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Place in the Canon:  part of the Deuteronomistic History (Dt -2 Kings) 
Author(s):  several strands of oral and written tradition are represented; it is probably put 
in the form we have it during the Exile (between 586 and 539 BCE) 
Historical setting:  the events in the book span the 11th and 10th century BCE (reign of 
Saul begins approximately 1020 BCE; his death is approximately 1000 BCE). 
 
In the Hebrew Bible, 1 and 2 Samuel are a single book (so with 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 
Chronicles, and Ezra/Nehemiah; what we call the Minor Prophets is a single book, the 
Book of the Twelves, so the Hebrew Bible as 24 books rather than the 39 in the Protestant 
Old Testament) 
 
It begins with a barren woman, recalling Sarah, Rachel, and the mother of Samson (and 
foreshadowing Elizabeth in the NT); it ends with the death of Israel’s leader, like Genesis 
(Joseph), Deuteronomy (Moses), Joshua (Joshua).   
 
It also begins and ends with a story featuring a woman, Hannah and the medium at 
Endor; there are also stories about Michal and Abagail, who become David’s wives.     
 
In socio-political terms, since Moses, the loose confederation of 12 tribes has been 
becoming more centralized; the unification of the tribes is completed in 1 Samuel with the 
advent of the monarchy.  Samuel is the transitional figure:  he is the last judge, and then 
Saul is the first king.   
 
Suggested title for this podcast:  Three Men and an Ark.   
 
There is a collection of stories about the ark of the covenant in chapters 4-6; otherwise 
the book focuses on Samuel, Saul, and David. 
 

• The ark of the covenant is an ornate chest which contained the ten 
commandments.  Eventually it is considered the dwelling place of YHWH, and it will 
come to rest in the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s temple.  

• It is a source of great power (recall fall of Jericho).   
• In ch 4, the ark is captured by the Philistines.  When Eli hears this news, he falls 

down, breaks his neck, and dies.  The news reaches his daughter-in-law, who is 
pregnant.  It triggers her labor.  Seeing her distress, the midwife tries to encourage 
her by telling her that she has borne a son.  But she has no will to live, and with 
her dying breath she names the boy Ichabod, meaning, “the glory [of God] has 
departed.”  

• 1 Samuel 5 contains several stories about the perils of capturing the ark, 
concluding with the Philistines being smitten by a plague, and those who didn’t die 
were smitten by tumors (NRSV) or hemorrhoids (KJV). 

 
Hannah is one of the great women of scripture who cry out to God for a child.  When she 
gives birth, she dedicates the child, Samuel, to the Lord; when Samuel is weaned, she 
brings him to the house of the LORD and Shiloh and leaves him there with the priest, Eli, 
who rears him. 
 



Samuel (like Deborah) is named both as a prophet and a judge.  With the birth of the 
monarchy, he functions singularly as a prophet. 
 
The evolution of the monarchy is initially cast in negative terms:  Israel wants a king in 
order to be like other nations (8:5, 20) instead of valuing their uniqueness as the people 
of YHWH; and the advent of the monarchy is said to be a rejection of the kingship of 
YHWH (8:7; 10:18). 
 
The multiple traditions/literary strands are evident in three stories about how Saul 
becomes king:  (1) Saul is looking for some lost donkeys, and YHWH sends Samuel to 
anoint Saul as king (chs 9-10); (2) Samuel gathers all the tribes and Saul is chosen by lot 
(tribe, family, individual—ch 10); (3) Saul is acclaimed king by virtue of his leadership and 
military conquest of the Ammonites (chs 10-11). 
 
Interestingly, there are then three stories about the demise of Saul as king:  (1) The 
Philistines encamp against Israel, and Saul musters an army.  As was the custom, he 
waited for Samuel to come and sacrifice to YHWH.  Samuel had said he would be there in 
seven days (13:8), but he wasn’t, and Saul’s troops were beginning to disperse, so Saul 
offered the burnt offering.  Samuel shows up, condemns Saul, and pronounces doom on 
Saul’s kingship (ch 13). 
 
(2)  In the context of battle, Saul pronounces an oath cursing anyone who has anything to 
eat before the victory is won.  Jonathan, not knowing of the oath, eats some honey.  Saul 
is prepared to carry out his oath and kill Jonathan, but the people intervene on Jonathan’s 
behalf (ch 14). 
 
(3)  Samuel, in the name of YHWH, sends Saul out against the Amalekites, charging him 
to destroy every man, woman, child, and animal (holy war).  But Saul spares King Agag 
and the best of the sheep and cattle, intending to offer the animals as a sacrifice to 
YHWH.  But Samuel condemns Saul for not destroying Agag and the animals and 
pronounces doom on Saul’s kingship (ch 15). 
 
There are also three stories of David’s rise to prominence:  (1)  In ch 16, YHWH sends 
Samuel to the house of Jesse (in Bethlehem) to anoint Saul’s successor.  After passing 
over all the brothers, Samuel asks if there is not another son.  They call for the youngest, 
who is out tending the sheep.  Samuel then anoints David.  This story includes the verse:  
“The LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the 
LORD looks on the heart” (16:7) 
 
(2)  Also in ch 16, Saul’s mental/emotional/spiritual health begins to decline (attributed to 
“an evil spirit from the LORD,” 16:14).  Someone in the court knows of David’s musical 
ability on the lyre (a stringed instrument) and suggests that his playing would soothe 
Saul’s tormented moods.  Saul loves David (16:21) and makes David his armor-bearer, a 
very important position. 
 
(3)  David slays Goliath and becomes an instant national hero (ch 17).  This is the longest 
story in 1 Samuel, a reflection of its significance in Israel’s identity and heritage.  (And 
David is introduced in 17:12 as though we haven’t met him, suggesting this literary unit 
[pericope] originally circulated independently.) 
 



David and the family of Saul—a very complex relationship develops as Saul turns against 
David, driven by jealousy over David’s military success (17:7), Saul’s deteriorating mental 
state (18:10), and Saul’s “fear” because he felt God was with David and not himself 
(18:12).   
 
Saul attempts to get rid of David by throwing a spear at David (18:11; 19:10), by putting 
him at the front of the army (18:13), and by assigning David a dangerous task (killing 
100 Philistines) to get to marry Saul’s daughter, Michal (18:25).   
 
Meanwhile, David becomes not only Saul’s son-in-law but also best friends with Jonathan 
(chs 18-20).  David and Jonathan each repeatedly put the other’s interests before his 
own; and they are said to love each other more than life (20:17).  Jonathan risks—and 
incurs—the wrath of his father and king to protect David (20:30; see also 23:17). 
 
David’s winsomeness is evidenced in his convincing the priest at Nob, Ahimelech, to give 
him sacred bread and Goliath’s sword (ch 21), a story which Jesus references when 
defending his disciples from picking grain on the sabbath (Mk 2).  Saul is further vilified by 
ordering the murder of 85 priests because one of them helped David (22:18). 
 
David becomes a fugitive and gathers to himself other outcasts; his numbers grow from 
400 (22:2) to 600 (23:13)—and the reader is to assume it continues growing after that.   
 
There are two stories of David sparing Saul’s life (ch 24, ch 26).  David’s motivation is 
expressed as a refusal to harm “the LORD’s anointed” (24:6; 26:9), reflecting what seems 
to be a very genuine piety (especially since Saul’s death would have helped David).   
 
In between the two stories of David sparing Saul, David meets Abagail.  She introduced in 
contrast to her first husband, Nabal (who lives out the meaning of his name, “Fool”):  she 
is “beautiful and clever,” and he is “surly and mean” (25:3).  David sends to the wealthy 
Nabal, asking for hospitality and food.  Nabal refuses, and David takes a group of armed 
men to exact revenge.  Abagail, however, hears what has happened and goes and meets 
David with food and wine, and she apologies and smooths things over.  (Her beautiful 
speech is one of the longest in 1 Samuel.)  David blesses her for her kindness and “good 
sense” (25:33; recall 25:3); and he rightly recognizes that Abagail spared him bloodguilt 
as he had intended to kill Nabal and all of his male servants.  David uses an idiom to refer 
to males (in vv. 22 and 34) that is one of the most colorful in the Hebrew Bible; it is 
translated very literally in the KJV:  “any that pisseth against the wall.”   
 
The second story of David sparing Saul (in ch 26) foreshadows Acts 9.  After David spares 
Saul’s life, he slips back out of Saul’s camp and calls out to him.  In that exchange, David 
calls out, “Why are you pursuing/persecuting me?”  (26:18)  Fast forward a thousand 
years:  Saul of Tarsus—also a Benjaminite and therefore a descendent of King Saul—is 
struck down on the road to Damascus.  Christ, the descendant of David, calls out to Saul 
of Tarsus, descendant of King Saul, “Saul, Saul, why are you pursuing/persecuting me?”  
(The verb is the same in the LXX.) 
 
Similarly, in ch 28, the fascinating story of Saul and the medium at Endor is an illustration 
of Paul’s description of the human condition in Romans 7.  By breaking his own royal 
decree, Saul does “not what he wants but the very thing he doesn’t want. 
 
 


