saul chases after the Philistines, ch. 26 opens with the Ziphites approaching 

Saul to ask: NáOmyIv ◊yAh y¶EnVÚp l™Ao h$DlyIkSjAh t ∞AoVbˆgV;b ‹rE;tA;tVsIm d§Iw ∂d aw°ølSh – “Isn’t David hiding in the 

hill of Halichah opposite the wasteland?” (v.1).  The language and information conveyed 
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here closely resembles that in I Sam. 23:19, which first introduces Saul’s pursuit of David 

in the wilderness of Ziph.  With v. 2, the two chapters begin to more closely align in 

language and in action: Saul “arises” (M ∂q ∞D¥yÅw) and heads into the wilderness “with him 3000 

select men of Israel to seek David” (d™Iw ∂;d_tRa vñé;qAbVl l¡Ea ∂rVcˆy yâér…wjV;b vy™Ia My¶IpDlSa_tRváølVv wöø;tIa ◊w).  

The language here is nearly identical to I Sam. 24:3.  The phrase My¶IpDlSa_tRváølVv may be 

commonly used in military contexts, but this phrase only appears in conjunction with a 

passive form of rjb in these two accounts.  Similarly, the verb vqb itself is not unusual, 

but a proper noun only appears after the phrase tRa vôé;qAbVl here, in ch. 24, and in II Sam. 

5:17 (and its parallel in I. Chr. 14:8).16  In terms of notable differences in the openings of 

the two accounts, the location has moved from Ein Gedi in ch. 24 to Ziph here in ch. 26.  

Also here the narration refers to David only, not David with his men.   

 Parallel to the order of events in ch. 24, Saul may be the one pursuing David, but 

David is the first to realize their proximity to one other.  When Saul encamps in the 

wilderness, David “sees that Saul has come after him” (wyä∂rSjAa l…wöaDv a¶Db y ∞I;k a √rÁÅ¥yÅw; v. 3).  

Here it is helpful to note the references to “sight” (har) and “following after” (yä∂rSjAa).  

These two dominant motifs that operate in ch. 24 do appear in this account; however, 

what were key words in ch. 24 only occur a few of times each in ch. 26.  Having spotted 

Saul’s camp, David then takes a calculated risk: he sends spies to confirm what his vision 

has detected (v. 4).  This decision to send spies demonstrates caution and control on 

David’s part.  He does not jump to impulsive action.  In ch. 24, in contrast, David did not 

have this option.  He had to respond quickly to the narrow window of opportunity, given 

Saul’s errand, and to the pressure of his men.  The scenario here allows him to deliberate.  
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Although Alter characterized David’s calling out to Saul in ch. 24 as a “calculated risk,”17 

David’s action in this moment of this account comes across as even more restrained.  He 

wants to know “for certain” (NwáøkÎn_lRa) about Saul’s whereabouts (v. 4).   

	  

II.  David Seeks Saul (26:5-13) 

 Whatever restraint or caution David exhibits in v. 4 disappears in the next verses.  

He now takes initiative and seeks out his rival.  David “arises” (M ∂q ∞D¥yÅw) and goes toward 

Saul’s camp: wóøaDbVx_rAc r™En_NR;b r¶EnVbAa ◊w l…w$aDv M ∞Dv_bAk`Dv r ∞RvSa ‹MwøqD;mAh_tRa dGˆw ∂;d a √r ∞A¥yÅw - “David saw 

the place where Saul and Abner ben Ner the commander of his army lay [sleeping]”  

(v. 5).  As a helpful contrast to David’s action of “arising” (M ∂q ∞D¥yÅw), the narration then 

reiterates that Saul is “lying down” (b ∞EkOv) with his troops encamped around him (v. 5).  

Importantly, Abner is not involved in the scene by the cave in ch. 24, for Saul is alone in 

that account.  Here Saul is depicted as vulnerable once again, but the responsibility of 

Saul’s men, especially Abner, to protect the king receives a significant amount of 

attention.  The specific reference to Abner in v. 5 reads as an initial introduction, given 

the inclusion of his father’s name and his official position.  This background information 

seems oddly placed, since Abner’s formal introduction already appeared in I Sam. 14:50.  

Details like this suggest ch. 26’s later insertion into the Samuel narrative, a component of 

the compositional history to be explored below.  Nevertheless, after David solicits 

Avishai’s company in v. 6, the two men then go down together to Saul’s camp in v. 7, 

and again the narration describes Saul as “lying asleep” (NEvÎy b§EkOv).  Repeating the verb 

bkv, this depiction not only reinforces the fact that this sneak attack takes place in the 
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darkness of night but also effectively presents Saul in a passive, vulnerable and prone 

position.  Verse 7 also adds the detail: [wy¡DtOvSaårVm] wDtOvSaårVm X®r™DaDb_h`Dk…woVm wñøtyˆnSjÅw – “And his 

spear thrust into the ground by his head.”  Given that BDB suggests that h`Dk…woVm is “a 

reference to emasculation,”18 the overall image presented may not be as degrading as 

Saul heading into the cave to relieve himself but certainly suggests Saul’s passivity and 

even impotency. 

 Similar to the scene in the cave when David’s men refer to a previous promise by 

God to deliver David’s enemy into his hand (I Sam. 24:5), David’s man Avishai is the 

first to mention divine intervention this scene: ÔKó®dÎyV;b äÔKVbˆywøa_tRa Mwöø¥yAh My¶IhølTa r ∏Å…gIs – “Today 

God has delivered your enemy into your hand” (v. 8).  Interestingly, the language here 

corresponds with Saul’s language used to describe David’s mercy in I Sam. 24:19.  In 

contrast, Avishai shows no mercy toward Saul.  Eager to seize the opportunity, which he 

understands as provided by God’s helpful intervention, Avishai offers to strike Saul and 

defeat him with one blow.  His promise “to not need a second [strike]” (wáøl h™RnVvRa añøl ◊w) 

may be a subtle reference to David’s divinely supported defeat of Goliath with one stone 

(I Sam. 17:49).  David then uses the next three verses (vv. 10-12) to respond to Avishai’s 

bold offer.  In many ways, David’s language matches his parallel pronouncement against 

doing any harm to Saul in ch. 24.  For instance, his description in v. 9 of “sending one’s 

arm against YHWH’s anointed” (h™Dwh ◊y Ajy¶IvVmI;b wÿødÎy j¶AlDv) corresponds with his language in 

I Sam. 24:7.  The formula David employs in v. 11 (hYÎwhy`Em ‹yI;l hDly§IlDj - “Forbid me from 

YHWH”) also appears in I Sam. 24:7; and this phrase only appears outside of these two 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 BDB, 590; Using the same root (Kom) Lev. 22:24 seems to refer to crushed testes, and 
Ezek. 23:3 explicitly refers to squeezed breasts. 
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parallel accounts one time, in I Kings 21:3.  Moreover, the phrase h¡Dwh ◊y Ajy ∞IvVm, which 

establishes an important theme in both chapters, somewhat surprisingly only appears 

eleven times total in the Bible, seven of which are contained within I Sam. 24 & 26.  

Shared vocabulary alone does not prove the relatedness of two texts, but much of the 

shared vocabulary in chs. 24 and 26 involves unusual idioms that do not occur frequently 

elsewhere; this strongly supports the “genetic” relationship between these two accounts.19  

 In addition to the significant linguistic overlaps with his language in ch. 24, 

David’s speech to Avishai here does include some unique elements.  For instance, David 

does not echo Avishai’s language of “striking down” (hkn) from v. 8 but asserts: 

…wh¡EtyIjVvA;t_lAa - “Do not destroy him” (v. 9).  His language could refer to mutilation or 

defacement, which would have been forbidden given the king’s sacrosanct status.20  Just 

as David emphasized the protected status of YHWH’s anointed for both pious and self-

interested reasons in ch. 24, here too David seems to encourage Avishai’s respect for the 

special status of the king, which will serve him in the future.  Next David anticipates 

Saul’s death: h`DÚpVsˆn ◊w däér´y h¢DmDjVlI;mAb w¬øa t$EmÎw ‹awøbÎy wôømwøy_wáøa …w…n¡RpÎ…gˆy h™Dwh ◊y_MIa y¶I;k hYÎwh ◊y_yAj - “As 

YHWH lives, YHWH will strike him down, or his day will come to die, or in war he will 

go down and perish” (v. 10).  This reference to Saul’s death did not appear in any form in 

ch. 24 and accurately predicts his death in battle in ch. 31.  This foreshadowing represents 

one of the only inter-textual allusions of this chapter.   

 Bringing the scene to a close, David reiterates his innocence and then commands 

Avishai: …wn`D;l hDkSl¶En ◊w Mˆy™A;mAh tAj¶AÚpAx_tRa ◊w [wy¢DtOvSaårVm] wDtOvSaårVm rªRvSa ty˝ˆnSjAh_t`Ra a ∏În_jåq hD;tAo ◊w – 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Brettler, “The David Tradition,” 42. 
20 McCarter, 407.	  
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“Now take, pray, the spear that is at his head and the jug of water, and let us go” (v. 11).  

The mention of Saul’s head here and earlier in v. 7 alludes to the larger motif that 

operates throughout the book of Samuel and symbolizes the ongoing uncertainty about 

who exactly will “head” (var) the Israelites.21  Building on that underlying imagery, the 

spear mentioned here serves as a symbol of kingship, while the water is a symbol of 

life.22  David is now in the process of symbolically taking the kingship from Saul, but 

Saul himself will take his own life in ch. 31.  Despite David’s clear command in v. 11 

and no apparent resistance from Avishai, the narrator notes in the next verse that David 

himself “takes the spear and jug of water from the head of Saul” (v. 12).  Commentators 

like David Kimchi offer reasonable explanations for this clear discrepancy between 

David’s speech and his subsequent action, such as David changing his mind and not 

wanting Avishai to approach the king, lest he be unable to restrain himself.23  In contrast, 

Brettler does not try to resolve the discrepancy but interprets it as an indication that ch. 

26 “is not pristine” and likely “based on an earlier, lost source.”24  When details do not 

make sense in a particular source but do make sense in another text, this type of 

discrepancy often suggests that the element in discussion has been borrowed from the 

earlier source to shape the later one.  In this scenario, Brettler infers that David himself 

taking the spear and jug must echo an earlier telling of the account; this kind of imperfect 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Examples of the head motif include: Dagon’s decapitation (I Sam. 5:4); Saul’s 
anointment (I Sam. 10:1); David’s anointment (I Sam. 16:13); Goliath’s decapitation (I 
Sam. 17:51).  
22 Alter, The David Story, 164; With regard to the symbolism of the spear, Saul throws 
his spear at David in two earlier scenes (I Sam. 18:11 & 19:10), but both times David 
eludes Saul. Later a young man will report to David about Saul’s death, explaining that 
he saw Saul leaning on his spear (II Sam. 1:6). 
23 Alter, The David Story, 165. 
24 Brettler, “The David Tradition,” 46.	  
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borrowing of elements between related accounts will be discussed again in the next 

section with regard to Saul’s recognition of David’s voice.  

 The scene at Saul’s camp then concludes when David and Avishai make a smooth 

departure.  None of Saul’s troops “saw or knew or woke up”: MyYˆnEv ◊y ‹MD;lUk y§I;k – “For 

everyone was sleeping;” M`RhyElSo h™DlVpÎn hYÎwh ◊y t ∞Amé;d √rA;t yI;k£ - “since YHWH’s deep slumber 

had fallen upon them” (v. 12).  McCarter explains hDmé;d √rA;t as “a very deep sleep or even 

trance that elsewhere is most often divinely imposed.”25  Although David has clearly 

taken more initiative in this account than in ch. 24 in seeking out Saul, this reference to 

divine involvement in the transpiring events supports the theological agenda common to 

both accounts: David has God’s support and protection; God is with David, not Saul.  

Moreover, this particular description of divine intervention comes not from David but 

from the narrator, which offers a different, and arguably stronger, degree of credibility.  

The language here may reflect the author’s ideological agenda, but at least it cannot be 

completely discounted as yet another example of David’s exaggerated rhetoric, which he 

employs to proclaim his innocence, piety, and dependence on God. 

	  

III.  David Confronts Saul’s Troops (26:14-23) 

 After establishing a safe, significant distance between himself and Saul’s camp, 

David “calls out” (d˝ˆw ∂d a°∂rVqˆ¥yÅw; v. 14).  He calls out not to Saul directly but to his troops, 

specifically his main commander Abner, saying: r¡EnVbAa h™RnSoAt awñølSh – “Won’t you answer, 

Abner?” (v. 15).  David’s provocative taunt gets an immediate response by Abner, who 

poses his own aggressive question: JKRl`R;mAh_lRa Dtañ∂r ∂q h™D;tAa y¶Im – Who are you that you have 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 McCarter, 408;	  hDmé;d √rA;t also appears in Gen. 2:21 & 15:12; Is. 29:10.	  
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called out to the king?” (v. 15).  David then presents a series of rhetorical questions to 

reproach Abner, culminating with: “Why have you not guarded your lord the King?  For 

one of the troops came to destroy (ty™IjVvAhVl) the King your lord” (v. 16).  By addressing 

and reproaching Abner, David seems primarily concerned with the responsibility of those 

surrounding the king to protect him as well as his special status.  This consciousness and 

concern on David’s part operates as a subtle foreshadowing of his own internal betrayals 

and rebellions down the road.  In the next verse, David spreads the guilt beyond Abner 

alone to the collective: h¡Dwh ◊y Ajy ∞IvVm_lAo M™Rky´nOdSa_lAo M¢R;t √rAmVv_aáøl rªRvSa M$R;tAa ‹t‰w‹Dm_y´nVb y§I;k – 

“For children of death you all are that you all have not guarded your lord, YHWH’s 

anointed” (v. 16).  Culminating these three verses of provocation, David concludes his 

attack with actual evidence of their guilt.  Similar to this courtroom style in ch. 24, he 

presents leading questions, rather than direct statements: JKRl¢R;mAh ty¶InSj_y`Ea h#Ea √r —h ∞D;tAo ◊w – 

“Now, see, where is the spear of the king?”  [wy`DtOvSaårVm] wDtOvSaårVm r¶RvSa Mˆy™A;mAh tAj¶AÚpAx_tRa ◊w – 

“And the jug of water that was by his head?” (v. 17).  His direction to “see” (h#Ea √r) 

corresponds with his language in ch. 24, though this is the only instance of the imperative 

form in this chapter. 

 In contrast to the parallel scene in ch. 24, here David calls out to Saul’s camp 

from a considerable distance and proceeds to wake up Saul and his troops in the middle 

of the night.  Saul would not have been able to see David, which provides a perfectly 

reasonable explanation for his response.  The narrator reports that “Saul recognized 

David’s voice” (dYˆw ∂;d lwêøq_tRa ‹ l…waDv r§E;kÅ¥yÅw) and said: d¡Iw ∂d y ∞InV;b h™Rz ñÔKVlwøqSh – “Is that your 

voice, my son David?” (v. 17).  More significant than the occurrence of identical 

language (I Sam. 24: 17) is the fact that this question about David’s voice makes much 



	   140	  

more sense here in ch. 26.  Thus, it becomes reasonable, if not necessary, to suggest that 

the language was borrowed from this scene and inserted into ch. 24.  This detail then 

provides evidence in support of the source critics’ suggestion that ch. 24 represents a 

later, revised version of the present account.  In other words, ch. 24 appears to be 

dependent on ch. 26.  Chapter 24 has borrowed many literary features from ch. 26: some 

of which become amplified in ch. 24, and others, like this question about David’s voice, 

do not make complete sense in ch. 24 when read on their own.   

 Continuing to follow the parallel structure of the two accounts, David then 

confirms his identity and proceeds to speak directly to Saul, proclaiming his innocence.  

He begins with leading questions: “Why is the lord chasing after (yâérSjAa) his servant?  For 

what did I do?  And what evil is in my hand (h`Do ∂r yäîdÎyV;b_hAm…w)”? (v. 18).  While the hand 

motif and theme of good vs. evil are not as fully developed in this account, David’s 

speech does mention them.  What is consistent in the dialogue style in both accounts is 

the employment of questions, by David in particular.  This rhetorical style comes across 

as deferential and humble at times (i.e., v. 8), but it mostly has a passive aggressive 

effect.  Ultimately, this style of speech epitomizes the power play in motion: David is 

ready to seize power but cannot do so completely, so he often leads with questions, rather 

than statements.  David then shifts his tone slightly when he equates his being chased 

beyond Israel’s borders with being forced to worship other gods (v. 19).  In doing so, he 

makes his most pious argument of both chapters combined.  He concludes by asking for 

mercy and comparing himself to a flea: d$DjRa vâOo √rAÚp_tRa ‹vé;qAbVl l#Ea ∂rVcˆy JKRl ∞Rm aDxÎy_y`I;k  - “For 

the King of Israel came forth seeking a single flea;” MyáîrDhR;b aäérO;qAh PõO;d √rˆy r¢RvSaA;k - “like he 

would chase a calling bird in the mountains” (v. 20).  This closing comment that 
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compares David’s insignificance and evasiveness to those of a flea corresponds with 

David’s language in I Sam. 24:15; however, the reference to a “calling-bird” is unique to 

this chapter.  Like a flea, a calling bird also resists easy capture,26 and this specific term 

(aäérO;qAh) also operates as a wordplay by echoing Abner’s earlier retort to David’s “calling 

out” (Dtañ∂r ∂q) to the king (v 14). 

 Saul responds to David by admitting his guilt and pleading to David, saying:  

dGˆw ∂d_y`InV;b b…wâv yIta%DfDj – “I have sinned.  Return, my son David” (v. 21).  Saul promises to 

“do no more evil” to David (ÔKVl oôårDa_aáøl), and David offers to send back the spear to Saul 

(v. 22).  David then seemingly takes advantage of Saul’s remorse, by reiterating his 

decision not to “send his hand against YHWH’s anointed” (v. 23) and asking for God’s 

protection and blessing (v. 24).  In those two verses, David invokes God’s name four 

times, and this rhetorical choice both demonstrates his faith and reveals a theological 

agenda on the author’s behalf.  Saul brings the dialogue to a close by offering a blessing:  

l¡Dk…w;t lâOkÎy M™Ag ◊w h$RcSoAt hâOcDo MÅ…g£ dYˆw ∂d y ∞InV;b ‹hD;tAa JK…wûrD;b – “Blessed are you, my son David.  Yes, 

you shall surely do much, and yes, you shall surely prevail” (v. 25).  Importantly, in this 

account, Saul never acknowledges David’s future as king, though he does refer to David 

as “his son” three times.  Like the account in ch. 24, the scene ends with the two rivals 

parting ways: David still on the run, and Saul returning to his permanent residence.  

Distinct from the previous account, the conclusion of this scene represents the last words 

shared between them.  The two men will not speak or meet again before Saul’s death in 

ch. 31. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Weiss, 204. 
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 As I have demonstrated above, reading chs. 24 and 26 side by side as independent 

accounts reveals that the two chapters exhibit very similar structures and much shared 

language.  Regarding their common structure, Brettler clarifies that not all narratives with 

shared structures are related (i.e., not all flood narratives are related).  In this case, 

however, chs. 24 and 26 represent neither a larger genre nor a type-scene with an 

expected, set structure, so we can reasonably conclude that they are structurally more 

similar to each other than to any other stories.27  There are still some important 

differences to note: (1) Chapter 26 contains more back-and-forth dialogue between David 

and Saul, in contrast to David’s extended speech to Saul in ch. 24.  (2) David more 

actively seeks out Saul in ch. 26, in contrast to Saul accidently bringing himself into 

David’s cave in ch. 24.  (3) David takes his symbolic action of cutting Saul’s cloak and 

then verbally refuses to harm God’s anointed in ch. 24; but in ch. 26, David first verbally 

refuses to harm Saul and then takes Saul’s spear and water jug.  The symbolic items 

taken in the two scenes each have royal significance, but the difference in the order of 

action points to the distinct circumstances of the two scenes (as discussed earlier).  In 

terms of the shared language contained within the two accounts, not all shared vocabulary 

is significant.  As mentioned above (and further detailed by Brettler), however, many of 

the shared idioms that occur repeatedly in these two chapters of Samuel do not appear 

frequently outside of these accounts.  Taken altogether, the literary analysis above agrees 

with the findings of scholars like McCarter and Brettler: “[T]he very strong verbal and 

structural similarities suggest that the two chapters are related genetically.”28   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Brettler, “The David Tradition,” 40. 
28 Brettler, “The David Tradition,” 43.	  
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 Regarding how exactly the two accounts are related, the above literary analysis 

also supports the prevailing interpretation of source critical scholars: Chapter 26 

represents an older source, while ch. 24 appears to be a revised version of that older 

account of how David spared Saul’s life.  Evidence for the more revised nature of ch. 24 

takes several forms.  For instance, the analysis above reveals the presence of many more 

key words and inter-textual allusions in ch. 24 than in ch. 26.  What became key words in 

ch. 24 are mostly present in ch. 26, but they do not occur nearly as frequently and thus do 

not develop into motifs and themes of their own.  The presence of inter-textual allusions 

also suggests that ch. 24 was more “integrated” than ch. 26 into the larger Samuel 

narrative, and for this reason, Brettler argues that ch. 24 may have entered the book of 

Samuel earlier than ch. 26 even though it represents a later version of the account.29  

Recall the odd and redundant introduction to Abner in ch. 26, which serves as evidence 

against that account’s integration and perhaps for its extended history outside of the HDR 

compilation.  Also in line with the above analysis, McCarter argues that ch. 24 is “told in 

a highly tendentious way, recalling by its expansive flowery speeches the extended 

insults and threats of the tale of David’s single combat with the Philistine champion in c 

17.”30 David’s innocence and piety are emphasized, while the depiction of Saul is 

especially degrading.  McCarter ultimately describes ch. 24 as “more overstated and 

exaggerated in comparison to ch 26,”31 and attributes ch. 24 “not to the older history of 

David’s rise to power, but to the series of later expansions and elaborations.”32  In his 

introductory remarks about the various source layers constituting I Samuel, McCarter 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Brettler, “The David Tradition,” 46. 
30 McCarter, 386. 
31 McCarter, 387.	  
32 McCarter, 386. 
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goes so far as to describe ch. 24 as later retelling by the Deuteronomist based on older 

materials.33   

 The more stylized literary features of ch. 24 support its strong theological and 

political agenda, which is epitomized by Saul’s explicit acknowledgement of David’s 

future as king.  Recall that the chapter begins by re-emphasizing David’s position as the 

underdog being sought by Saul and his many, elite troops.  David and his men are not 

seeking Saul; rather, they are seeking refuge in a cave.  The pro-David slant of the story 

becomes even more explicit by the depiction of Saul entering the cave not to seek out 

David but to relieve himself.  This unexpected and even comical scenario serves to 

highlight Saul’s growing vulnerability and David’s growing power.  David’s men also 

operate as a foil, for they want to jump at the opportunity to kill Saul.  David, in contrast, 

demonstrates restraint, thereby protecting his innocence.  He thinks on his feet and sends 

a strong message to Saul, but he does nothing to jeopardize his reputation.  Moreover, the 

description of David in I Sam. 24:6 as “conscience-stricken” after only cutting Saul’s 

cloak furthers the case for David’s innocence and morality.  David’s highly stylized 

verbal and body language (in vv. 9-16) also conveys an explicit message to Saul and the 

reader about his piety and humility; as the analysis above exposed, however, digging a bit 

deeper into his communications reveals a more manipulative, self-interested edge to 

David’s behavior.  Consider, for instance, David’s repetition of the term “God’s 

anointed” or his self-comparison to a flea.  Despite these less pure aspects of David’s 

emerging characterization, Saul himself reinforces the contrast between his own 

“badness” and David’s “goodness.”  With his verbal and body language, Saul 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 McCarter, 17. 
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unambiguously communicates his guilt, remorse, and sense of growing vulnerability (vv. 

17-22).  Given Saul’s seemingly acceptance of David’s growing worthiness and 

imminence, this chapter – in plot and in character development – helps to further position 

David as the future king.   

 In contrast to ch. 24, ch. 26’s characterizations of Saul and David read as less 

stylized and polarized, which reduces the strength of the political message.  First of all, 

ch. 26 presents David as taking initiative, rather than simply responding to the surprise 

appearance of Saul in the cave (in ch. 24).  Saul may be pursuing David, but both men are 

strategically negotiating the ongoing chase and alternating turns on the offensive.  They 

come across more like equals in this chapter: David is less of an underdog, for he himself 

has spies to send to Saul’s camp and then chooses to take the risk to sneak into Saul’s 

camp at night (vv. 3-7).  Regarding Saul’s characterization, ch. 26 presents him in a less 

degrading fashion, which helps to level the dynamic between them.  In this account, 

Saul’s vulnerable position is that of sleeping, rather than relieving himself.  He is not 

alone either, for his men surround him.  This difference draws attention to a new theme 

that does not exist in ch. 24: the loyalty and protection of the king’s men.  In fact, when 

David initially “calls out” in ch. 26 (vv. 14-15), he directs his reproachful words to Saul’s 

men, not to Saul himself.  David’s rhetoric to Saul is shorter and less elevated than in ch. 

24.  Similarly, while Saul acknowledges his sin in ch. 26, he does not articulate such an 

extreme contrast between the outgoing King of Israel and the incoming one.  He is much 

less specific and less effusive about David’s imminent future; he does not ask David to 

protect his seed and reputation.  In line with the reduced political message of ch. 26, the 

theology is subtler.  God intervenes through the deep slumber that falls upon Saul’s camp 
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and seemingly enables David’s undetected visit (v. 12).  This differs from the explicit 

theology communicated in ch. 24 when David’s men point to an earlier promise by God 

to deliver Saul into David’s hand.  In both instances, the incorporated theology reveals 

the author’s agenda to communicate that God is with David, not Saul.  Arguably, 

however, the approach in ch. 26 comes across as less blatant and more artful.  Overall, 

ch. 26 presents a less striking contrast between Saul and David, and thus a less aggressive 

political message.  Taking these various literary and ideological differences into account, 

ch. 24 certainly reads as a “more overstated and exaggerated” version of ch. 26, and this 

analysis supports the compositional history suggested by source critical scholars.  

	  

Part 3.  The Coherent Whole: I Samuel 24 & 26 

Literary Analysis 

 If one follows the plotline alone, the linear narrative contained within I Samuel 

24-26 reads as repetitious, contradictory, and also inconsistent.  After having chosen to 

spare Saul’s life in ch. 24 in favor of a symbolic action that demonstrated his innocence 

and respect for the king, why would David respond in the same exact way (symbolic 

action over physical harm) when Saul continues to pursue him in ch. 26?  Why would 

David need to remind his men again in ch. 26 about the protected status of “YHWH’s 

anointed”?  Why do neither Saul nor David acknowledge the previous encounter in the 

cave when they exchange words once again in ch. 26?  And how could Saul pursue 

David’s life in ch. 26 after having acknowledged his future as the King of Israel in ch. 

24?  Given these real issues, the plot of ch. 26 does not appear to naturally build on that 

which precedes it in ch. 24, at least not initially.  However, after closely examining 
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certain literary features and ideological messages that unify the two accounts and also 

relate to the material in ch. 25, a path does begin to emerge for reading the unit as a 

coherent whole.  

 As a start, several key words and motifs help to structure the relationship between 

the three chapters.  For instance, “seeking” (vqb) operates as a clear motif throughout, 

with Saul seeking David in chs. 24 and 26 and with Nabal acting as a “stand-in” for Saul 

in ch. 25.34  Despite being sought by others over and over again, David does not turn into 

an overzealous seeker himself.  Though he certainly comes close to crossing the line, 

David succeeds “in avoiding any action that would later jeopardize the integrity of his 

rule.”35  Starting in ch. 24, David does not seek out Saul himself, for Saul accidently finds 

him.  David then demonstrates both mercy and restraint, which provokes Saul to admit 

his own guilt in their rivalry, to ask God to repay David’s acts of goodness, and to 

acknowledge David’s promising future as king.  In ch. 25, David almost launches an 

attack on Nabal (who stands in for Saul), but Nabal’s wife Abigail stands in for David as 

the persuasive speaker.  She successfully reminds David about the importance – 

theologically and politically – of refraining from unnecessary aggression.  Taking into 

consideration Saul’s strongly stated remorse in ch. 24 followed by David’s demonstrated 

instinct to fight in ch. 25, it becomes less surprising that David takes a more aggressive 

approach in ch. 26 upon learning that Saul continues to seek his life and has set up his 

camp nearby.  By resuming his pursuit in ch. 26, Saul’s actions discredit his previous 

words of resolve and respect, so David should not be critiqued for discounting them.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Polzin, 206;	  vqb	  appears in these verses of the unit: I Sam. 24:3 & 10; I Sam. 25:26 & 
29; I Sam. 26:2 & 20. 
35 Polzin, 205. 
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Overall, David’s impressively succeeds in maintaining restraint in the face of his seekers, 

even if he requires Abigail’s encouragement and demonstrates increased initiative and 

action as the unit progresses.   

 Supporting this motif of seeking is the repetition of the term yäérSjAa (“after”) 

throughout the unit, appearing ten times in ch. 24, three times in ch. 25, and three times in 

ch. 26.  As discussed in the above analysis, this key word is most robustly developed in 

ch. 24.  Once so prominently established at the beginning of the unit, echoes of the motif 

are more easily detected in the later chapters.  The key word dy (“hand”) follows the 

same pattern: it appears 11 times in ch. 24, and then continues at a diminished but still 

noteworthy rate of five times in ch. 25 and six times in ch. 26.  One could argue that a 

key word should either ramp up in frequency or become subtler across a unit.  Otherwise 

the reader will begin to feel unnecessarily bombarded, and the elegance of the artistry 

would be lost.  As an inverse of the treatment of dy and yäérSjAa, the narration builds up the 

prominence of the term y ∞InV;b across the unit.  Saul refers to David as y ∞InV;b (“my son”) only 

once in ch. 24 but then three times in ch. 26.  Importantly, its one appearance in ch. 24 is 

pronounced and receives much attention in Saul’s four-word response to David’s 

extended speech.  Having established that seed in ch. 24, the term grows in significance 

as Saul calls David “his son” repeatedly in ch. 26.  This building frequency could suggest 

Saul’s building regret and even desperation.  By calling David “his son,” perhaps Saul 

aims to dissolve their rivalry for good and return to their earlier intimacy and affection.  

If this is the case, it makes sense that his use of the term increases as the unit progresses.  
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 An idiom that demonstrates equal prominence in both ch. 24 and ch. 26 is 

h™Dwh ◊y Ajy¶IvVm (“YHWH’s anointed”).36  This term helps to unify the chapters not only 

linguistically but also ideologically.  As discussed above, ch. 24 may be a more 

overstated and exaggerated presentation of the material, but both of the chapters reveal a 

strong bias for David – for David’s faith, his innocence, and his legitimacy as the next, 

divinely appointed king of Israel.  Regarding the agenda of the author, Brettler expresses 

the majority opinion: “there is little debate within biblical scholarship about the function 

of the [History of David’s Rise], and of chapters such as ch. 24 and 26—they are 

apologetic texts that play a key role in legitimating David as Saul’s successor.”37  The 

authors who contributed to the HDR were committed to presenting as clean a record as 

possible for David, though his record is not perfect.  David is not flawless.  In addition to 

including in ch. 24 indications of David’s inclination to act manipulatively and from self-

interest and in ch. 26 a depiction of David as more aggressive, the inclusion of the 

entirety of ch. 25 supports any case for the relative honesty within the pro-David 

ideology of the HDR.  Ch. 25 reports a less than glowing moment for David: After 

having his request for special treatment denied by the boorish Nabal, David wants to 

launch a disproportionate response in the form an aggressive, violent attack.  It takes the 

persuasive rhetoric of the smart and beautiful woman – Abigail who demonstrates a 

manipulative humility not unlike David’s – to cool down David’s temper.   

 Coming after David’s more immature and impulsive depiction in ch. 25, ch. 26 

begins to read more like a necessary reinforcement, rather than a repetition.  Chapter 26 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 The term appears three times in I Samuel 24: twice in v. 7 and once in v. 11. The term 
appears four times in I Samuel 26: vv. 9, 11, 16 and 23. 
37 Brettler, 47.	  
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returns to the larger ideological agenda and helps to reinforce the more positive qualities 

demonstrated by David – God’s anointed – in ch. 24.  As a result, the inclusion of ch. 25 

in the three-chapter unit offers helpful insight into the editor’s general approach to 

redaction.  Perhaps the editor of the unit wanted to preserve multiple perspectives and 

accounts about David’s complicated rise in power, but also made sure to end the unit on a 

positive note.  Beginning and ending with positive accounts about David – the one being 

pursued and demonstrating admirable restraint – helps to emphasize important themes in 

support of David’s legitimacy.  Moreover, incorporating both accounts, despite their 

similarities, allows fuller characterizations of both David and Saul.  David’s humility and 

piety become more complex, as he begins to reveal his aggressive and manipulative 

inclinations.  Saul’s decline is presented as degrading (when he goes to relieve himself) 

and also peaceful (when he lays sleeping at camp surrounded by his men).  Similarly, 

Saul both requests David’s protection and offers him blessing.  With only one account 

(ch. 24 or ch. 26 alone), these presentations would be less rich and complex, and Saul’s 

fickleness toward David less apparent.   

 Reading the three chapters as a progression, rather than repetition, can also help to 

resolve some other discrepancies.  For instance, regarding Saul’s acknowledgment of 

David’s future in ch. 24 followed by a lack of any such acknowledgment in ch. 26, one 

could argue that the ideological messages of the two chapters are consistent but 

demonstrate a shift in focus.  Chapter 24 communicates an important political message 

that both David’s men and his rival know about his secret anointment.  With that 

established, ch. 26 communicates new details about Saul’s imminent death, which will 

create an opening for God’s more recently anointed one (h™Dwh ◊y Ajy¶IvVm).  Abner’s presence 
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in ch. 26 also begins to establish future dynamics in Israelite leadership.  As another 

illustration of the slow but steady transition in power, ch. 25 reports Nabal denying any 

knowledge of David son of Jesse (v. 10), but then Abigail demonstrates her knowledge of 

David’s future as king (v. 30).  The three-chapter unit illustrates that David’s new status 

may be imminent and growing in acknowledgement, but it is not yet self-evident to all in 

Israel. 

 Naming an important theological question posed by the material in this unit and in 

the book of Samuel as a whole, Polzin asks: Why does it take so long to depose Saul?  Is 

it providential delay?  If so, what is the significance?38  He then attempts to answer these 

questions by suggesting that Saul’s reign previews not only David’s reign but also that of 

every king of Israel: “Once Israel rejects God by demanding a king (8:7), it will take the 

rest of the History to describe the slow and painful process of God rejecting Israel.”39  In 

this regard, the extended pursuit of David by Saul, the multiple times that David spares 

Saul’s life, and the prolonged deposal of the first king of Israel all support a consistent 

theological message: instituting a human king was never a good idea, and will 

continuously and relentlessly cause political havoc and instability.  Thus, the repetitive 

literary and ideological features of chs. 24 and 26 only help to reiterate the Israelites’ 

experience of repeated struggle.  They have trapped themselves in a broken system of 

monarchy.  Therefore, we are best served by ultimately reading this unit as both 

composite and coherent.  The editors of the narrative used the related accounts to support 

their ideological agenda.  They did not ignore the close relationship between the sources 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Polzin, 213. 
39 Polzin, 214.	  
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but took advantage of the way in which they could operate together to both demonstrate 

the progression of the plot as well as the futility of the emerging monarchy.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

	  

	   Following Brettler’s charge to study the biblical texts themselves and not the 

events behind them,1 my investigation of narrative doublets in the first book of Samuel 

has revealed a great amount about biblical historiography: the religious and political 

concerns of the various authors who contributed to the composite work, the artistic and 

ideological processes by which their material came together, and the ultimate value of the 

finished product – the text we have received and continue to read today.  At a 

methodological level, the combination of source critical and literary analysis proved to be 

very effective.  Studying the literary features of the material allowed me to first test the 

delineations of the source critical scholars and to then explore the methods employed for 

combining those multiple sources.  Moreover, as articulated by scholars like Alter and 

Brettler, the literary artistry of a given narrative reveals and supports its larger ideological 

purpose.  This observation proved to be true at the both the source and composite levels 

of the texts analyzed. 

 

The Artistry of Composite Narratives 

 As for the results of my investigation of the artistry of combining multiple 

sources, in all three cases, literary analysis of the selected units in I Samuel suggested the 

existence of more than two sources.  In other words, these narrative doublets may initially 

appear to be two versions of one episode, but underneath that presentation, more than two 

traditions interact and constitute the received text.  My study of the HDR (History of 

                                                
1 See chapter 1, pg. 13. 
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David’s Rise) material in I Samuel 16-17 (see chapter 3) illustrates this principle most 

clearly, though elements of I Samuel 8-10 (chapter 2) and I Samuel 24 & 26 (chapter 4) 

suggest the existence and influence of more than two source layers in those units as well.  

In addition to the multiplicity of sources incorporated, my textual analysis explored the 

multiplicity of methods for creating a composite narrative.  Exemplifying the 

“conflation” method in which one source layer is interpolated into another, I Samuel 9-

10:16 offers the least concrete data about the process employed, because we lack an 

earlier, independent and uncompromised version of the Saul Cycle story.  One can only 

speculate about the prophetic re-workings of, or insertions into, the older material about 

Saul going out to search for the she-asses and coming home a king.  In general, the 

paucity of preserved, earlier renditions of biblical accounts makes the conflation method 

the most difficult one to study.  For this reason, the discrepancy between the sources 

incorporated in the LXX’s (Septuagint) version of I Samuel 17 and those incorporated 

into the MT’s (Masoretic Text) version of that same narrative offers rare insight into the 

conflation process.  As for the editorial function of blending two sources together, 

conflation seems like the best method for combining multiple accounts of remarkable 

events that the reader would struggle to believe occurred more than once (i.e., David’s 

defeat of Goliath, Samuel’s anointment of the first king of Israel, or Noah’s ark and the 

flood in Genesis 6-9).  This is especially the case when the two (or more) versions of the 

episode are more similar than different with regard to the main plotline.   

 In contrast to the conflation process, the method of staggering parallel accounts 

appears to work well for less exceptional scenes.  While the structural, linguistic and plot 

parallels between I Samuel 24 & 26 are very strong, it is not beyond the logic of the 
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narrative that twice David found himself in a position to slay Saul but chose not to do so.  

The same reasoning applies to the repetition of the sister-wife episodes over the course of 

two generations in the book of Genesis (12:10-20; 26:6-11).  As the third and final 

method explored, positioning two sources side-by-side (what Tigay calls “composite”2) 

works well for combining the prophetic material in I Samuel 8 & 10:17-27 with the 

revised Saul Cycle material in I Samuel 9-10:16, and for combining with prophetic 

material in I Samuel 16:1-13 with the HDR material that follows (in I Samuel 16:14-23 

and then in I Samuel 17).  As illustrated by these particular units, what is critical in the 

success of the composite method is enough distinction in the plotline from one source to 

another; this then allows for a chronological progression of the material.  For instance, I 

Samuel 8’s presentation of the people’s demand for a king reasonably precedes the search 

story (Saul for Samuel and Samuel for Saul) captured in I Samuel 9.  While either source 

could stand alone, they also work fairly well together.  This compatibility applies to the 

competing accounts of David’s arrival to Saul’s court (I Samuel 16-17) and of the 

creation story (Genesis 1-3).  Overall, the first step in constructing a composition out of 

multiple sources is determining the most appropriate method for combining those 

materials. 

 The next step in the artistic process of combining sources involves the 

manipulation of key words, use of dialogue, and other literary motifs present in the 

individual source layers.  As my analysis of I Samuel 8-10 discovered, one common 

literary feature that unifies the whole unit is the prominence of contrasts (between key 

words like “to take” [jql] and “to appoint” [Myc], and between motifs like “seeking” 

                                                
2 Tigay, 1. 



156 

[vqb] and “finding” [axm]; however, beyond that overarching theme, it seems to be the 

evolution, rather than the continuity, of literary features that provides meaning and 

coherence to the unit as a whole.  In the next unit (I Samuel 16-17), literary analysis 

exposed the existence of some common key words across multiple sources (such as Klh, 

arq and	  Prj), as well as the emergence of new motifs (like vision and the act of “turning 

aside”) when one looks at the unit as a whole.  What becomes difficult to determine in 

either unit is the degree of intentionality by later authors and editors in reinforcing these 

various literary elements.  For instance, did the prophetic writer make a point to 

incorporate the motif of Saul’s stature in his own material in order to establish some 

literary continuity?  Or was that quality about the first king of Israel so entrenched in the 

Israelite psyche that any and all material would naturally mention it?  Given the data 

available, it is impossible to answer definitely. 

 Despite the apparent manipulation, or at least artistic interaction, of key words 

and motifs that occurs in the process of combining sources, other literary features like 

dialogue style and inter-textuality seem less affected by the compilation process.  They 

continue to operate as clear tags of the difference sources.  For instance, the sources 

attributed to the oldest narrative material – the Saul Cycle and HDR – consistently 

demonstrate allusions to narratives in Genesis and Exodus, specifically about rising 

national heroes like Jacob, Joseph and Moses.  In contrast, the prophetic sources 

consistently demonstrate relationships to each other, to the book of Deuteronomy, and to 

other prophetic material.  The different dialogue styles similarly help to highlight the 

different sources; this is especially apparent in the “vertical perspective” of I Sam. 16:1-
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13 and the “horizontal perspective” of I Sam. 16:14-23.3  In addition to demonstrating 

many of the same literary dynamics at play in the first two units analyzed, the particular 

features of I Samuel 24 & 26 support the theory proposed by the source critics that ch. 24 

represents a later, revised version of ch. 26; thus, the key words, motifs, rhetorical style, 

and inter-textuality of ch. 24 are all more exaggerated than the comparable elements 

present in ch. 26.  Given the order of the two stories, ch. 26 serves as to reinforce, rather 

than introduce, these features.  Taken altogether, the literary analysis conducted of the 

individual sources generally supports the hypotheses and delineations of the source 

critical scholars and also offers some insight into the process of combining multiple 

sources with distinct literary features of their own.  The authors of later sources seemed 

to have known and responded to the material that preceded them, and this knowledge 

likely influenced their stylistic choices.  Moreover, both the manipulation and 

maintenance of distinct literary features across the sources of a unit allows close readers 

to approach the material as both composite and coherent. 

	  

The Ideology of Composite Narratives 

 By combining a source critical and literary approach to reading biblical texts, I 

deepened my understanding of the ideological motivations for, and implications of, 

combining multiple sources.  Because the Bible in general and the first book of Samuel in 

particular were composed gradually over the course of centuries, the narrative material 

reflects an evolution of ideologies as well as a progression of concerns and anxieties 

present in the Israelite psyche.  In other words, as the Israelite experience developed, the 

                                                
3 See chapter 3. 
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national narrative had to expand and elaborate with it.  This process is evident in the 

composite structure of I Samuel 8-10 that incorporates more secular, political material 

about the rise of the first king of Israel as well as later, more theologically charged 

material.  The anti-monarchal perspective of I Samuel 8 most obviously represents a 

response to the Israelites’ lived experience.4  Importantly, even as ideologies evolved, the 

Bible continued to retain the older ideas and narratives.  A defining characteristic of the 

biblical authors and editors is their reluctance to remove material; they simply added new 

layers to the older sources, even if they disagreed with them.  They seemed to be quite 

intentional, however, about where they inserted new material.  As my analysis of  

I Samuel 8-10 and I Samuel 16-17 highlights, the prophetic writer must have known what 

he was doing when he inserted his material before the older accounts.  His original 

material sets the ideological tone of the whole unit, largely influencing the reader’s 

reception of the narrative that follows.   

 In recording the shifting ideas and beliefs of the ancient Israelites, composite 

narratives also record the messiness of significant national transitions: from one model of 

governance to another, and from one king to another.  As mentioned in chapter 1, the first 

book of Samuel reflects the eras in which the authors and editors lived and in which royal 

ideologies continued to compete.  My investigation of the material supports that 

characterization, specifically this argument made by Brettler: “The likely vitality of [a] 

pro-Saul ideology explains why ‘David as proper King’ was so extensive and needed to 

make its arguments repeatedly with such tenacity – it was fighting a continued 

                                                
4 As discussed in chapter 2, the anti-monarchal material in I Samuel 8 could be 
responding to the practices of early Israelite kings or to neighboring Canaanite kings that 
predate the Israelite kingdom. It depends on when one dates the material. 
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ideological battle.”5  Even within the pro-Saul and pro-David camps, different traditions 

endured and different stories about their heroes were perpetuated.  As all three units 

illustrate, combining multiple sources allows for more complex presentations of national 

emblems like Samuel, Saul and David.  Moreover, these composite characterizations 

speak to the value, if not the necessity, of incorporating multiple and even competing 

ideologies when working to foster a unified national identity. 

  On top of deepening my understanding of the artistry and ideology of composite 

sources, studying the material in I Samuel also highlights the dynamic between them: 

how the literary artistry of biblical narratives supports the articulation and propagation of 

their ideology.  As one example, the wordplays developed in I Samuel 8 between fpv 

(“judge”) and Klm (“king”) beautifully communicate the battle between governance 

structures present in Israelite society and theology.  As another example, the 

incorporation of the key word vfn (“to leave” or “to throw down”) in Version 2 of the 

David and Goliath Epic becomes a subtle but successful motif emphasizing David’s 

opportunism and greed – two qualities not established in Version 1 which stresses 

David’s faith and rhetoric.  In addition to these specific examples of the dynamic between 

artistry and ideology is the overarching principle apparent in all three of the units studied: 

composite narratives are necessarily inconsistent and even contradictory, and this literary 

untidiness reflects the ideological untidiness that ancient Israelites experienced.  All three 

units studied support Alter’s perspective, as referenced in chapter 3: “The biblical 

outlook is informed…by a sense of stubborn contradiction, of a profound and 

ineradicable untidiness in the nature of things, and it is toward the expression of such a 
                                                
5 Brettler, The Creation of History, 111. 
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sense of moral and historical reality that the composite artistry of the Bible is directed.”6 

The authors and editors of the biblical material exhibit considerable comfort with 

inconsistency, for that was the reality of their lives. 

	  

Implications for Reading the Bible 

 My investigation of the composite narratives in I Samuel now informs both my 

general approach to reading the Bible and my specific understanding of the way we 

construct the stories we tell about our own lives.  Starting with the former, as I concluded 

in my discussions of the individual units, I believe we gain the most value from reading 

biblical material as both composite and coherent.  If we only focus on the individual 

sources, we fail to see the sophisticated artistry and ideological complexity of the whole.  

If we only focus on the coherent whole, however, we fail to see the evolution of ideas, 

contexts and styles captured by the distinct sources.  Katharine Dell, in her work entitled 

“Incongruity in the story of Saul in 1 Samuel 9-15: a methodological survey,” similarly 

advocates for the merits of combining a literary reading of the whole with a critical 

investigation of the sources.  She argues that only by doing so can we fully appreciate the 

richness of the narrative recounting the rise and fall of Saul:  

The incongruities…cannot be fully understood without a diachronic 
reading that takes into account the development of the text, and yet it is 
interesting that a synchronic reading, in picking up these incongruities, is 
able to incorporate them into the sense of an overall authorial intention 
and tragic genre.7   
 

                                                
6 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 154. 
7 Dell, 61. 
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I believe that the methodology I have employed in this thesis allows and encourages the 

reader to just this: to fully appreciate the richness of the narratives by first breaking down 

the received biblical text into its component parts, then rebuilding the literary artistry and 

ideology of the composite material, and then taking away a coherent yet complex 

theological message from the text as a whole. 

	   This embrace of incongruity and contradiction is not unusual in the Jewish 

library.  When readers approach rabbinic texts, the multi-vocality of the material quickly 

becomes the expectation – the defining norm, not the exception.  Yet, readers of those 

texts also succeed in discerning the larger message articulated through multiple legal 

opinions or the coherent structure of a compilation of interpretations.  Given this 

normative approach to studying rabbinic texts, we should not hesitate to apply the same 

orientation to biblical material.  Brettler argues against the prevailing tendency to seek 

harmony in composite biblical material, for he explains: “…[S]ince Jewish biblical 

theology begins with the critical study of biblical texts, and thus highlights the many 

voices of the text, we must not harmonize texts and traditions and may extend the 

rabbinic model beyond its original scope.”8  This empowering acknowledgement of the 

many voices in biblical texts can certainly enrich our reading of the books of the Torah in 

which distinct priestly and Deuteronomistic perspectives enter the narrative and legal 

material of the older J and E sources.  But whatever book of the Bible lies open before us, 

it is likely that the interaction between the parts (the sources) in creating the whole (the 

received text) will prove most rewarding.  In his commentary on the book of Ezekiel, 

Moshe Greenberg models this process of reading, for he first remarks: “Enough tensions 

                                                
8 Marc Zvi Brettler, “Biblical History and Jewish Biblical Theology,” JR 4 (1997), 577. 
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remain to render plausible the guess that not all the elements of this vision were from the 

first united.”  Then he proceeds to explore the process of compilation:  

But they have been put together with some art; he who did so must be 
supposed to have recognized the incompatibility of those elements upon 
which the modern critic bases his analysis, yet what was conveyed by the 
composition as a whole overrode considerations of consistency and total 
coherence.9 

	  

Creating Our Own Composite Narratives  

 Employing such an approach to reading the Bible not only affords us a more 

authentic lens on the concerns and considerations of the biblical authors, but also endows 

us with helpful tools and techniques for constructing our own stories.  At the personal, 

communal, religious and national levels, we all participate in the process of telling stories 

about ourselves; and none of those stories are univocal.  At the personal level, consider 

the story you tell yourself about your childhood or about the path you pursued to your 

chosen career: What are the different traditions incorporated into the master narrative?  

What editorial insights and explanations have you added to the original material over the 

years?  Even stories with one author can reflect evolving ideas and attitudes.  Then, at the 

national level, consider what would happen if a historian or biography asked three people 

to describe the rise of our current president, Barak Obama, and then compiled the three 

perspectives into one recorded narrative.  Undoubtedly, that author would have to artfully 

combine different and even contradictory characterizations of President Obama, as well 

as potentially competing versions of episodes that have come to define him.  Given 

President Obama’s centrality in the national narrative as well as his divisiveness within 

                                                
9 Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20 (AB 22; New York: Doubleday, 1983), 199-200. 
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the country, not unlike King David’s, it would not be surprising that many different 

traditions exist about his background, his traits, and his rise to power.  Moreover, like the 

editors of Bible, anyone involved in crafting a collective narrative – about a period in 

history, about the political climate, or about a congregation’s mission – knows the 

necessity of incorporating multiple traditions and perspectives, and allowing them to 

coexist or even contradict.  Ultimately, composite narratives unify collective identity.  At 

a personal level, people are more likely to identify with and propagate a collective 

narrative when they hear their own story within it.  At a societal level, when we artfully 

allow multiple, even conflicting voices to coexist, we all benefit from the resulting 

diversity, resilience and realism.  The ancient Israelite authors as well as the early rabbis 

understood the inherent value of embracing diverse perspectives, and our study of Bible 

remains incomplete, I believe, until we embrace this lesson ourselves. 
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