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Abstract
The narrative of 1–2 Samuel describes the emergence of monarchy within the
Israelite nation. However, it is well recognised that Samuel is not simply a political
history but also a sophisticated literary work. It characterises its leading protagonists,
namely Saul and David, with a complexity that hinders easy categorisation of one as
the hero and the other as the villain. David is presented with serious flaws.
Nevertheless, the prophet Samuel declares that Saul’s successor will be better than
him (1 Sam 15:28). Literary scholars, with a synchronic approach to the text, have
suggested a variety of ways of reconciling this apparent tension in the narrative.
Against that backdrop, this thesis considers the role that the four main poems of 1–2
Samuel might play in providing a framework for the narrative, whereby both the
superiority of David over Saul and the complexity of David’s characterisation are
recognised as being integral to the narrator’s message. Chapter 2 of the thesis
provides a survey of different literary readings of Samuel, before arguing that the
four poems provide a macrostructure for the narrative with a clear hermeneutic
function. This poetic macrostructure underpins the methodology of the thesis.
Chapter 3 consists of a close reading of Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1-10) arguing that
it identifies humility as an essential characteristic of the king whom Yahweh will
exalt. Chapter 4 then provides a reading of Samuel that is attentive to the presence of
motifs and vocabulary introduced by Hannah’s Prayer. This chapter contends that,
when viewed through the hermeneutic lens of Hannah’s Prayer, Saul begins with
evidence of humility but ultimately proves to be proud, while David is characterised
consistently by humility. Chapter 5 examines David’s Lament over the deaths of Saul
and Jonathan (2 Sam 1:19-27), arguing that it confirms both David’s presentation as
a humble man and Saul’s as a monarch who failed to fulfil the portrait of ideal
kingship presented in Hannah’s Prayer. Chapter 6 examines David’s Thanksgiving (2
Sam 22:2-51) and David’s Final Words (2 Sam 23:1-7), contending that these poems
each highlight different aspects of the preceding narrative. David is shown to be a
man who humbly submitted to Yahweh while under attack from his enemies and
while waiting for the throne, but who failed to rule with the righteousness that exalts
the humble and humbles the proud. Chapter 7 synthesises the results of chapters 2–6
to argue that the Samuel narrative both affirms and critiques David. Moreover, the
narrative is shaped by the four poems to cast a vision, for the intended reading
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community, of ideal kingship that should imitate David’s humility before Yahweh
whilst avoiding his failure to exercise justice in his kingdom.

ii
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1. Introduction

The book of Samuel,1 with its portrayal of the reigns of Saul and David, presents a
question that invites careful consideration. When Saul is told that he has been
rejected as king, the prophet Samuel informs him that Yahweh has chosen, instead,
one who is ‘better’ than him (הַ ּטֹוב ִממֶּ ך, 1 Sam 15:28). In what way is this successor
‘better’, especially when David is then portrayed with failings that are arguably more
serious than those of Saul? A spectrum of different views is represented in the
scholarship. Some identify a particular aspect of David’s character which commends
him,2 others locate the difference in terms of Yahweh’s sovereign choice of David
“according to his own will.”3 Gunn finds Saul to be the hapless victim of a capricious
god.4 David’s characterisation has a complexity that Halpern suggests is truly
mimetic and makes him “the first human being in world literature,”5 and that might
seem to legitimise a range of different readings, some of which privilege the more
positive aspects of his portrayal, others of which major on his manifest failings. The
question facing the careful reader is whether any single reading is more successful in
representing and co-ordinating the emphases of the narrator.
The second feature of the text of Samuel undergirding this dissertation is the
apparently intentional positioning of poetic sections at the beginning (Hannah’s
Prayer, 1 Sam 2:1–10), middle (David’s Lament, 2 Sam 1:19–27) and end (David’s
Thanksgiving, 2 Sam 22, and his Final Words, 2 Sam 23:1–7).6 Whilst scholars with
a diachronic bent give attention to the prehistory of these psalms and discuss the
reason for their insertion into the text, Brevard Childs suggests that two of the
poems, namely Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Thanksgiving, together shape the
1

It is commonly accepted that the two books known as 1 Samuel and 2 Samuel were
originally a single work, as evidenced by the absence of Masorah Finalis from 1 Samuel. In
this dissertation “Samuel” will refer to the complete work, whilst references to specific
verses will, necessarily, retain the division into two books.
2
So, e.g., Paul Borgman, David, Saul, and God: Rediscovering an Ancient Story (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008) suggests that David is more open and responsive to God than
Saul.
3
John Woodhouse, 1 Samuel (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 235.
4
David M. Gunn, The Fate of King Saul: An Interpretation of a Biblical Story, JSOTSup 14
(Sheffield: JSOT, 1980).
5
Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons: Messiah, Murderer, Traitor, King (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 6.
6
We shall use these titles throughout the dissertation to refer to the poetic units delineated
here.
1

theological message of the book.7 Since then, various scholars have identified
connections between the poetic sections and suggested that they have a
hermeneutical function. However, with few exceptions,8 this apparent relationship
between the poetry and the narrative of Samuel is largely unexplored.
Whilst these observations about the concern of the narrator with the characterisation
of Saul and David, and about the function of the poetry, are well established in the
literature, as yet, no study has developed their intersection: namely the role of the
poetic sections in shaping the characterisation of the central protagonists, Saul and
David. In a recent book, titled Characters and Characterization in the Book of
Samuel, Fokkelman attends to the global structural function of three of the poetic
sections.9 Yet, he develops no substantive thesis about the hermeneutical function of
the poetry, beyond suggesting that “the better we understand this frame, the better
equipped we are to engage with the characters therein.”10 This dissertation will
attempt to do just that.
Our central thesis is that the essential quality which Yahweh seeks in his king is
humility, as modelled and described by Hannah. David and Saul are thus to be
considered and compared primarily in terms of the pride and humility which they
evidence. This approach is motivated by the dominant role of Hannah’s Prayer
within the structure of the book, thereby setting the agenda for reading the narrative.
The three remaining poems have complementary roles, signalled by their respective
positions in the narrative. They recall elements of Hannah’s Prayer and introduce
new ideas that contribute to a more complex message than Hannah’s Prayer alone
could frame. A secondary evaluation of David’s monarchy, in particular, is invited,

7

Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1979), 278. Childs may be the first scholar to make this suggestion.
8
Stephen Dempster, ‘Hannah’s Song. A New World Order, and the Right Side of History’,
in Ecclesia Semper Reformanda Est: A Festschrift on Ecclesiology in Honour of Stanley K.
Fowler, ed. David B. Barker, Michael A. G. Haykin, and Barry H. Howson (Kitchener, ON:
Joshua Press, 2016), 3–32, offers a rare example of exploring some of the connections
between Hannah’s Prayer and the following narrative.
9
Jan P. Fokkelman, ‘Desire Divine: Poems—Pillars—Pivots’, in Characters and
Characterization in the Book of Samuel, ed. Keith Bodner and Benjamin J. M. Johnson,
LHBOTS 669 (London: T&T Clark, 2020), 14–24. He omits, without justification, David’s
Final Words, and swaps Psalm 18 for 2 Samuel 22.
10
Fokkelman, 23.
2

exploring the extent to which his rule reflects Yahweh’s righteous ethic of exalting
the humble and humbling the proud.
In the dissertation, chapter two will survey different readings of Samuel, focusing
especially on the characterisation of Saul and David. This will involve a
consideration of the methodologies adopted by literary readings, and, without
becoming immersed in the field of literary theory, will seek to locate and justify the
particular approach taken here. This might be called a holistic approach to the text
with a sensitivity to the interaction between the prose and poetry, and a selfconscious consideration of the sense-governing intent of the narrator. This chapter
will end with an initial consideration of the four poetic units, both to demonstrate
their interconnections, and to suggest ways in which they might influence the reading
of the narrative. Fuller analyses of the poems come in subsequent chapters, but it will
help the reader to see the shape of the wood before we attend to the trees. Chapter
three will develop a close, contextual reading of Hannah’s Prayer to identify its main
themes, namely that Yahweh exalts the humble and humbles the proud, and that he is
active within history to exalt his king to a worldwide dominion. This will then
motivate chapter four’s exploration of the sections of the subsequent narrative which
evidence the greatest resonance with Hannah’s Prayer, and which, I suggest, is the
principal material for shaping the reading of the book. This chapter will permit the
reader to consider the particular contribution of this dissertation, as it illuminates
certain aspects of the text, and, perhaps, helps to resolve ambiguities reflected by
disagreements between other proposed readings. Chapter five will offer a close
reading of David’s Lament and then explore its function, first, as a retrospect on
Saul’s reign, and, second, as a window into David’s character. Chapter six will
provide close readings of David’s Thanksgiving and Final Words, before exploring
the hermeneutic function of each poem, individually as retrospects on David’s reign,
and together as the heart of the palistrophic conclusion to the narrative (2 Sam 21–
24). Chapter seven will finally synthesise the arguments of the preceding chapters
by revisiting the interconnections between the poems, identified in chapter two, and
suggesting how they might shape the reading of the book, with a particular interest in
the characterisation of Saul and of David. It will summarise the possible merits of
this approach compared with other readings of Samuel (or sections thereof) and
allow an evaluation of whether I have succeeded in accounting for the complexity in

3

the book, whilst identifying a coherent overarching meaning. This will, finally, allow
some tentative suggestions to be made about the sense-governing intent of the book,
as it might have been received by the implied reader.

4

2. How to Read Samuel: Methodology and Literature Survey
2

2.1 Introduction
As outlined in the introduction, this dissertation offers a reading of Samuel which is
sensitive to the hermeneutic role of the poetic units, and attends especially to their
function in shaping the characterisation of Saul and David. First, however, it is
appropriate to consider the different ways in which the book of Samuel has been
read, thereby locating the methodology within current scholarship and providing
some justification for it. The claim is not that this is the only legitimate reading, but,
rather, that this has a valuable contribution to make, and may, perhaps, help to
illuminate parts of the text which other strategies overlook or find perplexing.
2.2 Diachronic Readings
Following the advent of modern, critical scholarship, readings of Samuel were
dominated by textual studies (discovering many problems with the integrity of the
Masoretic text) and by diachronic matters. Scholars explored issues of compositional
history and historical context. Apparent seams in the text, ideological tensions, and
unevenness in the literary style pointed to underlying source materials which became
the object of study.11 Rost proposed the existence of underlying narrative sources,
most famously a Succession Narrative for 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kings 1–2.12 Other
putative sources included an Ark Narrative (1 Sam 4:1–7:1 and 2 Sam 6) and a
History of David’s Rise (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5). Firth surveys some of the issues with
these proposals.13 Of particular interest to this dissertation is the way in which the
different readings of Samuel (or, rather, sections of Samuel) are controlled by an
assumption of the purpose motivating its composition.14 Whilst these intuitions about
the ‘sense-governing intent’ of the narrative portion were discerned during a process
of reading the text, they typically result in isolating those parts of the text which
conform to the hypothesis and excluding those parts which fail to fit. They struggle,
consequently, to coordinate all the data of the text without resorting to diachronic
11

Cf. P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel, The Anchor Bible 8 (New York: Doubleday, 1980), 12–
14.
12
Leonhard Rost, The Succession to the Throne of David, HTIBS 1 (Sheffield: Almond
Press, 1982).
13
David G. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, AOTC 8 (Nottingham: Apollos, 2009), 26–30.
14
E.g. as a biography of David, or as an exilic critique of monarchy.
5

arguments. This role of the perceived ‘sense-governing intent’ in shaping a reading
of the text is a matter to which we shall return.
2.3 Synchronic Readings
Whilst diachronic concerns have continued to play an important role in readings of
Samuel,15 recent research in Samuel has given attention to the field of literary
studies.16 Scholars, drawing on the work of literary critics, began with the hypothesis
that the final form of the narrative was a coherent whole, even if its poetics diverged
from those of modern, Western literature. Longman provides a simple taxonomy of
different literary approaches as either text-centred, including New Criticism and
Structuralism,17 reader-centred,18 or deconstructionalist.19 Each of these approaches
locates the ‘meaning’ of the text in a different place — whether in the intention of
the original author (which leans toward more traditional, historical-critical studies),
in the text itself, treated autonomously, or in the effect that the text has on the reader.
This dissertation will not engage with the fine details of the debates within literary
theory. It will adopt the methodology of those more ‘text-oriented’ critics,20 who
locate meaning with the ‘narrator’, as the personality (created by the implied
author)21 who recounts the story.22 The narrator (presumed to be male, within the

15

As evidenced in the works of, among others, Auld, McCarter, McKenzie and Halpern.
Typically, James Muilenburg, ‘Form Criticism and Beyond’, JBL 88, no. 1 (1969): 1–18,
is credited with first suggesting that the literary nature of Old Testament narrative was
worthy of study.
17
Cf. Tremper Longman, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation, FCI 3 (Leicester,
U.K.: Apollos, 1989), 25–37.
18
Tremper Longman, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation, Foundations of
Contemporary Interpretation 3 (Academie Books, 1987), 38–41.
19
Longman, 41–44.
20
Some of the key works on the poetics of biblical narratives include Meir Sternberg, The
Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading, ISBL
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1987); Jan P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical
Narrative: An Introductory Guide, trans. Ineke Smit (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox, 1999); Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 2nd ed. (New York: Basic Books,
2011); Jerome T. Walsh, Style And Structure In Biblical Hebrew Narrative (Collegeville,
MN: Michael Glazier, 2001); Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative,
BLS 9 (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983); Shimeon Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible,
trans. Dorothea Shefer-Vanson, JSOTS 70 (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1989).
21
Cf. Longman, Literary Approaches to Biblical Interpretation, 1989, 84–85.
22
Although, as Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 13, observes, these matters
significant, not least in the fact that the ‘narrator’ will naturally operate with the language
and cultural assumptions of the historical author, and will typically assume that these are
understood by the reader.
16

6

cultural norms of the ANE) is privileged both with ‘omniscience’,23 and with the
right to determine what to disclose, and how, so as to serve his (typically unstated)
rhetorical purpose.24
The hypothesis of a coherent narratorial voice does not remove all tensions in the
text. Some resolve apparent problems in the coherence of the text by identifying
multiple narrators;25 others find the narrator to be unreliable.26 However, such
conclusions would appear to be an overreaction to awkward elements in the text.
There is no signal from the author that multiple narrators are to be identified, nor
how they should be distinguished. Moreover, as Booth comments, the creation of an
unreliable narrator depends upon a “secret communion of the author and reader
behind the narrator’s back.”27 Such a communion should be clearly signalled in the
narrative and serve an easily identifiable rhetorical purpose,28 both of which are
lacking in Hebrew narrative. Rather, as Sternberg argues, the narrator speaks as
though his words are a divinely authorised interpretation of the events being
recounted.29 To undermine this global ideological thrust, and in the absence of direct
revelation of an unreliable narrator, one should require substantive and sustained
tensions in the text before rejecting the hypothesis of a single, reliable narrator. This
is especially so with the recognition that the poetics of the ANE may not adhere to
the same criteria of coherence as a modern reader might expect.
2.3.1

The Interpretation of Poetry

This dissertation will involve close reading of four poetic sections in Samuel. Whilst
there is some debate about the precise identifiers which distinguish poetry from
23

Sternberg, 84–85.
Sternberg, 98.
25
So, e.g., John Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 2009), although he draws more upon diachronic concerns than this dissertation
will.
26
Cf. Jerome T. Walsh, Old Testament Narrative: A Guide to Interpretation (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox, 2010), 102–4.
27
Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed., Peregrine Books 221 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1983), 300.
28
This is observed in many kinds of literature but is generally associated with a first person
narrator, whose own personality intrudes into the story far more than is typical of biblical
narrative, and who (inadvertently) divulges during the storytelling reasons why they are not
to be trusted (e.g. they are suffering from a psychiatric disorder. See, e.g., William Riggan,
Picaros, Madmen, Naifs and Clowns: The Unreliable First Person Narrator (Norman, OK:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1981)).
29
Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 51.
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prose,30 Freedman is correct that “generally it is not difficult to distinguish the
two.”31 Poetry exhibits imagery, parallelism and meter,32 and is typically composed
of structural units to mark off sections in the poem.33 Our method will seek to be
sensitive to these features. With Fokkelman, I shall seek to identify the structure of
the poem, by looking for those pivots in grammar, language or content which
separate one section, or strophe, from another.34 I shall also be sensitive to the
macrostructure whereby these strophes are related to each other, whether in stanzas,35
or other structuring devices, such as palistrophe or repetition. However, I am not
persuaded that Fokkelman’s meticulous analysis of the syllables and meter is
particularly illuminating.36 Rather, with Alter, I shall explore how the “steady
progression of image or theme” generates a “mounting semantic pressure.”37
Meaning is found not so much at the granular, metrical level, as at the higher,
conceptual levels of the poems, and the dynamics found therein.
2.4 Literary Readings of Samuel and Their Problems
Following the recognition that synchronic readings could make a legitimate
contribution to Old Testament scholarship, there came an abundance of different
studies of Samuel. Firth observes that many who claim to establish a general poetics
of Hebrew narrative base their study disproportionately upon Samuel.38 He surveys
the development of literary readings of Samuel and demonstrates that this has
generated “contradictory conclusions” as scholars apply their literary methodologies
in diverse ways.39 Whilst this may point to the richness of the text of Samuel, it also
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highlights the need for some method of weighing which readings are more, and
which are less successful in their attempts to co-ordinate the data of the text.
We shall outline below some of the distinctive approaches to the book of Samuel,
and in particular to the characterisation of Saul and David. However, it is important
to note Andersson’s trenchant critique of various literary readings of Samuel. He
argues that many so-called literary readings are suspect because they frequently jar
with the interpretation of the “common reader.”40 This he attributes to an imposition
of modern literary theory upon the book of Samuel, without sufficient consideration
of the applicability of these methods to ancient literature.41 Furthermore, he
demonstrates that many readings engage in illegitimate gap-filling, whereby an
interpreter speculates about details of the world behind the text, which the narrator
has neither disclosed nor suggested are significant for his narrative.42 This ‘gapfilling’ can, occasionally, lead to a suspicion and even rejection of the data which has
been revealed.43
Andersson observes that the interpreter’s perception of the “sense-governing intent”
of the text controls their hermeneutic methodology. He demonstrates that the
narratives conform to the norms of neither typical historiography, nor propaganda,44
as often assumed, but should be received as a “performance” which transmits its
meaning without any external reference.45 He posits that many interpreters presume
that the sense-governing intent of the text is “theological text” to deliver a moralistic
message,46 leading them to attempt to “tame” the many parts of Samuel which resist
such a simplistic reading.47 He suggests, instead, that the narrative is “religious
literature” demonstrating that life does not accord predictably with moralistic
principles.48
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Greger Andersson, Untamable Texts: Literary Studies and Narrative Theory in the Books
of Samuel, LHBOTS 514 (New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 253.
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Andersson’s analysis is devastating for a number of proposed readings, as will be
seen below. However, his critique is not without its own problems. First, whilst he
correctly asserts that the sense-governing intent shapes the meaning of a text, he fails
to recognise that ‘common readings’ may fail at this stage, if, as he suggests, they
treat the text as a moralising tale, or simply lack the cultural intuitions of the implied
reader. Common readings must be subject to challenge. Second, his polarisation of
sense-governing intents as either narrative information or storytelling is
unnecessarily simplistic. The presence of literary or artistic features in the text does
not mean that it cannot have a historiographical function.49 He himself argues that the
mistake of form criticism was to assume that the form and function of a text are
necessarily connected.50 Moreover, the complications of the story do not prevent the
text from having an ideological purpose, as though ideology can only be
communicated by a simplistic narrative. Indeed, whilst attempting to provide an
example of so-called “religious literature” in 1 Samuel 1, he is forced to
acknowledge that the story does communicate a theological message which speaks
into wider themes in the book.51 Andersson fails to consider the possibility that the
text may be a theological-historical narrative, which, rather than having a moralising
message, is intended to locate the implied reader in a metanarrative, apparently
superintended by Yahweh towards some ultimate resolution. Thus the narrative
might be intended to shape the self-understanding of the implied reader as both
products of the received history, making sense of their current experience, and also
heirs of the covenantal promises, encouraging them to live in anticipation of some
future age. Such a sense-governing intent would be able to account for elements of
the narrative which are seemingly critical of monarchy, as well as those which regard
the institution more positively, without finding an irreconcilable tension therein.
Rather, the narrator would have a clear ideological intent to help his readers
understand that they are not yet living in the fulfilment of Yahweh’s purposes and so
hope for that future resolution.
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Having listened to Andersson’s penetrating critique of many questionable literary
readings of Samuel I shall now survey the key contributions in this field. However,
the boundary lines are not well defined, and many studies in Samuel will draw on
literary and poetic concerns alongside more diachronic matters, or in relationship
with other fields of study entirely. Many commentaries observe literary features of
the text, and speak into the characterisation of Saul and David, and will be referenced
when their contribution is particularly significant.52 What follows is necessarily
limited to those works most pertinent to the current thesis, beginning with those
speaking generally into the interpretation of Samuel, before moving towards
consideration of the characterisation of Saul and David.53
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2.4.1

Early Readings of Samuel

Any categorisation of readings risks being artificial, and a number of important early
studies of Samuel will be considered later because they directly address the
characterisation of Saul and David, but two early works provide readings of the
whole of Samuel and have been particularly influential.
Fokkelman
Fokkelman’s four-volumed Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel (NAPS)
claims to begin with the smallest details of the text and then progress through the
phonetic, lexical and grammatical structures, interrogating the text at each level, so
as to discover the meaning of the narrative.54 Consequently there are few issues in the
text which he does not address, making his work foundational for subsequent studies.
However, he does not synthesise his findings so as to summarise the characterisation
of Saul and David. That said, his sympathy for Saul emerges when he describes him
as “the victim of a God whose rationality is beyond our ken.”55 In his later study on
Hebrew narrative he describes David as “a tough criminal.”56
His exhaustive probing of the text, however, falls prey to Andersson’s critique, as he
frequently seeks to fill blanks in the narrator’s account in a speculative manner that
proves “irrelevant to the literary narrative.”57 His reading is also heavily influenced
by structuralist assumptions that can generate extensive discussions without
necessarily shedding much light on the text. His presuppositions, especially about
poetic metre, lead him frequently to emend the text, without necessarily having
textual support. Moreover, his study raises the question of what text is to be studied,
for he includes 1 Kings 1–2, and prefers to treat 2 Sam 21–24 “as a paradigmatic
aside.”58 As Firth observes,59 he is still affected by the source critical assumptions of
a succession narrative, which influences his reading. This, presumably, explains his
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decision not to read the book in a linear fashion, which, arguably, hampers his
apprehension of it as a coherent narrative.
Polzin
Polzin’s work has been equally influential, as he applies Bakhtinian theory to
Samuel.60 He identifies multiple voices in the text and understands it to be an exilic
reflection on monarchy, whereby many of the features in the text are interpreted
allegorically to make sense of the experience of the intended reader. Whilst Polzin
makes creative and, at times, illuminating connections within the text, Andersson
rightly observes that his interpretation is “far-fetched” and “depends on so many subinterpretations.”61 The reader might ask about the appropriateness of applying
Bakhtinian literary theory to Samuel, given that Bakhtin’s new vocabulary of
“unfinalizability”, “carnivalization” and “polyphony” were self-consciously
developed to analyse Dostoevsky’s work, identified by Bakhtin as a new genre in
itself.62
2.4.2

Looking for Structure and Repetition in Samuel

It is natural to ask whether the narrator of Samuel provides the reader with any
assistance in determining his poetics. To that end, a number of studies have
considered the intrinsic structure of the book, and whether this might illuminate the
interpretation of the text. Garsiel observed, in his work on 1 Samuel, that
interpretation typically depends upon comparison with other parts of the text, and
thus the reader must be sensitive to “comparative structures, analogies and parallels”
in the narrative.63 Avioz summarises the different proposed structures for Samuel
before concluding that they evidence “a highly complex composition.”64 Radday
provided an early study of chiastic patterns in Samuel,65 though, like Fokkelman, he
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included 1 Kings 1–2 in his analysis, and admitted that his structure was not entirely
satisfactory.66 Klement developed Radday’s work substantially, to identify chiastic
structures within Samuel, primarily to establish his thesis that 2 Sam 21–24 is
integral to Samuel, and, thus, that the book should be treated as having literary
integrity.67 Klement’s work is of particular relevance to this thesis with its
recognition of the key roles played by the poetic material in structuring the book,
although he does not develop this to consider the effect of the poetic structuring upon
the characterisation of Saul and David. His structure is also not without its problems,
as Firth demonstrates, when, for example, it cuts through 1 Sam 24–26, despite those
chapters forming a clear literary unit.68 Avioz summarises some of the questions
raised by those who “caution against blind application of this device” of chiasm,69
especially when elements of the text are sidelined by the supposed structure, and
when apparent parallels are lopsided or forced. More recently, Patrick, in an
unpublished dissertation, argues for a complex concentric structure.70 Without
necessarily accepting all of his conclusions,71 and while having similar questions
about a forced application of chiasm, he demonstrates that Samuel evidences clear
structural features which are important to a right interpretation of the book as a
whole.
The careful reader might identify elements of structuring within the text, without
necessarily needing to locate them within an all-encompassing macro-structure for
the narrative. Grenville Kent, drawing on film theory, has demonstrated, through a
study of 1 Samuel 28, that different forms of repetition are employed by the narrator
to juxtapose different parts of the text and thereby cause them to illuminate each
other.72
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These studies suggest that a right interpretation will require sensitivity to repetition
within the narrative,73 and also to structural elements of the text, whilst recognising
that, as yet, attempts to fit Samuel into a neat concentric or chiastic structure have
experienced multiple complications. Perhaps the narrator is happy to use structuring
as a servant, but in a more fluid manner than that suggested in the studies of Klement
and Patrick.74 Moreover, as Avioz cautions, the reader must be cautious about forcing
the text to fit a presumed structure, either by artificial imposition of narrative
boundaries,75 or by summarising the content of apparent units in a forced or
reductionist way that conveniently fits the chosen schema.76
A number of scholars observe that the poetic units in the text might have a structural
function, and thus be intended to aid interpretation. Childs suggested that 1 Sam 2:1–
10 and 2 Sam 22 function together to “establish a dominant, eschatological,
messianic perspective for the whole.”77 Watts observes the function of inset psalms,
often found at “crucial positions in larger blocks of narrative,”78 and argues that
Hannah’s Prayer serves a proleptic function for the whole narrative with identifiable
resonances in the subsequent plot.79 Moreover, his comparative study of Semitic and
Egyptian literature demonstrates that 1 Sam 2:1–10 would naturally be taken “as a
thematic introduction to the books of Samuel.”80
Brueggemann has extended these arguments to suggest that the prose surrounding
these poetic sections form mutually interpreting bookends, thereby identifying a
macro-structure to the book and signalling connections between the characterisation
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of Hannah and David.81 Dempster has shown that the Song of Hannah intersects with
the narrative of Samuel using a methodology very similar to this dissertation, though
without substantial attention to the other poetic sections.82
2.4.3

Characterisation in Samuel

The recently published edited book Character and Characterisation in the book of
Samuel,83 points to the central role that characterisation plays within the Samuel
narrative. Specifically, the assertion that Saul is rejected by Yahweh in favour of one
better than him (1 Sam 15:28) invites consideration of Saul’s failings, and how,
correspondingly, David might surpass him. Several scholars elect to deal with these
two characters separately, not infrequently limiting their reading to a particular
section of Samuel. However, as Firth suggests,84 these risk being distorted if they fail
to locate their reading within the wider narrative, not least, because, as Johnson
shows, interpretation of one character necessarily affects and is affected by that of
other characters within the same plot.85 We shall consider only those readings which
attend to the David portrayed by the narrator, rather than those, like Halpern,86 and
McKenzie,87 that are suspicious of the perceived propaganda of Samuel and thus seek
to construct the David ‘behind the text.’
2.4.3.1 Positive Readings of Saul
Some readings reject the premise that Saul is fundamentally flawed, and rather find
him to be unfairly treated. Gunn suggested, with his twin studies on Saul and David,
that Samuel should be identified not as ideological literature but as “serious
entertainment” much like a Shakespearean history.88 This sense-governing intent,
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combined with a willingness to question the grounds for Yahweh’s rejection of Saul,
led him to read Saul as a victim of an unpredictable deity. His later reading of David
found a complexity in him. He appears to flourish when he ‘gives’, but he is
diminished when he ‘grasps’.89
Preston, like Gunn, sees positive characteristics in Saul, not least his lowliness,90 and
so casts David as the anti-hero who came to function as an “oriental despot.”91
Intriguingly he draws on Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) to shape his reading, but
casts Saul, not David as the hero.
2.4.3.2 Negative Readings of Saul
Other readings identify aspects of Saul’s characterisation as support for the narrator’s
critique. Evans finds a constellation of character flaws in Saul,92 but locates their root
in his low self-esteem and addictive personality. These cause him to react badly to
his rejection, arousing jealousy and fear. Evans is to be commended for seeking an
underlying consistency in Saul’s characterisation that explains his evident
transformation. However, his attempts to uphold his thesis, especially at those
moments when Saul appears to demonstrate anything but low self-esteem (1 Sam
15:12), are not compelling.93 Moreover, while a modern reader, with the Negative
Trait Thesaurus in hand,94 might diagnose the David behind the text as suffering
from low self-esteem, it is hard to believe that the narrator, with his theocentric ANE
worldview would have been interested in modern psychological diagnoses. To
establish his thesis, Evans would need to demonstrate that low self-esteem was a
recognised flaw in the story-world of Samuel. That said, his reading is pertinent for
this thesis, in that he identifies aspects of Saul’s characterisation which are plausibly
related to the theme of humility.
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Edelman’s reading of 1 Samuel 8 – 2 Samuel 1 is more plausible than Evans, as she
attempts to read “like an ancient Judahite.”95 She suggests that Saul is eminently
suited for kingship but fails to restrain the people,96 and so is rejected by Yahweh. He
becomes increasingly controlled by a fear of his own assassination.97 Her analysis is
thoughtful, especially her consideration of Saul’s development, though she is
possibly overly controlled by her thesis that a king’s installation involved three
stages, with  נגִ ידas the intermediate stage.
Green’s work, building on Polzin, applies Bakhtinian methods to the text and finds
Saul to be overly passive and malleable;98 he fails to take responsibility for the
kingship. A second volume focuses on David, arguing that he is flawed, but willing
to learn, marked by compassion but ultimately falling short of the model of true
kingship.99 This is an attractive attempt to hold together the positive and negative
aspects of David’s character, and to explore his development through the plot.
However, she acknowledges that her reading is only partially successful,100 for
compassion is not as central a concern as she had initially assumed. Both her studies
make astute observations about the text, and yet, in line with Andersson’s critique of
Polzin, the reader may wonder whether the Bakhtinian categories are well suited to a
reading of Samuel. At times, she also drifts into an unwarranted suspicion of the
narrator.101
2.4.3.3 Readings Focussing Primarily on David
Bodner and Johnson survey the different ways in which David’s character is read,
employing the metaphor of a kaleidoscope, which renders a different image
depending upon how the lens is oriented.102 A number of ‘orientations’ are only
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tangentially relevant to the methodology of this thesis,103 and yet, Bodner and
Johnson observe a genuine complexity in David’s characterisation within the text.104
Readings that do justice to the text must address the tension between aspects of
David’s character which the narrator implicitly commends, and those which he
condemns.
Many readings resolve the complexity in David’s character in favour of his negative
attributes. Gunn found David’s private face to be far less positive than his public.105
The distinction is not without merit, though the boundary between David’s public
and private lives is not as easily determined as might be suggested. Alter recognises
tremendous depth to David,106 but finds, for example in his enquiry about the reward
for Goliath’s conqueror (1 Sam 17:26), that the negative side of David’s character
dominates the positive. Westbrook, by considering David’s interactions with the
female characters, also finds the negative side of David to be dominant, because of
the destructive effect he has on women, and his failure to enact justice.107 Bodner,
drawing heavily on Polzin,108 suggests that “Saul is not as evil as David.”109
Johnson emphasises the positive aspects of David’s characterisation by observing the
narrator’s explicit reference to David’s heart (cf. 1 Sam 13:14). He suggests that
David is “able to be convicted of wrongdoing (1 Sam. 24:5; 25:31; 2 Sam. 24:10)
and that he has a heart that is willing to be aligned or realigned with God’s (2 Sam.
7:3, 27).”110 Gros Louis’ summary of David is complex but ultimately positive,
finding him to be “shrewd and calculating, cautious, patient, vigorous in the defence
of himself and his followers. Most importantly, he acts in the public welfare, even if
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it means at times suppressing his own desires, humbling himself, letting himself be
criticized.”111
Noll suggests an ingenious resolution to the complexity in David’s characterisation
by discovering a tension between an implied author and an at-times unreliable
narrator:112 the implied author is critiquing those who are naively pro-David, like the
narrator. Noll seeks to do justice to all details of the text, especially “otherwise
unexplained narrative anomalies,”113 and can account for both coherence and
complexity in David’s characterisation. He considers the contribution of David’s
three formal poems (2 Sam 1:19–27; 22; 23:1–7) and his reading of David’s Final
Words (esp. 2 Sam 23:5a) is particularly insightful.114 The fundamental issue, though,
with Noll’s reading is that his initial premise, of a discrepancy between the implied
author and narrator is not persuasive. He bases it on a perceived contradiction in the
book’s attitude towards worship at high places,115 following a possible interpretation
of 2 Sam 7:9–13 that Jerusalem was not Yahweh’s intended dwelling place.
However, this is not a secure enough foundation to Noll’s argument. I will seek to
show that the complexity in David’s characterisation can be accounted for without
resorting to an unreliable narrator.
Borgman reads Samuel as a coherent narrative,116 with sensitivity to the literary cues
provided by the narrator. He identifies the central concern of the book to be
Yahweh’s choice of David over Saul,117 and suggests that the answer is found
through a right understanding of “interlocking patterns of repetition” in the
narrative.118 His reading of these eleven distinct patterns is rich and suggests that
David is ‘better’ than Saul because he is dependent upon and responsive to God.119
The strength of Borgman’s approach is his ability to weave together the different
strands of the narrative, tolerating complexity in David’s presentation, but without
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losing coherence. However, it is not obvious why Borgman selected eleven patterns
over other elements of the narrative, equally woven into the text.120
Borgman attends to cyclical patterns of repetition but offers no substantive
consideration of structural elements aligned with the unfolding of a linear plot. If the
poems are intended to frame the narrative, and thus shape the strategy of the implied
reader, then attention to this material may highlight those themes and motifs of
particular concern to the narrator. Finally, there are a few indicators that Borgman,
despite claiming to receive the narrative as an original hearer might have done, is
working at a greater distance from the text than he is aware. When he suggests that
David is preferred because he facilitates God’s desire for “communal well-being,”121
one wonders whether an ANE narrator might not have had a more theocentric
motivator for the activity of God. Borgman’s reading values divine-human
partnership in mastering an open future for the blessing of the people. However, at
multiple points in the plot, not least in the rejection of Eli’s household, it would seem
that Yahweh sets a greater priority upon him being honoured than upon human
flourishing, per se (cf. 1 Sam 2:30). The suspicion that Borgman might be overly
influenced by modern cultural presuppositions, rather than those of the implied
reader, is strengthened by indications that he is not working from the Hebrew text but
an English translation as, for example, when he argues for a development in David’s
character evidenced by a change of his language (1 Sam 25:22, 34) when the phrase
in question ( )מַ ְׁש ִתין בְׁ קִ ירis found in both speech acts.122
Randall Short’s reading of David is pertinent for this dissertation.123 However, he
sidesteps the tension within David’s characterisation by considering only the first
part of the book of Samuel.124 He suggests that the purpose of the text is not primarily
to characterise David,125 but rather to magnify Yahweh for his “surprising and
inexplicable” election of the son of Jesse.126 One might wonder whether, by calling
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the election “inexplicable”, he is begging the question of David’s characterisation,
which, I suggest, is of importance to the narrator. However, his crucial insight
concerns the controlling influence of the reader’s assumptions about the purpose of
the narrative upon its interpretation. He suggests that the story was composed for the
“shaping and reflecting identity” of David’s sons, but especially “of YHWH’s people
whom David embodies.”127 It is hard to see why he feels that the latter purpose
supersedes the former: the narrator gives multiple signals that he is interested in the
theme of sonship. However, Short’s observation powerfully undercuts readings that,
for example, find the narrative to be an apology for David.128 The sense-governing
intent of the narrative may mean that the narrator is not concerned with a full
characterisation of David in the way that many modern readings have assumed: some
of David’s characteristics may be more germane to the purpose of the narrative than
others. If so, readers need to be alert to the risk of distorting the text by privileging
data which the narrator did not foreground, or by filling lacunae which the narrator
never intended to be completed.
2.4.4

Summary

We shall attempt a holistic reading of Samuel, attending to the specific issue of
David’s and Saul’s characterisation and whether the prophetic assertion that Saul is
rejected in favour of one ‘better’ than him (1 Sam 15:28) stands up to scrutiny. This
reading will presume a reliable univocal narrator, until this hypothesis is made
untenable by the data. It will tolerate complexity in the characterisation and poetics
employed by the narrator, recognising that the modern reader should adopt a cultural
humility rather than demand that ancient literary works conform to the norms of
contemporary literature.
As Johnson observes, all texts are open to multiple, even contradictory readings,
depending upon which details are foregrounded, which ‘gaps’ are filled, and how.129
However, not all readings are equally legitimate. Middleton suggests that a sound
reading strategy should be a “matter of practiced art” rather than being overly
determined by methodology.130 The reader must be alert to all the different signals
127
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the narrator might employ to communicate meaning, and then weigh up which
interpretation is most successful in coordinating the data presented. The reader
“needs to live with the text, inhabiting its narrative world” through multiple rereadings,131 whilst also ensuring that the hermeneutic conclusion remains in harmony
with a reading realistically accessible to a first-time ‘ideal’ reader.
Assumptions about the purpose of the narrative influence the reading of the text, and
so I shall be attentive to markers in the text which may indicate its sense-governing
intent. This must be done cautiously, for, as Polzin observes,132 many readings have
been distorted by presuppositions about the text which end up creating unnecessary
tensions within the narrative. Whilst Johnson is correct that the narrative is not
“simplistically ideological or moralistic,”133 that does not prohibit the narrator having
a sophisticated ideological purpose. I shall begin with the hypothesis that the
narrative is of the genre of artful theological historiography: the narrator is
presenting an interpretation of events that supposedly occurred in the world of the
implied reader, so as to shape their understanding of their present situation. The
precise contours of this purpose, however, must be determined by the details and
patterns of the narrative itself.
The narrative shows evidence of careful structuring. A right interpretation of the
narrative should reflect the shape of the narrative, without forcing the text into a
particular structure like some Procrustean bed. Such a reading should explore the
apparently strategic positioning of Hannah’s Prayer, David’s Lament and David’s
Thanksgiving and Final Words. In subsequent chapters, this dissertation will explore
the ways in which each of these poetic units shapes the reading of the text. First,
however, I shall seek to demonstrate the connections between the poems, as a
justification for finding them to have an overarching hermeneutical purpose.134 The
themes and perspectives foregrounded by this analysis might allow the reader to see
‘the wood’ before inspecting ‘the trees’.
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2.4.4.1 What Text?
Before turning to an overview of the poetic sections, it is important to clarify the
literary text to be studied. We shall be reading the Masoretic Text (MT) as preserved
in the Leningrad Codex and published as Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. It is
typically claimed that the text is poorly preserved,135 and requires multiple
emendations. There are places where the text seems non-sensical in its current form.
However, fresh insight has also suggested plausible readings of previously
discredited texts.136 Where possible I will work with the received text, rather than a
putative pre-text, and turn to matters of textual criticism only when the inherited text
both appears impossible and is immediately relevant to the characterisation of Saul
and David.
2.5 The Macrostructure Presented by the Poems
The decision of a narrator to embed poetic material within the prose should not be
overlooked as incidental. Strictly speaking, the poem is unnecessary to the progress
of the plot:137 the narrator had the option of summarising the subject matter in a
briefer prosaic form. 1 Samuel 2:1–10 and 2 Samuel 1:17–27 could each be removed
without causing awkwardness in the subsequent narrative.138 The high level of
literary artifice in the mouth of the character speaking poetry arrests the attention of
the reader, and, if presented as a spontaneous speech act, departs from the normal
expectations of verisimilitude. This dissertation argues that the purpose of the four
poems (1 Sam 2:1–10; 2 Sam 1:18–27; 2 Sam 22; 2 Sam 23:1–7) is to provide a
hermeneutic frame for the narrative.139 I shall therefore outline the key reasons why a
careful reader might infer that the significance of each poem extends beyond its
immediate pericope. This will involve a consideration of, first, the strategic
positioning of the four poems; second, the proleptic elements of Hannah’s Prayer,
and finally the multiple connections evident between the four poems. This web of
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relationships between each of the four poems will prove to be foundational to our
reading of the entire text.
2.5.1

The Strategic Positioning of the Poetic Material

The four poems are found at the beginning (1 Sam 2:1–10), middle (2 Sam 1:18–27)
and end (2 Sam 22; 23:1–7) of the narrative. David’s Lament occurs at the transition
between the Saulide and Davidic monarchy. Moreover, David’s Thanksgiving is
dischronologised within the narrative.140 Collectively, these observations suggest that
the poems have purposes beyond their immediate literary contexts. As I will seek to
show, Hannah’s poem serves as an introduction to kingship, David’s Lament serves
as a reflection on Saul’s kingship, and the twin Davidic psalms (2 Sam 22; 23:1–7)
provide two reflections on David’s kingship. Hannah’s Prayer is the lens through
which the entire narrative concerning Israelite monarchy is to be read, and the later
poems then invite further reflection on kingship.
2.5.2

The Proleptic Elements of Hannah’s Prayer

Fokkelman observes that embedded poetry can serve various purposes, clarifying or
summarising the meaning of the preceding narrative.141 However, Hannah’s Prayer is
so early in the narrative (1 Sam 2:1–10) that it is hard to see why a summary would
be needed. Moreover, it has numerous elements and motifs which have no obvious
referent in the surrounding pericope: the first polarity she introduces concerns the
warrior and the defeated soldier (1 Sam 2:4), characters notably absent from the
Hannah narrative (1 Sam 1:1–2:21). Even the most closely related motif, the barren
woman (2:5), creates a certain literary tension, for Hannah bears six children (2:21),
one short of the sevenfold progeny she declared in her prayer. Whilst it is true that
the nature of poetry, with its propensity for juxtaposed imagery, means that not every
detail of Hannah’s poem need have immediate reference in her story,142 Fokkelman’s
observation that 2:4–7 “simply do not refer to her own private experiences” is
apposite.143 The curious reader might then notice elements of the subsequent plot
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which exhibit greater resonance with Hannah’s poem than her own experience
offered.144 Indeed Samuel Meier has explored how the motif of the sword (admittedly
different from, though related to the bow of 2:4) is developed, and sees reversals in
the subsequent narrative as echoes of Hannah’s assertion.145
The poem moves from a consideration of Hannah’s horn (2:1) to the horn of the
anointed king (2:10). The exaltation of the king is the conclusion of a cosmic
intervention by Yahweh and transforms the way in which the motif of the ‘horn’
( )קֶּ ֶּרןis read. The poem therefore establishes a trajectory for the reader beginning
with the humiliated Hannah and moving towards the exalted king. The fact that, at
this point in the plot, there is no king, leaves the prayer unresolved, and thus gives it
a strong proleptic force.
2.5.3

Connections between Hannah’s Prayer and the Other Poetic Units

Hannah’s Prayer has multiple points of connection with David’s Thanksgiving (2
Sam 22). These include vocabulary which is otherwise rare in Samuel (e.g. קֶּ ֶּרן, 1
Sam 2:1, 10; 2 Sam 22:3, תֵּ בֵּ ל, 1 Sam 2:8; 2 Sam 22:16,  ְׁשאֹול, 1 Sam 2:6; 2 Sam
22:6), motifs, such as theophanic thundering from heaven (בַ שמַ ִים י ְַׁרעַם, 1 Sam 2:8–
10; 2 Sam 22:5–16), God as ( צּור1 Sam 2:2; 2 Sam 22:3, 32, 47), warriors being
girded with strength (חַ יִל, 1 Sam 2:4; 2 Sam 22:33) and God’s king being raised (רּום,
1 Sam 2:10; 2 Sam 22:49). Both poems have as a central theme the idea that God
exalts those who walk humbly before him and brings down those who proudly defy
him. Finally, 2 Sam 22:51, with its reference to  מַ לְׁ ּכֹוand  ְׁמ ִשיחֹוis a resounding echo
of the final line of Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:10). These connections have been
widely recognised.146 The relationship between the poems, lexically, thematically,
and tonally, is so strong that Polzin has suggested that Hannah’s Prayer could almost
be treated “as a proleptic summary of David’s final hymn.”147
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These two poems function together to illuminate the whole intervening narrative and
especially the rise of David. The narrator thereby invites the reader to consider how
David might fulfil Hannah’s portrayal of the humility Yahweh seeks in his king.
The evident relationship between Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Thanksgiving might
then cause the attentive reader to consider connections with David’s Lament and
Final Words.
Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Lament
The two poems are linked thematically by their concern with the fate of the king,
though they describe opposing ends: Hannah sees the king rise, the Lament sees him
fall. Fokkelman observes the connection between 1 Sam 2:6 and 2 Sam 1:23 in their
twinning of life and death.148 Both poems use the bow as a metonymic motif for a
fallen warrior (1 Sam 2:4; 2 Sam 1:22), indeed the Lament is called ( קֶּ שֶּ ת2 Sam
1:18). Perhaps the strongest connection, lexically at least, is the motif of women
rejoicing: Hannah describes her exuberance with the verbs  עלַץand ( שמַ ח1 Sam 2:1).
This pairing is rare, only attested in three other verses of the MT (Psa 5:12; 9:3;
68:4). David uses the verb pair  שמַ חand ( עלַזequated by HALOT with )עלַץ149 to
describe women rejoicing in victory over their enemies, only now the enemy is the
Israelite king whom Hannah described as exalted by Yahweh.
The Lament might therefore re-present Hannah’s Prayer but in a minor key: Yahweh
is absent, the king has fallen, the enemies rejoice. As such the reader is being invited
to consider how Saul might have failed to conform to Hannah’s portrait of ideal
kingship.
Hannah’s Prayer and the Final Words
The reader might observe some connections between Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–
10) and David’s Final Words (2 Sam 23:1–7). David identifies himself as  הּוקַ ם עלand
( ְׁמ ִשיַח אֱֹלהֵּ י ַיעַקב2 Sam 23:1); both resonate with Hannah’s description of Yahweh’s
king (1 Sam 2:8–10). He describes Yahweh as ( צּור2 Sam 23:3; cf. 1 Sam 2:2) and he
emphasises the inspired nature of his words (2 Sam 23:2–3) which contrasts with the
proud speech Hannah denounces (1 Sam 2:3). But the strongest connection is
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perhaps with David’s description of the flourishing which a righteous king should
facilitate (2 Sam 23:3–4) combined with the devastation which should befall the
wicked (2 Sam 23:6–7), both of which echo Hannah’s description of Yahweh’s rule
over the world (1 Sam 2:9–10). The narrator is thus inviting the reader to consider
the experience of the nation under David, exalted by Yahweh, and the extent to
which his rule mirrored that of Yahweh.
2.5.4

Connections between the Three Davidic Poems

Hannah’s Prayer is marked as the principal poetic unit of the book, first by its
position, ensuring that it shapes the reader’s hermeneutic from the outset, and second
by its clear connections with the subsequent poetic units, especially David’s
Thanksgiving. However, it is also fruitful to observe connections between the three
Davidic poems.
The Lament and the Thanksgiving
Fokkelman observes sufficient common themes and vocabulary in the Thanksgiving
and the Lament to suggest that the “thanksgiving by the warrior David is the
compositional answer to the lament,” in that it presents a warrior king, celebrating
deliverance from death (2 Sam 22:5) and exalted in victory rather than mourned in
death.150 The contrast between David and Saul is underlined by the motif of the
shield (מגֵּן, a relatively rare word in Samuel). Where Saul’s shield lies defiled as a
picture of his rejection (2 Sam 1:21), David experiences Yahweh as his shield (2 Sam
22:3, 31, 36). Where Saul lies dead on the high places (במה, 1:19), David experiences
strengthening so he can leap on them (22:34). In both instances the kings are
compared to animals (צְׁ בִ י, )אַ ילה. Where the bow (קֶּ שֶּ ת, 1:18, 22) points to the tragic
defeat in battle of Saul’s line, Yahweh equips David with this very weapon (22:35).
Perhaps most significantly, the Lament ends by mourning the tragic participation of
Jonathan in his father’s fate (1:23, 25–27); David’s Thanksgiving looks ahead to his
descendants enjoying God’s eternal ( חֶּ סֶּ ד22:51).
The Lament and the Final Words
These two poems serve as the final commentary on the lives of the respective kings.
The connections, whilst limited, are stimulating. First, David takes upon himself the
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title ( נְׁעִ ים ז ְִׁמרֹות י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל23:1). Whilst the phrase has a certain ambiguity, David appears
to be adopting the description previously predicated of Saul and Jonathan (1:23).
Where Saul was celebrated in David’s song, now David is celebrated in Israel’s.
Thus, the reader is invited to consider how David replaces and surpasses Saul.
Second, David connects the rule of the anointed king to the fall of rain in both poems
(מטר, 1:21, 23:4). The implication is that a king who rules in the fear of the Lord
should be a life-giving blessing upon the nation. The reader is thus invited to contrast
Saul and David in the extent to which they achieved this. David’s conclusion that
wicked men should be cast out and burned like thorns (23:6–7) may potentially
resonate with the fate of Saul whose body was burned (1 Sam 31:12), a unique event
in Samuel. Finally, where the Lament mourns the demise of Saul’s son, Jonathan,
David finds comfort in the eternal covenant with his house (23:5).
The Thanksgiving and the Final Words
The narrator’s juxtaposition of these two poems suggests that they might be mutually
illuminating. Both poems are reflections by David upon his kingly experience. They
have much common vocabulary (נגה, 22:13; 23:4. עב, 22:12; 23:4. עֹולם, 22:51; 23:5),
and identify God as ( צּור22:3, 32, 47; 23:3), and David as ַ( ְׁמ ִשיח22:51; 23:1). Both
are interested in the theme of salvation (יֵּשַ ע, 22:3, 4, 28, 36, 47; 23:5). Perhaps most
importantly, both look beyond David’s immediate reign to that of his descendants.
The Thanksgiving ends with a confidence that God will show  חֶּ סֶּ דto David’s
descendants ( עַד־עֹולם22:51) whilst the Final Words, I will argue, wrestle with the
tension between David’s failure to rule with justice and the  בְׁ ִרית עֹולםwith David’s
house, which is fully secure (23:5). The Final Words conclude with the assertion that
the flourishing of God’s people depends upon the destruction of wicked men, but this
raises the question of what becomes of the nation if the current ‘son of David’ is such
a man.
2.5.5

Summary

This survey of the four main poems of Samuel has identified a remarkable web of
intertextual relationships. Indeed, the metaphor of a web is appropriate, for if one
visualises the connections between the different poems as arcs joining the respective
poems to each other, then the arcs create, above the narrative proper, a network of
paths, inviting the reader to walk along each of them, and consider the ways in which
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these poetic units shape the interpretation of the narrative beneath. Hannah’s Prayer
is the principal poetic unit because the linear nature of a narrative means it is
encountered first. As such, Hannah’s Prayer functions as a hermeneutic lens, inviting
the reader to be alert to Yahweh’s exaltation of a king who humbly depends upon
him, alongside a concomitant humiliation of those who proudly oppose God. The
Lament reflects upon Saul’s monarchy in light of Hannah’s Prayer. The two Davidic
poems end the narrative by providing two complementary lenses through which to
review both the extent to which David has lived up to Hannah’s portrait of a humble
king, and also the ways in which he has fallen short of the ideal pattern of kingship.
2.5.5.1 The Sense-governing Intent of the Narrative
As argued above, an accurate interpretation of the narrative depends upon an
apprehension of the sense-governing intent of the narrator. If, as I suggest, the poetic
units have a hermeneutic function for the entire narrative, then it is likely that they
also speak into the text’s purpose. At this stage, the reader should exercise a
reticence about determining this purpose, for to do so would shape and potentially
distort the reading. However, two features of the poetic units stand out: first, the
concern with kingship, and its evaluation against some ideal; second, the interest in
David’s descendants at the conclusion of the narrative. It is plausible, therefore, that
the implied reader, as a member of the people of Israel or Judah, would have found
that the narrative spoke into questions about kingship with which they were
wrestling, especially the extent to which their current king conformed to God’s
intention for the monarchy. This would also make sense of the narrative’s oft-noted
interest in sons of leaders, and their consistent failure: Eli, Samuel, Saul and David
each have sons who are rejected by Yahweh.
2.6 The Way Forward
This dissertation will provide an interpretation of each of the four poetic units, in
their immediate contexts, before exploring the ways in which they resonate with the
narrative proper and shape its interpretation. Whilst the research which undergirded
this dissertation involved a close reading of the entire narrative, the constraints of the
dissertation mean that it will not be possible to provide a full reading of every verse,
or even every chapter. Consequently, the reading is vulnerable to the accusation of
cherry-picking those sections which best fit the hypothesis (a critique that was
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levelled at some of the readings in the literature survey)! In answer, I note first, that
this reading strategy emerges inductively from the intrinsic shape of the narrative.
Therefore, seeking those parts of the narrative which are illuminated by it is not
necessarily illegitimate, but is rather a first step in establishing that the strategy is
credible. Second, this hypothesis does not claim to exhaust the meaning of the
narrative, but rather that it makes a plausible contribution to the interpretation of
Samuel; other reading strategies may well complement that taken here by
illuminating elements of the narrative relatively untouched by this approach. Third, I
would suggest that the reading strategy does engage globally and successfully with
the narrative, in that it provides a framework within which each act, and even each
scene, can be located. Whilst some scenes are more illuminated by the poems than
others, it is significant that the strongest resonances between the poems and the
narrative seem to be concentrated in those moments which are most central to the
plot development. For these reasons, the claim of the dissertation to offer an
interpretation of Samuel is not crippled by the fact that it cannot include a close
reading of every chapter. Ultimately, however, the reader must determine whether
the proposed strategy is successful in offering a satisfying and coherent account of
the data in the text. It is to that account we now turn.
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3. Hannah’s Prayer: God Exalts the Humble and Humbles the Proud
3.1 Introduction
Beginnings matter. A skilled storyteller will choose where and how to begin a tale in
order to engage the reader as a companion for the rhetorical journey ahead.
Correspondingly, the careful reader will observe the details and contours of the
introduction to a story, in anticipation of the ways in which it prepares for what is to
follow. For that reason, the reader of Samuel will typically be intrigued, or even
perplexed, by the opening pericope of the story. The overarching narrative details the
political evolution of the tribes of Israel from the time of the judges to the
establishment of the Davidic dynasty. Why then does it begin with an obscure family
and the sufferings of a barren woman? Admittedly, Hannah’s son, Samuel, will, in
time, become Israel’s final judge, and, towards the end of his life, her king-maker.
However, Hannah’s actual participation in the plot is minimal. She is neither seen
nor alluded to after 1 Sam 2:21.
Despite Hannah’s apparently limited role in the plot, the narrator presents her prayer
verbatim (1 Sam 2:1–10),151 thereby granting her the longest monologue in the
narrative until Samuel’s farewell speech (1 Sam 12:6–17). Moreover, it is poetry.
Such a change of genre creates what Longacre calls, “a zone of turbulence in regard
to the flow of the discourse in its preceding and following parts,”152 which, he
suggests, is often used to mark a peak in the discourse. Moreover, as Sailhammer has
observed in the Pentateuch, substantial sections of poetry typically occur at the
conclusion of narrative sections, are spoken by central protagonists, and have
proleptic or eschatological force.153 Whilst the book of Samuel need not operate with
the same poetics as the Pentateuch, the reader should ponder why the minor
character, Hannah, is given such a rhetorical spotlight at the start of the narrative. As
outlined in chapter one, the thesis being developed in this dissertation is that
Hannah’s Prayer is positioned by the narrator to serve as a hermeneutical lens
through which the subsequent narrative is to be viewed.

Cf. 8:6 where Samuel’s prayer is not narrated.
Robert E. Longacre, The Grammar of Discourse, 2nd ed., TLL (New York; London:
Plenum, 1996), 38, although he doesn’t explicitly apply this to a transition of genre.
153
John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical-Theological Commentary,
LIBI (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992), 35–37.
151
152
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This chapter will provide a reading of Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) so as to
determine its central message. I shall consider the structure of the prayer and also a
number of markers that give prominence to verse 3. I shall explore the prayer’s
movement from Hannah’s experience of exaltation to the similar experience of the
anointed king and I shall argue that Yahweh enthrones and supports his king by a
process of humbling the proud and exalting the humble. This is the ethic which
correlates Hannah’s experience with that of the king.
Following an analysis of the Prayer, I will explore how it illuminates the immediate
literary context. This, I suggest, serves to sharpen the focus of the hermeneutical
lens, and thus aid the implied reader in rightly apprehending the message of the
following narrative. A study of the interpretation of the Samuel narrative proper,
however, will need to wait until chapter four of this thesis.
3.2 Interpreting Hannah’s Prayer
As Fokkelman demonstrates, a right interpretation of Hebrew poetry requires
attention to its structure.154 In particular, the reader must be alert to lexical or metrical
markers, as well as patterns of repetition which give shape to the poem. Below is an
outline of 1 Samuel 2:1–10 broken into its lines and cola,155 along with an English
translation. This allows the reader to recognise the three-part structure to the prayer,
and therefore begin to move towards a right interpretation.

ֹלהינּו׃
ַּֽ ֵּ וְׁ ֵּ ָ֥אין ִ֖צּור ּכֵּא

אמר
ַ ַ֔ ו ִַת ְׁתפַלֵּ ֵּ֤ל חַ נה֙ וַת1

2:1a

ָ֥רמה קַ ְׁרנִ ִ֖י ַ ַּֽביהוָ֑ה

יהוה
ַ֔ עלַ ֵּ֤ץ לִ בִ י֙ ַ ַּֽב

1bc

ִ ָּ֥כי ׂש ַ ִ֖מחְׁ ִתי בִ ישּוע ֶּ ַּֽתָך׃

ֹויְׁבי
ַ ַ֔ ַל־א
֣ ֵּ֤רחַ ב פִ י֙ ע

1de

ִ ּ֣כי ֵּ ֣אין בִ לְׁ ֶּ ָ֑תָך

 אֵּ ין־ק ָ֥דֹוש ּכַיהוִ֖ה2

י ֵֵּּצָ֥א ע ִ֖תק ִמפִ יכֶּ ָ֑ם

 אַ ל־תַ ְׁר ֵּ֤בּו ְׁתדַ בְׁ רּו֙ גְׁ בה֣ה גְׁ ב ַ֔הה3

 נִ ְׁתּכְׁ נִ֖ ּו עֲלִ לַּֽ ֹות׃156וְׁ לָ֥ ֹו

הוה
ַ֔ ְִׁ ּ֣כי ֵּ ֵּ֤אל דֵּ עֹות֙ י

וְׁ נִ כְׁ ש ִ ִ֖לים ָ֥אזְׁרּו ַּֽחיִ ל׃

 ֶּ ָ֥קשֶּ ת גִ ב ִ ִ֖רים חַ ִ ָ֑תים4

154

Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Poetry, 159–73.
This layout of the poem is largely based upon that of Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:75.
156
This takes the Qere along with many medieval manuscripts and the LXX.
155
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2abc

3ab

cd

4ab

ְּׁורע ִ ִֵּ֖בים ח ֵּ ָ֑דלּו

נִׂש ַּ֔כרּו
ְׁ ֙ ְׁׂשבֵּ ִ ֵּ֤עים בַ ֶֶּּ֙לחֶּ ם5

5ab

וְׁ ַר ַבָ֥ת בנִ ִ֖ים א ְֻׁמ ַּֽללה׃

עַד־עֲקרה֙ ילְׁ ֣דה ִשבְׁ ַ֔עה157

5cd

מֹוריד ְׁש ִ֖אֹול ו ַַּֽיעַל׃
ָ֥ ִ

ּומחַ יֶּ ָ֑ה
ְׁ  יְׁ הוִ֖ה מֵּ ִ ֣מית6

6ab

רֹומם׃
ַּֽ ֵּ ף־מ
ְׁ ַמַ ְׁש ִ ִ֖פיל א

מֹוריש ּומַ ע ִ ֲָ֑שיר
֣ ִ  יְׁ הוִ֖ה7

7ab

ֵּ ַּֽמאַ ְׁשפת֙ י ִ ֣רים אֶּ בְׁ יַ֔ ֹון

 מֵּ ִ֙קים מֵּ ע ָ֜פר ָּ֗דל8

8ab

וְׁ כִ ֵּ ָ֥סא כ ִ֖בֹוד יַנְׁ חִ לֵּ ָ֑ם

יבים
ִַ֔ הֹושיב֙ עִ ם־נְׁ ִד
ִ ְׁל

8cd

ֵּיהִ֖ם תֵּ ֵּ ַּֽבל׃
ֶּ וַיָ֥שֶּ ת ֲעל

ִ ֵּּ֤כי ַ ַּֽליהוה֙ ְׁמצֻ ֣קֵּ י ַ֔ ֶּא ֶּרץ

8ef

ר־איש׃
ַּֽ ִ ַי־לא בְׁ ִ֖כחַ יִגְׁ ב
ָ֥ ּו ְׁרש ִ ִ֖עים בַ ֣חשֶּ ְך יִ ָ֑דמּו ִ ַּּֽכ

יִש ַ֔מר
ְׁ ֙ח ֲִסידיו158  ַרגְׁ לֵּ ֵּ֤י9

9abc

עליו בַ ש ַ ֣מיִם י ְַׁר ֵַּ֔עם

יביו
ָּ֗  ְׁמ ִר158 הוה י ֵַּח֣תּו
ָ֞ ְׁ י10

10ab

ן־עז לְׁ מַ לְׁ ּכַ֔ ֹו
֣ ֶּוְׁ יִ ת

י־א ֶּרץ
ָ֑ ֵּיְׁ הוִ֖ה י ִ ֣דין אַ פְׁ ס

10cde

יחֹו׃
ַּֽ וְׁ י ֵּ ִ֖רם ֶּ ָ֥ק ֶּרן ְׁמ ִש

2:1a

And Hannah prayed and said

1bc

My heart rejoices in Yahweh,

1de

My mouth is wide open

160

159

My horn is exalted in Yahweh

over my enemies

For I rejoice in your salvation.

 עַדis kept with 5c in line with the maqqef, contra BHS.
This is the Qere in line with many medieval manuscripts. The ketib reads the singular.
The decision about which is to be preferred is broadly incidental for our purposes. Perhaps
the singular particularises the general statements earlier in the psalm to proleptically
anticipate an individual king and opponent, though cf. 5cd.
159
This departs from Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:71. He places 9c and 10a together, thereby
creating a following line 10bc which “is determined by the merismus heaven and earth” and
having a concluding 10de with the rhyming of “his king … his anointed.” That has some
merit. However, it cuts across other grammatical and syntactic relationships of the cola: 9c is
a natural conclusion to 9ab; 10b looks back to 10a with the pronominal suffix on the first
word, thus making 10ab a bicola; the initial  וof 10d would appear to connect it to 10c. An
added attraction of our structure is that it creates two final lines which begin with the
tetragrammaton.
160
This expression is found in Psa 35:21; Isa 57:4, where it connotes a sense of contempt.
Here it may be a more neutral delight. Alternatively, McCarter, I Samuel, 72, suggests,
157
158
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2abc

There is no one holy like Yahweh!

3ab

Do not speak with such great haughtiness!

cd

For Yahweh is a God of knowledge

4ab

The warriors’ bow is shattered.

5ab

The well-fed have hired themselves for bread.

5cd

Even

6ab

Yahweh kills and makes alive.

7ab

Yahweh dispossesses

8ab

He raises the poor

8cd

To seat them with nobles

8ef

For the pillars

167

There is none besides you!
161

Or let

162

And there is no Rock like our God!
163

arrogance

come from your mouth.

And by him deeds are weighed.

165

164

But those who stumble gird on strength.

But the hungry do so no longer.

166

the barren woman has borne sevenfold. But she of many sons has withered away.

169

170

168

He brings down to Sheol and he has raised up.

and makes rich.

He abases; he also exalts.

from the dust.

He lifts the needy from the dunghill

And cause them to inherit a glorious throne.

of the earth are Yahweh’s,

And he set the world upon them.

through comparison with Psa 81:11, that this employs the metaphor of ‘swallowing’ rather
than gloating.
161
Hifil of  רבהin asyndetic relationship with another verb indicates an extensive or thorough
activity: HALOT 1177b-1178a. WO §12.5a takes  גְׁ בהה גְׁ בההto be repetitive apposition of
emphasis.
162
This is taken to be a jussive, identical in form to the imperfect (cf. Exod 16:29). The
prohibitive particle is gapped from the first cola.
163
Each use of this noun in the MT is in the context of speech which is proud and boastful
(Pss 31:19; 75:6; 94:4). HALOT, 905a, suggests impudence.
164
As HALOT, 1733a-1734b, summarises, this colon has profoundly different
interpretations, depending upon the choice of Ketib/Qere and whether the deeds are those of
Yahweh or people. David Toshio Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, NICOT (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 144, suggests  עֲלִ לֹותis “never used for human deeds in the
Bible.” However, Ezek 14:22 and Deut 22:14 refute his case. James S. Ackerman, ‘Who Can
Stand before YHWH, This Holy God: A Reading of 1 Samuel 1–15’, Prooftexts 11, no. 1
(January 1991): 4, proposes a plausible reading about God’s inscrutability — “and not are
his actions fathomable” — but it makes less sense either as a parallel to 3c, or as grounds for
3ab than the translation suggested above.
165
The plural adjective predicated of the singular noun is odd. Cf. JM §150n18.
166
HALOT, 292b, suggests the reading “have become fat”, cf. Job 14:6.
167
This sense of the preposition is found in e.g., Job 25:5.
168
HALOT, 442a, suggests emending to ( מֵּ ִרישmakes poor) but without textual support.
169
This need not connote primarily material poverty, but helplessness and lowliness. Cf.
HALOT, 221b-222a.
170
This word is very rare and is determined from context to refer to the foundations of
creation.
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9abc

He guards the feet of those faithful

171

to him.

But the wicked are silenced in darkness,

(9c)

For a man does not prevail by strength.

10ab

Yahweh! Those who contend with him will be shattered.

10cde

Yahweh will judge the ends of the earth

And give strength to his king

(10e)

3.2.1

He will thunder against them from the heavens.

And exalt the horn of his anointed.

The Structure of the Prayer

As Watts has shown, the song is not easily classified by form; it contains elements of
both a hymn and a thanksgiving.172 The structure must therefore be worked out
inductively by attention to the different features of the text. The prayer begins with
personal testimony leading to exhortation. From 2:4 the attention moves from
Hannah’s experience to generalised statements about Yahweh’s dealings with
different classes of people. In 2:9–10, Hannah turns her focus on an individual
experience of God’s exaltation.173 By 10cde, attention is manifestly upon Yahweh’s
king and the wicked have faded away. The psalm has a clear flow from Hannah’s
experience to that of the king.
A second structuring feature of the text is the inclusio of 1c and 10e, both of which
describe a horn ( )קֶּ ֶּרןbeing exalted ()רּום. However there has been a significant
development in the way that the horn is to be understood: for Hannah it represents
her deliverance from enemies who exalted themselves over her; for the king it is a
picture of his exaltation to anointed kingship in the strength of Yahweh, and,
perhaps, as the vehicle for Yahweh’s judging of the earth. Thus, again, the psalm
moves from Hannah’s experience of exaltation to the issue of kingship, reflecting the
movement of the whole book.
The third structuring element to observe is the set of finely balanced polarities in
4ab-7ab. These can be further subdivided, by attending to the subject of the clauses.

HALOT, 337b, suggests this is the person who practices חֶּ סֶּ ד.
Watts, Psalm and Story. Inset Hymns in Hebrew Narrative, 24.
173
The precise moment of transition depends upon whether one prefers the ketib or the qere
of the Leningrad Codex in 9a: ח ֲִסידו.
171
172
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4ab-5cd describe the fate of differing parties without attributing it to a divine hand;
6ab-7ab focus on Yahweh’s divine agency without identifying the human actors.
Various structures have been proposed for Hannah’s Prayer, seeking to do justice to
these different elements. Fokkelman sees “some kind of circular construction,”174
with a strophic symmetry.175 Other scholars suggest something similar: Radday
structures the psalm chiastically,176 Tsumura proposes a ‘Rondo’ pattern,177 and
Caquot and de Robert find a concentric design.178 I would suggest, however, that the
claimed symmetries which undergird a chiastic structure are slightly artificial.179
Rather, the poem has a linear progression which the concentric structures risk
obscuring. Rittersprach’s simple approach has much to commend it: “the Song of
Hannah has three sections: the introduction, body and conclusion.”180 However, the
boundaries of the “body” require careful consideration. 3ab functions as a transition
from Hannah’s personal testimony to her reflections on Yahweh’s typical pattern.
Whilst it might arguably be attached to the “body” of 2:4–7, serving as a headline
admonition which is then expounded in the subsequent aphorisms, it is a natural
development of the thought of 2abc and thus serves easily as the climax of the
introduction (after 3ab neither the first person nor the second person intrudes into the
prayer; each colon describes Yahweh’s dealing with a nameless third party). 2:8
breaks the balance of 2:4–7, for it describes an extended exaltation without a
concomitant humiliation and has a more fluid verb pattern. However, it also
completes the symmetry of 2:4–7, in that it explicitly brings together the human and
divine agents and is launched by the final clause of 7b ף־מרֹומֵּ ם
ְׁ ַא. Line 8ef then forms
a clear break between the body and the conclusion, as it points away from any
intervention by Yahweh in the lives of the human characters to his supreme power
established from creation. As I will demonstrate below, 9abc serves as a summary of
174

Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:100–101.
Fokkelman, 4:102.
176
Radday, ‘Chiasm in Samuel’, 26–28.
177
Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, 141.
178
André Caquot and Philippe de Robert, Les Livres de Samuel, CAT 6 (Geneva: Labor et
Fides, 1994), 60.
179
For example, Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:102, identifies an ‘admonitory tone’ in strophe
VI (vv9–10a) which he claims relates it to strophe II (v3). However, this perceived
admonitory tone is not as evident as Fokkelman suggests. Rather the tone of strophe VI is
much closer to that of strophes III-V (vv4–8) than to strophe II.
180
A. D. Ritterspach, ‘Rhetorical Criticism and the Song of Hannah’, in Rhetorical
Criticism: Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg, PTMS 1 (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974), 72.
175
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the main body of the prayer, signalled in part by the fact that the human objects of
Yahweh’s action are designated for the first time not by their circumstances, but
ethically. Thus, a structural analysis finds the poem to divide into three stanzas:181
2:1–3 Hannah magnifies Yahweh for her vindication
2:4–8 Yahweh’s general activity of exalting and humbling
2:9–10 Yahweh’s cosmic exaltation of his faithful king
The inclusio of the ‘horn’ motif does not eclipse but rather works in tandem with the
linear progression of the poem. The reader is thus invited to see how Hannah’s
experience provides a template for that of the king whilst also recognising a clear
development from her own personal circumstances to the cosmic significance of the
king being enthroned. Within this structure 2:3 and 2:8 may be slightly
foregrounded, and thus merit attention as we now seek to interpret the psalm.
3.2.2

The Significance of 2:3 within the Prayer

There are multiple markers drawing the reader’s attention to 2:3 as having particular
significance. I have already noted that 2:3 is the climax of the introduction. The three
negative  אֵּ יןclauses of 2abc are increasingly sonorous hammer blows, reaching a
rhetorical crescendo with the prohibition אַ ל־תַ ְׁרבּו ְׁתדַ בְׁ רּו. The rhetorical force of this
escalation at such a structurally significant location invests the verse with particular
import. Moreover, the positive assertion of the second half of the line concerning
God’s knowledge and judgment contrasts with, and completes, the apophatic
assertions of 2abc. This theology frames the interpretation of the following ‘risings’
and ‘fallings’: the reversals are attributable to the hand of Yahweh and none can
frustrate him.
Lexical Markers
As well as occupying a structurally significant position, 3ab is marked lexically.

Dempster, ‘Hannah’s Song. A New World Order, and the Right Side of History’, 10–13,
discovers a very similar structure, except locating 8ef with the conclusion. Whilst this is
plausible in terms of the content, it is less persuasive gramatically, for the introductory ּכִ י
most naturally connects 8ef with the preceding line.
181

38

The prohibition  אַ ל־תַ ְׁרבּו ְׁתדַ בְׁ רּו גְׁ בהה גְׁ בההexhibits both rhyming and alliteration.182 The
similarity of the verbal roots, with shared consonants  רand  בis striking and appears
to be intentional. If Hannah’s sole concern was to denote repeated action, it would
have been more normal to use the verb ( יסףcf., e.g., 1 Sam. 3:6, 8, 17, 21; 7:13; 9:8).
Furthermore, the use of the hif. of  רבהto indicate a frequentative action is generally
completed with ְׁ לfollowed by an infinitive construct (cf. 1 Sam. 1:12; 2 Sam. 14:11;
18:8). Here the preposition has been omitted, resulting in the two adjacent verb forms
having identical introductory consonants and vocalic suffices. The simultaneous
alliteration, consonance, and rhyming,183 focus the reader’s or, better, hearer’s
attention upon the clause.
A second lexical marker is evident in the repeated adjective גְׁ בהה, thereby drawing
attention to the manner of speech proscribed. Repetition is itself a focalising device,
ensuring that the reader’s attention is not simply operating at the level of the phrase
or clause but is upon the significance of the duplicated word. This is achieved, in
part, phonetically. Doubling a three-syllable word, immediately after the duplicated
sounds of two verb forms, creates a sense of retardation in the tempo of the poem and
signals that this clause has a greater significance to the narrator than might be
otherwise assumed.184
Metrical Markers
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the two-fold duplications make 3a the longest colon of the
psalm. Whilst a number of cola have nine syllables, e.g. 1e, they are dwarfed by the
13 syllables of 3a. Driver uses this as a basis for emending the text,185 but Herzberg’s

182

Bar-Efrat, Das erste Buch Samuel, 15, notes the importance of repetition to the narrator in
communicating his meaning, at the level of “Klangen, Wörtern oder Abschnitten ja sogar
einer ganzen Erzahlung.”
183
J-M §177g notes that the asyndetic relationship may also signify that the first verb
adverbially qualifies the second, thereby increasing the significance of the second verb.
184
Duplication has already been used in the narrative to mark the text, admittedly of a
different kind than that of Hannah’s Prayer: Cf. Bodner, 1 Samuel, 11, who notes the
duplications evident in 1 Sam 1:1–2.
185
S. R. Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Samuel, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1913), 24.
Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, 137n18, suggests 3ab may be an example of his claimed
“AXB pattern” with  גְׁ בהה גְׁ בההmodifying the whole bicolon. If one is persuaded by his
discovery of this pattern in Samuel, then this simply provides a different, perhaps stronger,
way in which 3ab is marked.
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suggestion that “this may be intentional” is better,186 not least because it does no
violence to the received text.
Pragmatic Markers
Along with the structural, lexical, and metrical signals that foreground 3ab, there are
also pragmatic markers. The entire speech act was introduced explicitly as a prayer
(1a), and the opening three lines alternate between declarations about Yahweh in the
third person and to Yahweh in the second person, a pattern not inappropriate for a
prayer. Moreover, whilst the reader might be surprised by the absence, in 2:4–10, of
anything directly addressed towards Yahweh, the illocutionary force of those verses
aligns with the praise of 2:1–2, meaning that they can be read as elements of a
prayer. However, the illocutionary force of 3ab is jarring.187 Hannah is rebuking, or
warning, an unknown third party. Perhaps the words are intended for the ‘enemies’
of 1d.188 Alternatively, Hannah might be inviting another unidentified group to learn
from the outcome of her vindication over her enemies. If so, the reader is left
pondering who the members of this group might be. Is it a general instruction
intended for characters within the narrative? Or might this be an occasion when the
author uses Hannah’s words to ‘break frame’ and address the implied reader, thereby
speaking into the matter of the sense-governing intent of the narrative?
These different factors combine to give 3ab a prominence within the psalm. Its
warning against high speech stands tall over the entire prayer. The second colon
clarifies, through parallelism, that the ‘high speech’ is proud and boastful.189 The

186

Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, I & II Samuel: A Commentary, OTL (London: SCM, 1964),
27nf.
187
David G. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, AOTC 8 (Nottingham, England: Apollos, 2009), 60,
suggests that this "bifurcation in address" can be seen in other psalms (Pss 30, 34, 73) when
the speaker generalises their experience and invites others to learn from it. However, Ps 34 is
addressed entirely to a human audience, and Ps 73 has a very natural transition from
testimony to prayer at 73:18. Moreover, 1 Sam 2:1–10 is introduced as a prayer, and the
literary context provides no obvious character whom Hannah would address in rebuke.
188
Thus Cf. Tony W. Cartledge, 1 and 2 Samuel (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2001), 46;
Bar-Efrat, Das erste Buch Samuel, 78.
189
Donald E. Gowan, When Man Becomes God: Humanism and ‘Hybris’ in the Old
Testament (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1975), 20. Dempster, ‘Hannah’s Song. A New
World Order, and the Right Side of History’, 10–11, suggests that the adjective  גְׁ בההis the
content of the speech: “Do not boast saying ‘High, High!’” which is an attractive suggestion,
because of its resonance in the later plot, though he also seems to read the words adverbially
in his analysis (p.11). Moreover, it is odd both to take the feminine adjectives substantivally,
and to take  דברas introducing direct speech, so this may be an overreading of the text.
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warning is then supported by the causal clauses of 3cd. Yahweh’s knowledge is true,
and his verdict upon human deeds determines their significance. Self-exalting is
effectively an act of sedition, for it is taking upon oneself a role that is Yahweh’s
prerogative alone.190
I have chosen to give significant attention to the factors that mark 3ab within the
psalm because of its import to the overarching argument of the thesis. I am arguing
that 1 Sam 2:1–10 serves as a hermeneutical lens for the entirety of Samuel, and,
within the prayer, 3ab foregrounds the issue of pride and humility. These two
assertions then combine to alert the reader to the significance of pride for the entire
narrative.
3.2.3

The Introduction: Humble Exaltation of Yahweh

Hannah’s prohibition of pride illuminates the whole psalm. Her jubilance is clearly
located in Yahweh (1bc) who has delivered her (1e) from oppressive enemies (1d).
As Eslinger observes, the verbs  ׂשמחand עלץ, when used in parallel elsewhere,
“describe the joyful response of humble worshippers of Yahweh, who exult in the
strength of their God. Also associated with all occurrences are statements about the
futility and wickedness of man’s pride and efforts at self-help.”191 A modern reader
might find her words ironically close to conceited gloating, but this misunderstands
the nature of humility (and pride) within Hannah’s framework. Humility is to be
understood primarily as a theological virtue.192 Thus, Hannah demonstrates her
humility with her assertion of Yahweh’s unparalleled uniqueness (2abc) and willing
submission to him. As Fokkelman observes, when a person apprehends the greatness
Dempster, ‘Hannah’s Song. A New World Order, and the Right Side of History’, 11n28,
may also be correct to see here an assertion that Yahweh ‘understands whether actions stem
from proud or humble motives.’
191
Lyle M. Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis: A Close Reading of 1 Samuel 1–12
(Sheffield: Almond, 1985), 103.
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Cf. John P Dickson and Brian S Rosner, ‘Humility as a Social Virtue in the Hebrew
Bible?’, Vetus Testamentum 54, no. 4 (2004): 459–79, who demonstrate that Stephen B
Dawes, ‘ʻǎnāwâ in Translation and Tradition’, Vetus Testamentum 41, no. 1 (January 1991):
38–48, is wrong to assert that  ענוis primarily socio-ethical. Dickson and Rosner argue
instead that the adjective is theological, whilst also having a socio-ethical expression.
However, their conclusion that “‘humility’, understood as the virtue of lowering oneself
before an equal, is simply not present in the scriptures of Israel” (p.479) goes beyond their
argument, and would require a much fuller consideration of the lexical and semantic
domains of synonyms and related words, e.g., כנע, as well as a consideration of the thought
world signalled by the deference shown by virtuous characters, like Jonathan and David, in
the narrative.
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of God “pride cannot endure.”193 It is on this basis that Hannah can rebuke arrogant
speech. However, as mentioned above, it is not clear to whom the warning is
addressed. It is hard to envisage her reprimanding either Elkanah or Eli, and so the
caution has an open-endedness to it, reaching beyond its immediate literary context.
3.2.4

The Body: Yahweh’s Judicial Reversals

The body of the prayer consists of a string of balanced aphorisms, where the fortunes
of opposing characters are reversed. Hannah first introduces three paired personas,
their personal circumstances being fronted in each colon, thus focusing attention on
the human characters. The first pairing concerns warriors, which is intriguing, for
nothing about Hannah’s context has a military flavour. Grammatically, the first colon
predicates  חַ ִתיםof the genitive qualifier  גִ ב ִריםrather than the subject קֶּ שֶּ ת, which, as
Joüon-Muraoka observes, is “odd.”194 By blurring the distinction between the bow
and the warriors, this suggests that the weapon functions metonymically. In the
parallel colon the enfeebled warrior puts on חַ יִל. A more immediate parallel would
have specified a weapon with which he was girded. The suggestion, therefore, is that
military strength is not found in weapons, which fail, but in strength, the source of
which is yet to be confirmed.
The third pairing is marked in two ways: the introductory preposition  עַדis unusual,
not least because  עֲקרהis the subject of the verb (presumably why BHS elevates it to
the previous line, contrary to the Masoretic maqqef). Rhetorically, it marks the clause
as somehow climactic. Furthermore, this is the first, and only, pairing where the
exaltation of the humiliated person precedes the humiliation of the exalted. This may
be a nod to the fact that the motif of childbearing is the one with most immediate
resonance in the Hannah narrative. It may also serve to highlight the significance of
sons to the narrative. It is intriguing that, in the parallel colon, the verb predicated of
the fertile woman is not one of mourning, or even loss, but אמל, meaning “wither
away.”195 The reversal has affected her at an existential level.
Line 6ab departs grammatically from the pattern of the preceding three-line strophe,
with the introduction of Yahweh as the subject, and a shift to participial verb forms.
The focus is no longer on the human characters experiencing reversal, but on
193
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Yahweh’s activity which brings these reversals about. The unique break in the string
of verbal adjectives is the wayyiqtol וַיעַל. This local turbulence may signal that,
amongst the differing actions of Yahweh, exaltation is of particular significance. This
intuition may be confirmed by the presence of the possibly emphatic particle אַ ף,196
to introduce the final clause ( ְׁמרֹומֵּ ם7b).
The marking of these two actions (6b, 7b) serves to foreground the metaphorical
function of height throughout the psalm.  רּוםserves as a leitwort (2:1,7,8,10),197 and
many of the verbs describing Yahweh’s activity (6ab-8cd) denote physical ascent or
descent (אלה, ירד, רּום, )שפל. Hannah’s prohibition against pride was literally against
speaking highly ( גְׁ בהח3a). This context gives added significance to the two lines 8ab
and 8cd at the conclusion of the main body, which are already marked structurally.
The lines depart from the preceding pattern: both Yahweh and the human recipient of
his actions are explicitly named; only exaltation is described, there is no parallel
humiliation; one single action spans four cola (in 6ab and 7ab two actions were
compressed into each colon). Thus, Hannah is spotlighting Yahweh’s action in
exalting the unlikely ‘poor’ from humiliation to inherit a glorious throne. The body
of the prayer reaches its climax with an introduction of regal imagery, in the context
of Yahweh’s matchless power, ready for the arrival of the king in 2:10.
3.2.5

The Ethical Focus of the Conclusion

The reader will note that, after introducing the concern for pride in 3ab, Hannah then
described all the reversals in the body of the prayer without any explicit ethical
dimension. One might wonder, therefore, how the “body” is connected to the
warning, when a naïve reading of the body suggests that Yahweh is simply reversing
the circumstances of persons without regard for their moral status. Hannah addresses
this question at the start of the conclusion (9abc), as she describes a further reversal,
except now the objects of Yahweh’s action are not defined by their personal
circumstances, but by their ethical standpoint regarding Yahweh: those (or, possibly,
the one, if the kethib is adopted) who are faithful to him receive his protection, whilst
the wicked are silenced in darkness. This is not simply an additional pairing of
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persons, parallel to the previous polarities, but, rather, summarises the entire
argument of the body of the poem.198 Hannah signals that 9abc has this function, by
virtue of it being a tricolon, breaking the pattern of the psalm. The additional colon,
9c equates the  ְׁרשעִ יםwith those who believe success is attributable to their own
resources. This explains why those who appeared strong in 4ab-7ab were humiliated,
for they found confidence in their exalted position in a way that positioned
themselves in opposition to Yahweh.
The summarising function of 9abc is also signalled by the fact that, unlike 4ab-7ab, it
does not describe a simple reversal of circumstances but points to a deeper
theological reality: the experience of the  חסִ ידis not exaltation from  חשֶּ ְךbut rather
protection. Line 9abc is provided as a lens through which to view the previous
exaltations and humiliations. It functions, in tandem with the warning of 3ab, to
confirm that the various motifs of 2:4–8 are giving concrete expression to an inner
spiritual state: the humble are portrayed as materially disenfranchised, and the
arrogant as apparently privileged.
3.2.6

The Exaltation of the King

The final line of Hannah’s Prayer, 10cde, explicitly introduces the theme of kingship.
The reader who has assumed that Hannah’s concern is to declare her personal
testimony will find this an awkward intrusion,199 not least because the institution of
monarchy did not exist at the time of Hannah’s praying. However, as argued above,
the body of the prayer has moved the focus from Hannah’s experience in 1bc to the
climactic exaltation, in 8abcd, of a disenfranchised person to a throne of glory. Line
10cde reveals, with a flourish, that this person is the anointed king. The unusual
weyiqtol verb forms anticipate a future event. The king receives strength ( )עזfrom
Yahweh, answering the two previous references to strength: the one who stumbles is
clothed with ( חַ יִל4b); success is not attributable to ַ( כח9c). Those who contend with

198

Cf. Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 20. Contra David Jobling, 1 Samuel, Berit
Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998), 166–69, who introduces a break after 2:8.
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2:4–8.
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Yahweh are broken (יֵּחַ תּו, 10a) possibly echoing the fate that befalls the bow of the
warriors (חַ ִתים, 4a). Eslinger suggests from this that Yahweh’s “opponent is human
sufficiency as symbolised by the warrior’s bow.”200 The three strength-synonyms
combine to suggest that the king will experience divine empowering, most likely in
battle, despite apparent weakness, to defeat self-exalting “human sufficiency.”
Where Hannah’s experience is private and limited in its immediate effect, the
exaltation of the king has a global significance. It relates to, and is perhaps the
mechanism for, Yahweh judging the ends of the earth. If so, the rule of this exalted
king must reflect the ethical outlook of the prayer, whereby the humble are
vindicated and the proud are brought down. Ollenburger makes the connection
between pride and ungodly rule in that the king “who tyrannizes the poor is depicted
as arrogant, finding security in himself, because he does not recognise that Yahweh
provides refuge for the poor.”201
3.2.7

Summary

At the heart of the psalm is a statement about the foolish impropriety of arrogant selfexalting in light of God’s transcendent uniqueness and his attendant role as creator
and judge.202 God acts judicially to reverse the fortunes of different categories of
people, but this is not the whimsical arbitrariness of a dictator. Nor is it an
impersonal principle to rebalance the universe whereby the disenfranchised can look
forward to a time when the tables are turned.203 It is motivated ethically, such that the
humble godly ()ח ִסיד, who look to Yahweh for protection, receive it and are raised up,
whilst the wicked who contend with God are brought down. This is the central ethic
of the psalm: God humiliates the proud and exalts the humble, understood with
regard, first and foremost, to him.204 “Arrogant speech is an airing of strength, which
is unable to avoid the examination 3d subjects it to, and is exposed as a self-
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important illusion and spurious might in 9c.”205 Most readings of Hannah’s Prayer
have missed this, perhaps because of inadequate attention to the function of 3ab in
uniting the different elements of the psalm.206
Whilst the psalm describes Yahweh’s exaltation of the humble, its narrative impulse
reveals that it is not to be reduced to a general moralising principle.207 The trajectory
of the psalm moves from Hannah’s exaltation at the hands of Yahweh, through a
warning against pride, to a statement about Yahweh exalting his king. Moreover, the
central section serves to accentuate this arc. The doublets of vv.4–7 address five
different circumstances (war, hunger, motherhood, death, wealth) before the generic
summary statement that Yahweh humbles and exalts (7b). As noted above, various
features increasingly sharpen the focus on Yahweh’s exalting work to reach a climax
with the fourfold exaltation of an impoverished individual to sit on the throne of
permanent glory. Yahweh will bring down the proud, but the more significant story
is his raising of his king. Hannah is thus establishing a connection between her
personal experience of vindication and a grander worldwide narrative concerning the
exaltation of Yahweh’s king.208 Brueggemann correctly identifies a link between
Hannah and the king, and his claim that “the coming king will be an agent for the
poor, needy, hungry, barren,”209 may be justified by the connection in 10cde between
Yahweh’s judgment and the king’s exaltation. However, in saying this, he misses the
main force of the poem. The king will himself be raised from humble circumstances,
by the gift of Yahweh’s activity. His connection with Hannah is not primarily that he
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is responsible for delivering people like her, but rather that he, like her, and, like the
poor, needy, hungry and barren is entirely dependent upon Yahweh to give him
strength and a throne. The prayer therefore identifies what must and must not
appertain to Yahweh’s king. He must not be characterised by proud speech or by
self-exalting. As Radday comments, “Kings, beware of hybris!’210 Rather, like
Hannah, the anointed monarch must demonstrate a humble dependence upon, and joy
in, Yahweh. He is Yahweh’s king and must be one of חֲסִ ידיו.
3.3 Hannah’s Prayer and Hannah’s Story
The overarching claim of this dissertation is that Hannah’s Prayer provides a
hermeneutical lens through which the narrator intends the Samuel narrative to be
viewed. We will therefore be looking at ways in which the motifs and message of the
prayer resonate with the unfolding story, but this must begin with a consideration of
the Hannah narrative (1 Sam 1:1–2:21). In particular, the question is whether the
Hannah narrative is illuminated by, in harmony with, or in tension with the prayer.
Some find the third option to be the case: Miscall suggests that “there are no obvious
or extended parallels between the song and the narrative.”211 Thackeray claims that
there is an irresolvable tension between the characterisation of Hannah in the psalm
and in the narrative.212 However, Watts dismisses Thackeray’s approach for its
“anachronistic notions about what kind of song was considered appropriate in the
mouth of an Israelite mother.”213 Eslinger, instead, suggests that the prayer provides
“a theological reflection on the principles underlying the events of ch. 1.”214
I shall seek to demonstrate that Hannah’s Prayer has multiple points of connection
with the surrounding narrative that illuminate that story. Correspondingly, the
narrative provides illustrations of proud actions and humble speech, which fill out the
reader’s understanding of the prayer. However, as already indicated, there are
multiple elements in the prayer that find, at best, a tangential connection with the
Hannah narrative, suggesting that the relationship between the prayer and narrative is
not one of simple correspondence. Rather, the narrative, by failing to exhaust and
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account for all the elements of Hannah’s Prayer, confirms and clarifies the
hermeneutical role of the prayer for the entire Samuel narrative.215
Whilst Hannah’s Prayer is located towards the end of the Hannah narrative, the
boundary between her story and the Eli narrative, that runs till 4:21, is blurred by the
fact that the two are interwoven. The resolution of Hannah’s infertility is announced
in the midst of the Elide story (2:21); the two sons of Eli are introduced in the early
part of the Hannah story (1:3), without any hint of their significance. The literary
effect of binding the two stories together is to highlight the central place of Hannah’s
poem in the narrative. Moreover, the description of the sins of Eli’s sons is
interleaved with brief references to the activity of Samuel before Yahweh (2:11, 18–
21, 26; 3:1). Garsiel, among others, has shown how this is one of a number of
deliberate literary devices that juxtapose the sons with Samuel.216 This contrast
between Hannah and Samuel on the one hand, and Eli and his sons, on the other, is
centred upon Hannah’s Prayer, and thus invites the reader to consider ways in which
Hannah is being characterised with humility,217 whilst also viewing Eli’s sons as the
epitome of the pride denounced in the song.218 Consequently I shall explore the
interplay between Hannah’s Prayer and the Eli narrative as well as the Hannah
narrative.
3.3.1

Hannah: Vindicated, Fertile and Satisfied

The only element of Hannah’s Prayer which is unambiguously her own testimony
concerns her vindication over her enemies (2:1). Whilst this language may feel a
little acrimonious if applied to her domestic arrangement, the narrator does portray a

Stephen B. Chapman, ‘Worthy to Be Praised: God as Character in Samuel’, in Characters
and Characterization in the Book of Samuel, ed. Keith Bodner and Benjamin J. M. Johnson,
LHBOTS 669 (London: T&T Clark, 2020), 31, may be right to suggest that the narrator
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genuine hostility between Hannah and Peninnah. Peninnah is a rival (צרה, 1:6).219
The combination of verb ( )כעסand cognate accusative (גַם־ ַכעַס, 1:6) connotes a severe
provocation, mocking Hannah for her infertility, with the weqatal form signalling a
repeated goading. The narrator implies that both Hannah and Elkanah recognise that
Yahweh is somehow responsible for Hannah’s plight,220 and Fokkelman is probably
correct that this forms the substance of Peninnah’s ridicule.221 Hannah is powerless in
the face of this constant attack, for she is unable to conceive, and so she humbles
herself before Yahweh (1:10–12) and is answered (1:19). As the narrative develops,
Penninah is entirely absent from the plot, whilst Hannah is highly exalted. Thus,
whilst allowing for a degree of poetic licence in Hannah’s description of her
experience, there is a correspondence between her story and her song.
The most obvious connection between the prayer and the narrative is the motif of the
barren woman having children (2:5c). Whilst this is just one of a range of
circumstances which Hannah addresses in her prayer, it is foregrounded by the fact
that it is the only situation where the vindication of the humiliated person is
mentioned first. Within the narrative, Hannah’s infertility is ascribed to Yahweh
(1:6) to clarify that her plight can only be resolved with divine involvement.
Hannah’s response to her disgrace was to seek Yahweh’s aid, and the narrator’s
comment that ‘Yahweh remembered her’ (1:19) confirms that the birth of Samuel is
as a result of Yahweh’s intervention. The final time that the narrator mentions
Hannah is to announce that she had three further sons and two daughters, again as a
result of Yahweh’s attending ( )פקדto Hannah (2:21). This detail does nothing to
advance the plot: we do not hear of any of these individuals again, nor do we even
know their names. The literary effect is to signal the connection between Hannah’s
experience and her prayer. She has modelled the virtuous humility celebrated by the
prayer, especially through seeking Yahweh’s assistance in her humiliation: her
exaltation was not an automatic response to her circumstances, but rather the
outworking of her godly dependence upon Yahweh in her need.
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A further connection between the prayer and the narrative is in the motif of the
hungry person being satisfied (2:5). The narrator draws attention both to Elkanah’s
provision for his wife Hannah in the festive meal (1:5),222 and to her refusal to share
in the meal (1:7) while Peninnah feasted (1:4). Thus, her humiliated status is
manifested by her hunger.223 However, her circumstances are reversed when she
humbly seeks Yahweh; one of her first actions after hearing Eli’s blessing is to eat
(וַתאכַל, 1:18).224 She no longer hungers (2:5), but rather is invigorated.
These three perspectives on Hannah’s transformation, from oppressed to vindicated,
from barren to fertile, from hungry to satisfied, all hinge around Hannah’s entreaty of
Yahweh and thus encourage the reader to see in that moment a self-humbling which
accords with the logic of the prayer. Our reading strategy would therefore direct us to
attend carefully to the narrator’s depiction of Hannah at that turning point, as a
possible template for what genuine humility looks like.
3.3.2

Hannah’s Humility

Hannah’s Prayer has foregrounded the issue of speech in expressing humility or
pride: when she forbids arrogance, Hannah attends specifically to the mouth as its
source (2:3). Yahweh’s justice is seen when he silences the wicked in darkness (2:9),
for their speech is their primary means for contending with Yahweh (2:10). The
prayer also spotlights Hannah’s own speaking, which, while clearly present
throughout the psalm, is dominant in 2:1–2, where Hannah speaks with joy in her
deliverance, boasting in Yahweh’s supremacy over her enemies. As such, the prayer
invites us to consider Hannah’s characterisation, not simply through the motifs
explored above, but also through her speech acts.
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Hannah is initially voiceless, responding neither to the words of Penninah nor
Elkanah. However, this silence is not the humility which results in Yahweh’s
vindication. Rather it is her words spoken, in silence,225 to Yahweh that initiate
change. Her first words, spoken with deep distress and tears, address God with the
exalted title ( יְׁהוה צְׁ באֹות1:11).226 Fokkelman may be overreading the text to find in
this epithet evidence of a “living, personal relationship,”227 but it is indicative of a
posture towards Yahweh of humility, not, as yet, manifested by any of the other
characters. She exalts Yahweh, in harmony with her prayer (2:2). If humility is
expressed in prayer, it may not be incidental that each of the five occurrences of פלל
in 1 Samuel 1–4 have Hannah as the subject (1:10, 12, 26, 27; 2:1).
Hannah’s humility is revealed not simply in how she addresses Yahweh, but also
how she denotes herself. Three times, in four consecutive clauses, she describes
herself as ( אֲמ ְׁתָך1:11).228 The noun designates her recognition of her lowly status.
The pronominal suffix indicates that Hannah sees herself as belonging to Yahweh,
and so, somehow, perhaps, despite her humiliation and insignificance, coming under
his protection, as one of Yahweh’s ( חֲסִ ידִ ים2:9). She will neither contend with God
(2:10), nor speak “highly” toward him (2:3). Her speech is the opposite of the
arrogant words she later denounces (2:3).
Hannah’s humility is revealed in the way she addresses not just Yahweh, but also Eli,
despite his unjust reprimand (1:14). She calls him ‘my lord’ (1:15, 26), and describes
herself as ( ֲאמ ְׁתָך1:16),229 and ( ִשפְׁ ח ְׁתָך1:18). However, she is unwilling to own the
epithet ( בַ ת־בְׁ לִ יעַל1:16), for that would position her with the wicked who oppose
Yahweh. Whilst these terms, in themselves, could simply show Hannah following
appropriate etiquette when addressing the priest, the frequency with which they recur
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dimension of Hannah’s speech.
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This context must control the understanding of her self-designation ַקְׁ שַ ת־רּוח. Contra Gösta
W. Ahlström, ‘I Samuel 1:15’, Bib 60, no. 2 (1979): 254, who suggests that it should be
rendered “hard, obstinate or stubborn of spirit.” This is overly influenced by similar but
semantically distinct phrases, e.g., ( קְׁ שֵּ י־לֵּבEze 3:7).
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suggests that the narrator means them to be noted. If so, Hannah is being
characterised with a genuine humility and deference towards Eli.
We may then recognise in Hannah’s speech various elements which testify to her
humility and resonate with themes in her Prayer. Her humility is evidenced by her
seeking Yahweh in distress, in acknowledging his supremacy, and in her readiness to
identify herself as his servant. This theological foundation to her humility also has a
socio-ethical dimension, leading her to address others (perhaps especially those who
represent Yahweh) with a similar deference, even when mutual respect is not
forthcoming.
3.4 Hannah’s Prayer and the Eli Narrative
Just as the Hannah narrative is illuminated by her prayer, so is the Eli narrative. In
fact, the two episodes mirror each other, in that the same motifs of vindication (or
condemnation), birth (or bereavement), and satisfaction (or hunger) are replayed, but
now in a minor key. The narrator has woven the two stories together, thereby inviting
the reader to hold the two houses, and their fortunes, alongside each other. The fact
that the points of correspondence are present in Hannah’s Prayer strengthens the
claim that the prayer, as part of a carefully structured introduction, provides a
hermeneutic lens for the narrative.
3.4.1

Eli’s House Condemned, Hungry and Bereaved

The two sons of Eli are introduced, without their significance being explained, when
the narrator is outlining the conflict between Hannah and Peninnah. The contours of
that conflict, concerning food, around the sacrificial meal at Shiloh are replayed
when the two sons of Eli reappear in 2:12–17. The narrator accentuates the
oppressive behaviour of the sons, just as he drew attention to Peninnah’s provocation
(1:7). They abuse their privileged position over “all Israel” (2:14) by demanding
meat before it was boiled (2:15) and threatening to take it by force if necessary
(2:16).230 This self-exalting, boorish behaviour is further illustrated by their sleeping
with the women who serve ( )צבאat the entrance to the Tent of Meeting (2:22). They
take what is consecrated to Yahweh, objectifying and abusing the women in the

Whilst the demand was made by the servant ( ַנעַר, 2:15), the narrator makes clear that it
comes from the sons for they are held accountable for it (2:17).
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process, in order to gratify their own cravings.231 Their behaviour is the exact
opposite of Hannah’s who, at the entrance to the temple (1:9), humbled herself
before Yahweh, pouring out her soul to him and even offering her own son to him.
She gives to Yahweh, where Eli’s sons take from him.
The final evidence condemning the sons is their refusal to listen to their father’s
pleas (2:25). Where Hannah engaged Eli in his reprimand, and modelled humble
respect, the sons ignore his righteous words. In both instances Eli intends to drive
wickedness from the house of the Lord: Hannah, who ironically needs no rebuke,
clarifies that she has been prayerfully seeking God; the sons, who deserve a severe
scolding,232 scorn their father, and continue in their debauched arrogance.
Just as Hannah’s humility leads to her vindication, so the wickedness of Hophni and
Phinehas leads to their condemnation. Watts observes that “the books of Samuel
contain many of the most subtle and well-crafted prose stories in ancient Hebrew
literature. A prominent feature of their literary art is the narrator’s reticence in
making explicit thematic, theological or ethical comments.”233 The narrator’s
decision therefore to denounce Hophni and Phinehas is significant. First, he
designates them ( בְׁ נֵּי בְׁ לִ יעַל2:12). Second, he declares that their sin was very great
before Yahweh for they were despising his offering, which, by metonymy, indicates
that they were treating God himself with contempt (2:17). Third, he reveals that it
was God’s desire to put them to death (2:25). This level of narratorial critique is
exceptional; it leaves no doubt about the fact that the sons are condemned. However,
the narrator still has his trump card to play, with the man of God declaring that the
house of Eli is now rejected (2:27–36). The echo of Hannah’s Prayer is clear: those
who appeared strong, even indomitable, are shattered by the intervention of Yahweh.
A central element of the Eli narrative, which echoes Hannah’s Prayer, concerns the
motif of food. The narrator describes the normal practice of the priests (מ ְׁש ַפט הַ ּכהֲנִ ים,
ִ
2:13),234 slowing the narrated time to focus upon the priest’s portion being taken
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Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:128.
Under the Deuteronomic law code their crime merited death by stoning (Deut 21:18–21).
The correspondence between the boys and the rebellious, stubborn, gluttonous son of Deut
21 is so strong that the narrator of Samuel might be making a conscious allusion.
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Watts, Psalm and Story. Inset Hymns in Hebrew Narrative, 28.
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There is a debate about whether the phrase describes a sinful practice, or Yahweh’s
prescribed rule (cf. Deut 18:3). The latter would restrict the sin to the actions in 2:15–16. Cf.
Robert P Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel (Exeter: Paternoster, 1986), 82. Garsiel, The First Book of
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(2:14).235 Despite this generous provision (note it is from “all Israel”, 2:14), the sons
aren’t satisfied and demand the raw meat to roast (2:15). Their gastronomic gorging
reappears in the prophetic rebuke, where Eli is reprimanded for scorning ( )בעטthe
offering and joining with his sons to grow fat ( )לְׁ הַ בְׁ ִרי ֲאכֶּםupon the choice offerings.236
The phrase ל־מנְׁ חַ ת י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל
ִ אשית ּכ
ִ ( לְׁ הַ בְׁ ִרי ֲאכֶּם מֵּ ֵּר2:29) draws attention to the arrogance of
the priests in treating the portion as their possession without due recognition of it as
Yahweh’s, and only theirs by extension. This satiated self-indulgence is dramatically
reversed in the man of God’s verdict as he declares that the remnant of Eli’s house
will bow down before the priest to beg for food ( )לֶּחֶּ םor to be appointed to a priestly
role so they can have food ( )לֶּחֶּ םto eat (2:36). Hannah had previously declared that
the well-fed will hire themselves out for food (בַ לֶּחֶּ ם, 2:5).237 The resonance between
the Prayer and the narrative is clear.
As well as foregrounding the motif of food in both the Hannah and Eli narratives, the
narrator contrasts the two parents in terms of their offspring. He uses a number of
literary devices to invite a comparison between Samuel, the son of Hannah, and
Hophni and Phinehas, the sons of Eli.238 Moreover, it is not incidental that the
narrator delays revealing the full number of Hannah’s progeny until the middle of the
episode concerning Eli’s sons (2:21). This is juxtaposed with the declaration in the
following paragraph, that Yahweh intends to put Hophni and Phinehas to death.
Hannah’s household is growing at the same time as Eli’s is diminishing. The man of
God confirms that this bereavement will extend throughout Eli’s house (2:31–34).
Ultimately, Eli himself will die (4:18) and the following scene describes a mother in
the Elide house passing away in despair (4:19–22).239 The resonance with Hannah’s

Samuel, 38, observes that the presence of the particle  גַםmight suggest that the narrator is
describing a second sin in v15. Moreover, the similar phrase מ ְׁשפַט הַ מֶּ לְֶּך,
ִ in 8:11, clearly
describes an abusive practice.
235
Cf. Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:117, who comments on the effect of the narrator
cataloguing every potential cooking vessel. The greed of the brothers is rapacious.
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In the wider canon the verb  בעטonly occurs once more, in Moses’ song (Deut 32:15),
where Israel disdainfully rejects Yahweh following their overindulgent gorging on his gifts.
Cf. Bar-Efrat, Das erste Buch Samuel, 91. As Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 86, observes, the
parallels with Eli’s house are damning.
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Cf. Bodner, 1 Samuel, 35.
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Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 35–44, observes that both are referred to as ( ַנעַר2:11,
17), and that Samuel wears a typically priestly  אֵּ פֹודas he serves Yahweh (2:18, 28).
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Fokkelman, NAPS, 4:232, observes that the final scene of the ‘Eli act’ (1 Samuel 1–4),
with the birth of Ichabod and the death of his mother (4:19–22) is “the counterpart to the first
story, that of Hannah and Samuel.”
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Prayer is hard to miss: the barren woman has borne abundantly while the fertile
house fades away.
3.4.2

Eli Brought down from his Throne

We have observed how three of Hannah’s polarities are expressed in the surrounding
narrative, namely fighting, food and fertility. One other motif from Hannah’s Prayer
that the reader might recognise in the Elide story concerns the exaltation of the poor
man to a glorious throne (ּכִ סֵּ א כבֹוד, 2:8). Eli first appears seated on a  ּכִ סֵּ אat the
doorpost of the temple (הֵּ יכַל יְׁהוה, 1:9). Whilst the use of the lexeme  ּכִ סֵּ אmay be
incidental, it is noteworthy that, aside from Eli’s seat (4:13,18), the narrator
otherwise reserves  ּכִ סֵּ אfor monarchic use (2 Sam 3:10; 7:13, 16; 14:9).240 He might
have denoted Eli’s seat using the more generic ( מֹושב1 Sam 20:18),241 ( שֶּ בֶּ ת2 Sam
23:7),242 or even used the verb  ישַ בwithout designating the sat-upon object.243 The
next reference to Eli’s  ּכִ סֵּ אoccurs as he sits waiting for news on the fateful day of
Israel’s defeat (4:13), and then again as the place from which he falls ( )נפלto his
death (4:18). Eli’s demise is a virtual reversal of Hannah’s exaltation motif (2:8). At
the very least, this invites the reader to consider how the vacant  ּכִ סֵּ אof Israel might
be filled, and whether Hannah’s Prayer offers an answer: Yahweh will exalt a poor,
humble man to rule.
3.4.3

Eli’s Arrogance?

The reversal of Hannah’s coronation motif (2:8), which leaves Eli dead on the
ground, might suggest that he is to be identified with the proud and wicked in terms
of Hannah’s dichotomy. Such a conclusion is difficult, for there is much about his
characterisation which appears commendable: he is not named in the activities of

It is striking that Saul, unlike David, is never described as possessing a ּכִ סֵּ א. This may be a
subtle narratorial indication that Saul was never exalted in the manner of 1 Sam 2:8. Cf.
Frank A Spina, ‘Eli’s Seat: The Transition from Priest to Prophet in 1 Samuel 1–4’, JSOT
19, no. 62 (June 1994): 74.
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Intriguingly, this lexeme is even used for the seat of King Saul in 1 Sam 20:25.
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Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 68n19, notes that any kind of “sitting above ground level implied the
position of social authority.”
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Cf. Spina, ‘Eli’s Seat’, 70. Spina is correct to challenge Polzin, Samuel and the
Deuteronomist, 23, with his virtually allegorical reading of the reference to a throne. His
argument, that Eli’s occupation of the throne as a priest is illegitimate, both because of his
ineptitude and because of the salvation historical movement from judgeship to kingship, does
have merit. However, he fails to consider the reference to a throne in Hannah’s Prayer,
which shapes the meaning of the word in the broader context.
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Hophni and Phinehas but rather rebukes them for their fornication (2:23–25). There
is a passive dignity about his acceptance of Yahweh’s verdict (3:18) and a trembling
piety about his concern for the welfare of the ark (4:13, 18).244 And yet, there are also
signs that all is not well with the priest,245 especially when it is recalled that as high
priest he is subject to high expectations.246 At no point does he come close to Hannah
for her humble pleading and godly reverence (1:10–18). His reprimand of his sons is
notably weaker than that levelled at Hannah (1:14), especially considering the
grievous and brazen nature of their sin (cf. Deut 21:18–21).247 The man of God’s
verdict on Eli reveals that, for all his scolding of his sons, he was complicit in their
sin as they despised Yahweh’s offering (2:29), and grew fat on the sacrificial food.
Whilst the modern reader may instinctively weigh up the differing elements of Eli’s
characterisation, so as to assess whether he merited his fate, the prophetic indictment
focusses upon the central issue within Yahweh’s economy of justice (2:30): those
who honour ( )כבדYahweh, he will honour, but those who despise ( )בזהhim will be
cursed ()קלל. This antithesis is in harmony with the ethic of Hannah’s Prayer:248
honouring Yahweh is an expression of a humility that exalts God; despising him
expresses a pride that exalts oneself against God. Eli has honoured (כבד, 2:29) his
own sons above Yahweh by his toleration of the arrogant abuse perpetrated at the
temple. The use of the word  כבדis particularly significant, for it will prove to be a
leitwort in the following narrative (2:29, 30; 4:18; 5:6,11; 6:6) and is etymologically
linked to the throne of honour ( )כבֹודgiven, according to Hannah, to the poor man
Yahweh exalts (2:8, cf. 4:21,22; 6:5). The final explanation for Eli’s death was that
he was heavy (כבֵּ ד, 4:18), a corpulent pun that invites the reader to associate the
priest’s bulk, perhaps the physical factor which made his fall fatal, with his moral

Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis, 177, is correct to see an ambiguity in the phrase לִ בֹו
( ח ֵּרד עַל אֲרֹון4:13) in that Eli may fear both for the ark in terms of its “loss and the potentially
dangerous situation of his sons.” Eslinger, 177.
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The verbless clause ( ּובְׁ נֵּי עֵּלִ י בְׁ נֵּי בְׁ לִ יעַל2:12) is intriguing. Whilst it directly denigrates the
sons, it may subtly invite the reader to consider Eli’s participation, for he is grammatically
parallel to בְׁ לִ יעַל.
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failure to rightly honour Yahweh (2:30).249 For all the positive elements in Eli’s
characterisation, he has not evidenced the true Hannah-like humility that Yahweh
prizes, and which, above all, is necessary for one who sits upon the throne.
This analysis of Eli’s character endorses the message of Hannah’s song, that Yahweh
deals with his people based upon their pride or humility. Moreover, his verdict upon
their deeds may not immediately align with the impression of the reader, who lacks
the fullness of Yahweh’s knowledge and insight (cf. 2:3). There is much about Eli
that elicits the sympathy of the reader. However, before Yahweh, his deeds reveal
that he honoured ( )כבדhis house, and thus himself, rather than Yahweh. As the
narrator continues to tell the story of Samuel, the reader must be ready both to accept
Yahweh’s economy of justice, which prizes humility above all else, and to trust his
judgment, recognising that the narrator is free to reveal (or not reveal) the evidence
justifying Yahweh’s assessment at the time that best serves his purposes.
3.4.4

How Eternal is an Eternal Promise?

One final element of the Hannah/Elide narrative merits attention with regard to our
overarching thesis, namely the man of God’s words about the demise of the house of
Eli. The man of God describes the promise to that house as enduring ( עַד־עֹולם2:30),
and yet in the same breath declares that it is now functionally over (2:31). For the
first-time reader, this may simply present as an intriguing puzzle. However, for the
repeat reader this will have an added significance, for the book will end with a
reflection upon the covenant that apparently guaranteed that David’s house would
endure ( עַד־עֹולם2 Sam 7:13). Eli’s house, therefore, raises the question as to whether
an apparently eternal promise is breakable, especially when a father fails to control
his unruly sons and allows arrogance to reign in his house. Eli raises a question
which will be crucial to the unfolding narrative (2:25): can sin against Yahweh be
forgiven, especially when perpetrated by a leader who ought to intercede on behalf of
the people? As Auld observes, there is ambiguity in Eli’s question as to whether this
intercession is possible, especially when the sin is rooted in arrogant disdain for
Yahweh.250 These questions cannot be resolved at this point in the narrative, but
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Cf. Bodner, 1 Samuel, 34.
Auld, I & II Samuel, 50.
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should be noted, for they speak into the broader question of the sense-governing
intent of the overarching narrative.
3.5 Conclusion
If the main concern of the narrator is to explore the development of kingship, and the
contrast between Saul and David, then the decision to begin with an act taking place
more than a generation before Saul’s anointing will intrigue the thoughtful reader.
However, as I have shown, this introduction directs and attunes the reader to certain
themes and ethical concerns which will influence their reading of the whole
narrative. Hannah’s Prayer declares that Yahweh, as the principal actor upon whom
the plot depends, will act to exalt the humble and humiliate the proud. In particular,
the movement of the psalm from Hannah’s personal testimony to the anticipated
coronation of a king, encourages the reader to watch for a coming king, characterised
by the humility evidenced in Hannah. The function of the song, as a lens through
which the rest of the narrative is to be viewed, is aided by the immediate literary
context within which it is located. The Hannah and Eli narratives have multiple
resonances with the prayer, confirming its interpretative role, but they also sharpen
the focus of the lens upon certain features of pride and humility which will be
integral to the unfolding plot: humility is evidenced especially in speech, and in the
attitude of the speaker both towards Yahweh, and towards others. Arrogance, in
contrast, is evidenced in a disdain for Yahweh, a casual attitude towards his worship,
in a failure to accept rebuke, and in an abusive attitude towards those under one’s
authority. What remains now is to explore how this ‘lens’ shapes the meaning of the
rest of Samuel. The next chapter will, therefore, explore certain sections of the
Samuel narrative, especially those most central to the characterisation of Saul and
David, and consider how they are illuminated by Hannah’s Prayer.
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4. Saul and David through the Lens of Hannah’s Prayer

4.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter I argued that the narrator employs Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam
2:1–10) strategically so as to shape the interpretation of the entire book of Samuel.
Its positioning, at the start of the narrative, combined with its proleptic elements,
invites the reader to consider whether the poem functions as a hermeneutic lens,
through which the subsequent narrative is to be viewed. In particular, the poem’s
interest in the exaltation of the king and the concomitant humiliation of the wicked
suggests that this is the specific element of the following narrative which the narrator
may wish to foreground. If so, this would be the central dynamic of the plot to which
the reader should be attuned. This chapter will therefore offer a (partial) reading of
Samuel.251 It has two aims: first, to test the hypothesis, by identifying resonances
between the poem and the narrative; second, to consider whether the reading strategy
illuminates parts of the text and provides possible resolutions for apparent
ambiguities in the text, thereby aiding the interpretation of the narrative. Whilst I do
not claim that this is the only legitimate reading strategy for the book of Samuel, its
validity will be confirmed if it is seen that the narrator draws upon the motifs of
Hannah’s Prayer, especially at the key pivots of the plot, and also if the arc of the
narrative is in harmony with the shape of Hannah’s Prayer.252 Hannah invites the
reader to see the narrative of Samuel as the exaltation of the humble man to rule as
Yahweh’s king, and the deposition of the arrogant to the grave.
4.2 Samuel before Saul
If Hannah’s Prayer directs the reader to attend to the exaltation of Yahweh’s king, an
immediate question is why the narrator chooses to include so much material before
the introduction of Saul (1 Sam 9:1-2). By way of response, the narrator may have
other concerns parallel to, or even subsidiary to, the exaltation of God’s king, and
thus our hypothesis can tolerate material which is not immediately connected to the
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It would, of course, be preferable to provide a reading for the whole of Samuel. Whilst we
shall survey the sweep and trajectory of the narrative in the thesis, the wordcount constraints
mean a more focussed study is necessarily restricted to certain key passages.
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Fokkelman, NAPS, 1993, 4:541, for example finds Hannah’s reversals to be programmatic
for the other reversals in the book. I would suggest, however, that there is more to Hannah’s
Prayer than an assertion of divine involvement in reversals.
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themes of Hannah’s Prayer. However, the attentive reader will find, in the pre-Saul
section of the book, multiple elements of the narrative that echo themes introduced
by Hannah. Van Wijk-Bos suggests that the central theme of the chapters is “loyalty
to the God of Israel, who has the power to change the fate of human lives and reverse
situations of distress,”253 and finds this theme to be introduced by Hannah’s Prayer.
As noted in the previous chapter, the demise of the house of Eli, and the parallel rise
of Samuel, echo Hannah’s assertion that God brings down the proud and raises up
the humble. The question posed by the Israelites: “Why did the LORD bring defeat
on us today before the Philistines?” (4:3),254 revisits Hannah’s motif of military
defeat (2:4) as an expression of divine humbling. Correspondingly, the Israelites are
exalted over their enemies (7:11)255 when, led by Samuel, they humble themselves
before Yahweh in repentance (7:6). The Israelite experience of military defeat and
subsequent restoration illustrates the central dynamic of Hannah’s Prayer, namely
that Yahweh exalts the humble. Furthermore, the narrator connects their fluctuating
fortunes to the influence of their leaders (whether the arrogance of the Elide house
leading to judgment, or the humility of Samuel leading to exaltation), providing
further groundwork for his coming consideration of kingship.
Sandwiched in the middle of the narrative are the events in Philistine territory (1 Sam
5–6). These demonstrate Yahweh’s manifest superiority over the Philistines, and
especially their deity. Yahweh’s incomparable authority, first declared by Hannah
(2:2), is demonstrated when Dagon is symbolically executed, his statue is shattered
(5:1–5, cf. 2:6, 10),256 and his people are humbled (5:6–7, 9, 11). Ackerman suggests
that the central question of these chapters is that expressed by the men of Beth
Shemesh: “Who can stand in the presence of the LORD, this holy God?” (6:20).257

253

van Wijk-Bos, Reading Samuel: A Literary and Theological Commentary, 20.
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 85, is correct to identify hubris in the fact that the Israelites fail
to humble themselves before God, but rather commandeer the ark to assist them.
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It is not incidental that this victory is initiated by Yahweh “thundering” (רעם, 7:10, cf.
2:10).
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This, the first reference to God as holy ( )קדֹושsince Hannah’s declaration in 2:2,258
invites the reader to recognise that Hannah, both in her example and in her prayer,
has already provided the answer, namely: those who can stand before Yahweh are
those who do not exalt themselves but rather humble themselves before the deity in
recognition of his supreme holiness.
Before the narrator brings Saul onto his stage, he demonstrates that Yahweh is not
dependent upon any human agent to carry out his will. This, perhaps, explains why
the narrator delays the introduction of a king. Consequently, as Hannah had
intimated, the only suitable candidate for kingship must model humility before
Yahweh, and thus lead the people to humble themselves before God, as Samuel had
done. These themes are evident in the narrative, but the role of Hannah’s Prayer in
foregrounding them as preparation for the main body of the narrative is typically
overlooked.259
4.3 Saul’s Exaltation
The assembly at Ramah, and the demand for a king (8:5), marks a significant
development in the plot. Firth is correct that the chapter has multiple ambiguities,
complicating its interpretation:260 Samuel’s failure to discipline his sons (8:3) echoes
Eli’s struggles with his recalcitrant offspring; Samuel’s warning about the conduct of
the coming king (8:10–18) conflicts with the pattern of humility proclaimed by
Hannah (2:1–10). The reader is left wondering what kind of king will take the throne,
and how the triangular relationship of deity, prophet and king will develop. With
these questions foregrounded, the stage is set for the arrival of Saul.
The narrator’s description of Saul’s ascent to the throne uses multiple motifs found in
Hannah’s Prayer.261 The effect is to present Saul as one who seemingly conforms to
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Cf. Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, 228.
Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 35, finds multiple connections between
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the requisite pattern of humility and is thus well-suited for the throne. In particular,
the narrator repeatedly draws attention to the fact that Saul “does not grasp
power.”262
4.3.1

Saul and the Temptation to Pride

Saul’s father Kish is introduced with a genealogy comparable to that of Elkanah,
with its four ancestral generations and tribal head (9:1). His identification as גִ בֹור חַ יִל
gives him a certain status (9:1). Intriguingly, Saul is the seventh named character (cf.
2:5) and is introduced in a way that distinguishes him as בחּור וטֹוב, with none to
parallel him (9:2). It is unclear whether the narrator is praising Saul’s character or
simply his physical appearance:263 his extreme height is immediately described with
the unusual phrase ( ִמ ִשכְׁ מֹו ומַ עְׁ לה גבהַ ִמּכל־העם9:2), drawing attention to his exalted
head. Edelman’s observation, that Saul “is a man destined for greatness from
birth,”264 rightly captures the narrator’s attitude towards Saul. He surpasses his
generation.
Saul’s clear strengths may concern the reader who still has Samuel’s warning in
mind (8:10–18). Here is a man with perhaps a greater temptation to exalt himself
than any other in Israel: his stature is described using the precise word, ּ ַגבה, that
characterised the proud speech forbidden by Hannah (2:3).265 Within Yahweh’s
economy, as expounded by Hannah, those most obviously destined for greatness are
those least well suited, ר־איש
ִ ַ( ּכִ י־לא בְׁ כחַ ִיגְׁ ב2:9). Possibly, the narrator is alluding to
this uncertainty, when he describes Kish as גִ בר חַ יִל: neither  גִ בֹורnor  חַ יִלhave been
used by the narrator since Hannah’s Prayer (2:4) which spoke of the bows of the
 גִ ב ִריםbeing broken, whilst those who stumble are granted חַ יִל. The collocation of both
terms to describe Kish affirms our strategy in continuing to read the narrative
through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, while also leaving the reader to wonder on
which side of Hannah’s dichotomy this mighty man, or rather his son, will be
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found:266 will he prove to be a man of strength, of the ilk of 8:11–18, who is
ultimately brought down, or will he be one who is raised up by Yahweh from
apparent weakness? The reader will therefore be careful to observe whether Saul is
characterised by disqualifying pride.
Whilst this proleptic portrait of Saul is important, it should not be mistaken for the
full picture.267 Pride reveals itself not in a static snapshot, but in the words and
actions of a character. In that regard, Saul shows the opposite quality, namely
meekness, in this opening act of his story, not least in his conversation with Samuel
(9:18–21). This is the first meeting between the prophet-judge and the future king.
The narrator signals the importance of this meeting by introducing turbulence into
the narrated time,268 when he informs the reader, by analepsis, that Saul has been
chosen as ruler by Yahweh (9:16), and that Samuel received this information the
previous day (9:15). This explains the narrator’s focus upon Saul and thus heightens
the reader’s interest in Saul’s characterisation at the precise moment he encounters
the man previously designated as honoured (נִ כְׁ בד, 9:6). How will Saul orientate
himself with respect to the exalted seer? Will there be any hint of self-exaltation in
the divinely appointed king?
Samuel identifies Saul as the one whom all Israel desires.269 However, the prophet’s
devastating critique of the people’s request (8:11–18) reveals that the apparent
commendation is two-edged. Yet, if there is a trap laid here to expose Saul’s
arrogance, Saul sidesteps it unselfconsciously, identifying both his tribe and his clan
as small ( )קטןand insignificant ()צעִ יר. This is the opposite of the  גְׁ בההspeech which
Hannah decried (2:3). Saul’s stature has clearly not gone to his head! Rather he is
characterised by notable humility. Despite his many commendable qualities, and the
knowledge that Israel wishes to have a king, Saul feels he is ill-suited for prominence
266

Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 121, sees further ambiguities with a possible allusion to
Benjamite men of ( חַ יִלJudg 20:44–46) who have manifestly resisted the nation’s attempts to
establish God’s justice.
267
Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 326, comments that “with biblical man, in
contrast, there is usually a distance — and often a clash — between the impression produced
on his first appearance and the one left after his last.”
268
Longacre, The Grammar of Discourse, 38–45, discusses different ways in which
turbulence is used to mark peak in discourse. Without requiring this to be a global peak, the
same arguments give prominence to this moment in the scene.
269
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 124, notes the ambiguity of the phrase חֶּ ְׁמדַ ת י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל. It may be a
prediction that all the wealth of Israel will belong to him, an indirect allusion to his future
rule. Either way, Saul’s response indicates his sense of unworthiness.
63

in Israel. Samuel’s response is telling: he neither disagrees with Saul’s assessment,
nor suggests to Yahweh that Saul is a poor choice, for Saul’s sense of his own
insignificance is no disqualification from his designated role. Rather Samuel’s
mother has told us that Yahweh is pleased to exalt those who are lowly and humble
(2:1–10).
Preston is correct to find in Saul manifest “lowliness”; despite every opportunity he
will not exalt himself.270 He is notably passive throughout his time with Samuel: after
his protestations that he is unsuited for the praise Samuel gives him (9:21), he is not
recorded as uttering another word in the prophet’s presence; when he encounters his
uncle, he provides an edited account of the events, with no reference to his anointing
(10:14–16). The fourfold use of the verb ( נגד10:15–16) reminds the reader of Saul’s
new status as ( נגִ יד10:1),271 and the narrator, with an otherwise superfluous comment
about his reticence concerning the kingship (10:16), ensures that the reader reflects
on Saul’s manner. These are not the words of a man who is intent on pursuing his
own exaltation.
Saul’s actions display no hint of arrogance. Philips Long is probably correct to see in
the commission of 10:7 ( )עֲׂשֵּ ה לְׁ ָך אֲשֶּ ר ִת ְׁמצא ידֶּ ָךa call for Saul to attack נְׁצִ בֵּ י פְׁ לִ ְׁש ִתים
(10:5).272 Hannah described Yahweh empowering the weak warrior (2:4), silencing
the wicked (2:9) and shattering those who contend with him (2:10) which, according
to 9:16, would describe the Philistines. As such, the reader might expect to see a
victorious Saul. However, he does not act. Whilst Philips Long may be correct to see
a reluctance to obey, which, in time, may prove devastating for Saul’s rule, that
conclusion, perhaps, can only be arrived at in retrospect. The point rather, as our
reading strategy highlights, is that Saul is neither pursuing the kingship, nor exalting
himself.
Saul’s reticence concerning the crown is confirmed by the debacle of the coronation
ceremony (10:17–24). The climactic revelation of the chosen monarch stutters as
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Saul is not found,273 for he is hiding amongst the baggage (10:22). These are not the
actions of an arrogant man. Whilst he will shortly stand head and shoulders above his
peers (10:23) and be praised for his surpassing greatness (10:24), none could assert
that he exalted himself to this position. Following the ceremony, Saul’s meekness
resurfaces when he takes no action against his critics (10:27). Saul’s ascent is thus
narrated so as to foreground his apparent humility, the very quality which Hannah
identified as integral to the person Yahweh exalts.
4.3.2

Saul’s Ascent to the Seat of Honour

The most obvious connection between Saul’s encounter with Samuel and Hannah’s
Prayer (2:1–10) may be the reference to Saul’s anointing (משח, 9:16; 10:1), for
Hannah spoke of the king as Yahweh’s anointed (מ ִשיחֹו,
ְׁ 2:10). However, this is not
the only literary connection. The narrator employs multiple motifs from Hannah’s
Prayer to describe Saul’s exaltation, which invite the reader to view the events
through the lens Hannah provides.
After providing an impressive proleptic portrait (9:1–2), the narrator describes Saul’s
donkey-search (9:3–10) so as to highlight his impoverished state. The disjunction at
the start of 9:5 signals Saul giving up the quest, without donkeys, without food and
without money (9:7). Saul’s emphatic and superfluous question ( מה ִאתנּו9:7)
highlights his desolation.274 The lack of  לֶּחֶּ םresonates with Hannah’s association of
hunger with humiliation (2:5).
The narrator then draws on Hannah’s motif of spatial elevation (cf. 2:1, 6, 7, 8) as he
describes the impoverished Saul’s ascent,275 first to the city (עלה, מ ֲעלֶּה, 9:11) then to
the high point of the city for the meal (עלה, 9:13, 19).
The importance of the communal meal is highlighted, for attendance is by invitation
only (קְׁ רֻ ִאים, 9:13),276 and Samuel, the most important man in Israel, provides the
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awaited blessing to begin the feast (9:13). When the maidens explain this to Saul, it
is not obvious why he requires such detailed information. However, the narrator’s
use of such incidental characters invites the reader to ponder the significance of the
banquet. When Saul meets Samuel, there is no immediate reference to the meal, and
the narrator’s report of Yahweh’s earlier instructions suggests that Samuel might
proceed immediately to anoint Saul (9:16–17). Samuel, however, commands Saul to
attend the feast (9:19), with a suggestion that Saul merits a place because of his
eminent status (9:20). Samuel responds to Saul’s protestations about his
unworthiness by giving him a seat at the head (ראש, 9:22) of the thirty invited guests.
Finally, Samuel ensures that Saul receives the choice portion (מנה, 9:23), the first use
of this term since Hannah was given a special portion by Elkanah (1:5).277 The
narrator highlights the significance of the portion, first, by referencing Samuel’s prior
command to the cook, and second, by describing, in detail, the cook’s actions in
lifting up the portion and placing it before Saul (9:24). The narrated time is further
retarded by Samuel’s superfluous invitation to Saul to eat the portion, for it was
reserved for him (9:24). The climax of the scene is reached with the statement that
Saul (the servant having moved out of view) ate with Samuel (9:24).
The casual reader might wonder why such attention is given to the seating
arrangement at a meal, when the principal concern is surely with a coronation. But,
for the careful reader, the significance is clear.278 Hannah spoke of Yahweh’s action
to end the hunger of the humble man (2:5); Saul’s hunger has been sated. Hannah
spoke of Yahweh’s action to raise the poor man from the dust to sit with nobles and
receive a seat of honour (כִ סֵּ א כבֹוד, 2:8); Saul has been seated in the most honoured
position amongst privileged guests.279 Hannah’s expectations are being fulfilled in
the experience of Saul.
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After Saul is presented to the Israelites at Gibeah, a group of men return with Saul,
whom the narrator identifies as ( הַ חַ יִל10:26). Saul is transformed from the donkeyhunter without a penny in his pocket to a leader with a military brigade. The narrator
draws attention to this event when he breaks his normal habit and provides an
explicitly theological explanation for the action. The men follow Saul simply
because Yahweh moves them so to do. The reader should, therefore, consider
carefully the significance of הַ חַ יִל. However, the commentators typically struggle to
make sense of the narrator’s decision to use the word חַ יִל.280 With the exception of the
description of Kish’s status (9:1), the word has been used just once thus far in the
narrative, when Hannah described Yahweh’s transformation of the stumbled soldier
through the gift of ( חַ ִיל2:4).281 Against that backdrop, Yahweh’s explicit intervention
such that the newly crowned Saul possesses  חַ יִלtakes on profound significance. Saul
is the divinely empowered warrior king, now able to fight Yahweh’s battles. The
narrator confirms this interpretation by recounting Saul’s rescue of Jabesh Gilead
(11:1–11). As Brueggemann has demonstrated, this episode’s central theme is
deliverance.282 Saul is transformed into a powerful general at the head of an army,
entirely through the sovereign activity of God. Saul is divinely empowered by the
spirit of God (11:6), and the people are moved to follow when the fear of Yahweh
falls on them (11:7). Saul leads Israel to a great victory whereby the strength of the
Ammonites is shattered (11:11, cf. 2:9). Saul’s experience continues to echo
Hannah’s expectation of a king, otherwise weak, but exalted and empowered by
Yahweh so as to enact Yahweh’s judgment on his opponents (2:10).
4.3.3

Summary

We have considered the way in which Hannah’s Prayer illuminates Saul’s exaltation
from two perspectives. First, Saul is characterised by the humility which Hannah
suggests is essential for one to be exalted by Yahweh. Despite many opportunities to
grasp the throne, he consistently avoids acting or speaking with self-exaltation until
the moment when Yahweh’s spirit comes upon him and transforms him, either into a
prophet (10:6) or into a warrior-judge (11:6). Second, the narrative draws on multiple
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motifs and even vocabulary from Hannah’s Prayer to form a clear connection and so
invite the reader to recognise Saul as the sated, exalted and empowered king
described by Hannah.
4.4 Saul’s Failure (1 Sam 13–15)
Saul’s rise is short-lived, as chapters 13–15 describe his twofold rejection by
Yahweh. Hannah’s Prayer depicted the rise and fall, respectively, of the humble and
the proud. It is natural, therefore, to consider how Saul’s demise is to be interpreted
when viewed through this lens. However, the narrative introduces a complexity not
present in Hannah’s poem, for she only envisaged the anointed king being exalted
and strengthened (2:10) without any suggestion that he might suffer the fate of the
proud who oppose Yahweh. Perhaps that explains the importance of chapter 12,
where Samuel, unlike his mother, makes explicit the warning that the king might
himself be swept away if he fails to serve Yahweh (12:25).283
Chapters 13–15 are framed by an inclusio,284 with Saul experiencing Yahweh’s
rejection in the outermost scenes (13:14; 15:28). The first rejection is a remarkable
pivot in the plot, for the narrator had given little prior indication that Saul was failing
Yahweh’s kingly standard. Whilst some seek to resolve this tension by finding the
verdict unwarranted,285 my reading strategy points in a different direction: Hannah
declared that Yahweh’s judgment is based upon knowledge (2:3) and that he brings
down the arrogant (2:9–10). The Eli narrative confirmed that prophetic indictments
are built upon these two foundations and should not be questioned by the reader
simply because the narrator has gapped data that might support the verdict. The
reader is expected to adopt a hermeneutic humility that defers to Yahweh’s
judgment, and so is alert to evidence, provided by the narrator, that Saul’s demise is
attributable to a previously hidden hubris. This, I suggest, is part of the contribution
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of chapters 13–15 to the narrative: chapter 13 reveals that Saul is rejected, but with
minimal evidence to justify the verdict; chapter 14, with its interleaved structure,286
compares and contrasts Saul and Jonathan, drawing the reader’s attention to the ways
in which Jonathan evidences a Hannah-like humility. Chapter 15 then provides a
much fuller exploration of Saul’s character: despite manifesting certain positive
qualities, Saul fails to demonstrate the humility which Hannah declares essential for
Yahweh’s king. This, ultimately, is the reason why Saul is rejected, and presumably
was evident to Yahweh in chapter 13, even if only revealed by the narrator in chapter
15.
4.4.1

Saul’s First Failure (1 Sam 13:1–15)

Saul’s victory over Nahash (11:6–11) was accomplished with a vast army (11:8).
Facing innumerable Philistine troops (13:5), Saul finds that the tables are turned, as
his army slinks away, leaving him with just 600 soldiers (13:15). Fokkelman
sympathises with Saul’s plight suggesting that he “is now completely left to his own
resources,”287 but that misses what should characterise God’s king. Hannah has
declared that apparent strength is not the determining factor in battle (2:4, 9, 10), but
rather a humble dependence upon Yahweh. She was vindicated and exalted when
crying out to Yahweh from her helpless situation (2:1) and her promise is that the
king can experience the same (2:10). The question is whether Saul will demonstrate
this requisite humility, and so prove himself fit to rule.
The events prior to Saul’s blunder require some interpretation. The king dismisses
the men (13:2) only to recall the levy following Jonathan’s attack (13:4). This aboutturn suggests that Saul was not expecting the attack.288 Long shows that Jonathan’s
attack is to be interpreted in the context of Samuel’s charge that Saul should attack
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the Philistine outpost at Gibeah (10:5–8).289 Fokkelman demonstrates that the report
that “Saul has attacked the Philistine garrison” (13:4) is almost certainly the verbatim
report which Saul authorised.290 As such Saul appears to be taking credit for an action
in which he played no part, but which, presumably, he now realises was his to
perform.
Saul’s response to his impending crisis may seem admirable to the unsuspecting
reader. He waits for the prophet, before eventually making the apparently necessary
sacrifices (13:7–9), and later explains this in terms of entreating Yahweh (13:12).
Fokkelman may be right to detect in Saul’s justification (13:11) a political, rather
than a pious motive, so as to retain his troops,291 and Firth may be right that Saul’s
use of  חלהcould be indicative of a faulty understanding of Yahweh.292 Perhaps the
length of Saul’s justification indicates that he knows he has failed to obey the
command “that he should wait until Samuel arrived.”293 However, it is hard to see
clear evidence in the narrative thus far to support the severity of Samuel’s verdict.
The narrator has therefore highlighted a gap in the characterisation of Saul which
affects his suitability as king. If the narrative is to be coherent, the reader will expect
this gap to be filled. Perhaps that expectation begins to be fulfilled immediately in
Saul’s lack of response to Samuel’s verdict: at an ideal moment for Saul to appease
Yahweh ()חלה, to humble himself like Hannah, and cry out for mercy, he instead
counts his troops (13:15). The reader might detect an emerging, if subtle, difference
between Hannah’s humble response to a crisis and that of Saul.
4.4.2

Yahweh’s Choice

Samuel’s words (13:13–14) illuminate the reason for Saul’s rejection: Yahweh has
sought for himself ( ִאיש ּכִ לְׁ בבֹו13:14). DeRouchie has shown that this phrase is best
understood to be adverbial rather than adjectival, qualifying Yahweh’s choice, rather
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than an innate quality of the man.294 It is reductionistic, however, to take this as an
assertion that Yahweh will now get his choice,295 for Saul was also chosen by
Yahweh (cf. 9:16; 10:1, 24; 12:13), and his dynasty could have endured had he
behaved differently (13:13). It seems best, with DeRouchie, to understand the phrase
as “clarifying the standard by which Yahweh sought Saul’s successor.”296 He finds
this standard in Deut 17:14–20,297 but the narrator has provided a norm for kingship
within Samuel, and especially in Hannah’s Prayer (2:1–10). The suggestion, then,
would be that Saul has fallen short of the portrait of the humble monarch provided by
Hannah. What remains is for the narrator to demonstrate to the reader why Yahweh’s
verdict is valid.
4.4.3

Jonathan and Saul Contrasted (1 Sam 14)

Saul approaches the Philistine battle, with his army not only hopelessly
outnumbered, but also tragically ill-equipped (13:16–22). However, as Hannah
proclaimed, neither weapons (2:4), nor human strength (2:9) are the key to victory.
The stage is set, therefore, to consider whether Saul will demonstrate the humble
dependence upon Yahweh that Hannah declared to be necessary. In this regard, Saul
is outshone by his son, Jonathan.298 Where Saul has typically shown passivity (the
notable exception being when the spirit rushed upon him in 11:6), Jonathan acts.299 In
one speech (14:6) he provides a theological perspective upon the Philistines, as
הע ֲֵּרלִ ים,300 and shows a humble reliance upon Yahweh, recognising Yahweh’s
unparalleled might,301 whilst lacking any presumption that he knows Yahweh’s
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will.302 Yahweh responds dramatically with a cosmic intervention (14:15)
reminiscent of Hannah’s Prayer (2:8–10). The swords which had appeared to give the
Philistines an insuperable advantage (13:22) prove to be the means of their
destruction (14:20).303 The narrator concludes that Yahweh saved Israel (14:23), but
this was brought about by the godly humility of the prince, rather than the king, who
has been found wanting.
The narrator turns his attention from the battle to Saul’s camp (14:16). However,
where Jonathan demonstrated a humble courageous initiative, Saul takes time before
joining the battle. Moreover, the narrator draws attention to Saul’s aborted action
involving the ark (14:18–19). It is not clear what he was seeking from Yahweh, nor
why he stopped, but the contrast with Jonathan who explicitly sought divine direction
is telling.304 Even when Saul arrives at the battle it is unclear what he might
contribute to the victory (14:20).
The contrast between Saul and Jonathan is further highlighted by the debacle over
Saul’s oath (14:24). For the reader who is sensitised to arrogance by Hannah’s
Prayer, this oath has multiple concerning elements. First, Saul speaks as one
seemingly obsessed with personal vengeance upon his enemies, rather than with
serving Yahweh’s justice.305 Second, as Jonathan recognises, prohibiting the men
from eating limits the extent of Yahweh’s victory (14:29). Honey is often associated
with divine provision (cf. Exod 3:17; 13:5; 16:31; Num 14:8; Deut 32:13; Psa 81:17),
and Hannah has declared that Yahweh will end the hunger of those who rely on him
(2:5), but Saul is causing them to stumble and faint. The anointed king is frustrating
Yahweh’s purposes for his people.306 This is then compounded when the soldiers sin
by pouncing on the bloody plunder (14:32–33) and, perhaps, worst of all, by the fact
that Jonathan is placed under a curse (14:27-28). Hannah’s Prayer would suggest that
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Jonathan’s model humility should lead to him experiencing divine exaltation,
reviving him (2:6, cf. 14:27). Instead, he is threatened with death (14:44).
Whilst chapter 14 may not have foregrounded clear evidence of Saul’s pride, viewing
it through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer has served to highlight the humility of
Jonathan,307 and to distinguish clearly between the fitness of Saul and Jonathan to
rule. The remaining piece of the puzzle is to identify arrogance in Saul, which, I
suggest, is part of the contribution of chapter 15.308
4.4.4

Saul’s Second Failure (1 Sam 15)

Whilst chapter 15 ultimately condemns Saul, there are positive elements of his
behaviour to note. First, Saul shows commendable loyalty to the Kenites in
protecting them (15:6). Second, he does, eventually, acknowledge his sin (15:24),
and third, he insists on worshipping Yahweh (15:30–31). However, despite these
positive features, Samuel’s verdict is damning, accusing Saul of doing evil in the
eyes of Yahweh (15:19).
The most obvious critique of Saul concerns his failure to obey the words of God. The
verb  שמעoccurs eight times,  קֹולand  דברseven times in chapter 15, ensuring that this
theme is constantly in the mind of the reader. The narrator’s lexical choices contrast
Saul’s commission with his action (cf. the use of  חמלand  חרםin 15:3, 9).309 Saul preempts Samuel’s critique by asserting that he has been obedient (15:13) despite clear
evidence to the contrary (15:14). He then places responsibility for the transgression
upon the army (15:15).310 Repentance is slow coming (15:24) and is neither total, nor
authentic, in as much as he continues to blame-shift, before requesting a pardon so
normal service may resume (15:25).311
Whilst disobedience is clearly integral to Samuel’s indictment (15:19), a careful
reading indicates that the theme of pride, generally overlooked by the commentators,
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compounds, if not causes, this disobedience.312 Saul’s words throughout this section
lack humility. The reader can find correspondence between this and the ‘high’ or
arrogant speech that Hannah decries, and which operates with disdain for Yahweh’s
all-knowing judgment (2:3).
The narrator’s analysis of Saul’s failure is deepened by the description, after the
victory, of Saul’s journey to Carmel to set up a monument for himself (15:12). BarEfrat is correct that “dies zeigt, für wie wichtig er sich selbst hielt.”313 The reader
who recalls the previous erection of a stone, after a military victory, at Ebenezer
(7:12), will detect a jarring tonal contrast between the two: Ebenezer, in context,
exalts Yahweh; Carmel exalts Saul.314
Further intimations of Saul’s pride may be detected in Samuel’s question: הֲלֹוא ִאם־
( קטן אַ תה בְׁ עֵּינֶּיָך ראש ִשבְׁ טֵּ י י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל אתה15:17). This is most likely a concessive clause,
inviting Saul to recall his initial meekness (9:21) before he was exalted. His
exaltation cannot be attributed to his own worthiness, but was the gift of Yahweh,
which, according to Hannah, is reserved for the humble (2:8–10), and must,
therefore, be held with humility,315 not with the hubris demonstrated by Saul’s
monument to himself.
Samuel’s prophetic indictment (15:22–23) has a poetic form, and thus a stylistic
similarity to Hannah’s Prayer, which, in my reading strategy marks it as having a
potentially significant hermeneutic function. As such, his interest in pride is notable.
The first three bicola prepare for the final verdict and reach their climax in 23ab
which names two specific sins of which Saul is guilty. The first, מֶּ ִרי, denotes
“contentiousness”,316 which is stronger than a failure to obey: it is a disposition
which resists those in authority. The second, parallel term, הַ פְׁ צַ ר, is not
straightforward to interpret, but is most likely an intransitive hiphil infinitive
Long, 166–7, is correct that the narrator can “describe Saul’s failings on different levels of
abstraction,” although he fails to explore the theme of pride in the chapter. Gowan, When
Man Becomes God, 22, observes that disobedience is often connected in Scripture with
themes of wilfulness and insolence.
313
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absolute of פצר, denoting ‘pushing’. It is thus typically taken “to mean forwardness,
arrogance, presumption.”317 The fact that this is the final element before the judgment
statement is not incidental. Saul’s disobedience (or even partial disobedience) is
being diagnosed as the fruit of an arrogance that will pursue Saul’s own agenda and
glory to the detriment of the purposes of Yahweh.
Saul’s response to Samuel’s condemnation contrasts with Jonathan’s humble
acceptance of a (perceived) divine verdict (14:43). Saul seizes the prophet’s robe
forcefully enough to tear it (חזק, 15:27). It is hard to agree with Brueggemann that
this is a “desperate act of submissiveness.”318 Rather, Samuel sees in Saul’s grasping
the cloak a symbol of his determination to retain the kingdom,319 which ironically
confirms that it must be taken from him and given to another.
The final decisive piece of evidence that Saul is characterised by a self-exalting
hubris comes immediately after his second confession of sin. Rather than showing
humble contrition, he commands Samuel: ( ַעתה ַּכבְׁ דֵּ נִ י נא15:30).320 Saul’s desire is not
for reconciliation with Yahweh, or even for atonement, but to ensure that he does not
lose face in front of the people, presumably through prophetic censure. The
implication is that Saul is willing to worship Yahweh, alongside Samuel, not for the
sake of Yahweh (note the pronominal suffix on אֱֹלהֶּ יָך, 15:30) but for the reflected
honour which will come to him.321
4.4.5

Summary

The events of chapters 13–15, and Yahweh’s surprising rejection of his newly
appointed king, have provoked many varied interpretations: Gunn questions
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Yahweh’s motives;322 Preston sympathises with Saul;323 Edelman tries to identify the
specific failing of the king.324 This variety of responses is due, in part, to the poetics
of the narrator, who prefers to communicate ethical and theological truths obliquely,
rather than by explicit direction. However, when the reader views the narrative
through the hermeneutical lens of Hannah’s Prayer, multiple features of the chapters
come into focus and clarify that Saul’s failing was ultimately one of hubris.
The reader might wonder whether the emergence of pride in Saul’s characterisation
is a matter of revelation, whereby it was always present within Saul’s character, or a
matter of development, whereby it was not initially present but then grew when he
received the throne as a gift. That question may ultimately be one the narrator does
not care to answer. However, the simplest, and perhaps, therefore, best, reading of
the text, would suggest that Saul demonstrated a genuine lowliness at first, which
suited him for the throne, in line with Hannah’s ethic, but that this meekness had
deficiencies.325 In retrospect, the reader can observe that even in the times when Saul
appeared to show a commendable humility, there were features of Hannah’s humility
which were absent. In particular, there was little evidence of him actively exalting
Yahweh, a point highlighted by the contrast the narrator draws between Saul and his
son Jonathan in chapter 14. Hannah, in great need, humbled herself before Yahweh,
and submitted to him. Saul does not, and ultimately abuses the kingship for his own
gain. Where Hannah willingly gave to Yahweh what she had received, namely her
son (1:28), Saul grasps what he has been given and refuses to relinquish the kingdom
in defiance of Yahweh’s verdict (15:27–30). This is the self-exalting quality which
will continue to plague Saul and demand his demise, and which the one ‘better than
him’ (15:28) must not exhibit.
4.5 The Rise of David (1 Sam 16–17)
We have observed how both the rise and fall of Saul are illuminated by Hannah’s
Prayer. Yahweh’s chosen king must be characterised by a genuine humility, which is
322
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not simply a meekness, as Saul demonstrated, but which magnifies Yahweh, as both
Hannah and Jonathan showed. Samuel indicts Saul and declares that Yahweh has
given the kingdom to one better than him (15:28). The reader is thus alerted to seek a
suitable candidate for Saul’s throne, and given Hannah’s interest in Yahweh’s
exaltation of his anointed king, will be careful to view the text through the lens she
provides.
4.5.1

David’s Unlikely Election

Samuel is sent to Bethlehem to anoint a king for Yahweh (16:1), whereupon he
meets Eliab, the eldest son of Jesse (16:6). Yahweh reveals that Samuel is drawn
towards Eliab because of his stature (16:7): the tautologous  גְׁ בהַ קֹומתֹוemphasises his
height, and thus reminds the reader of Saul’s stature (9:2; 10:23). Eliab surprisingly
is described as having been rejected ()מאס, when the other brothers are simply
designated as not chosen (לא־בחַ ר, 16:8, 9, 10).326 However, this distinction serves an
important narrative purpose, for it establishes Eliab as a “second Saul,”327 who had
also been rejected (מאס, 16:1), and makes him a foil for David. Moreover, the
reference to his height takes on further significance when the reader recalls Hannah’s
warning against ‘high’ speech (2:3). Saul’s successor must surpass him in terms of
his lowliness (15:28).
David’s anointing is reminiscent of Saul’s (9:1–10:1), and, in turn, of Hannah’s
description of Yahweh raising a poor man from humble circumstances ()עפר328 to sit
on a throne of glory amongst princes (2:8). As with Saul, the event takes place in the
context of a feast (16:5),329 but one to which David is not initially invited (16:11). His
exclusion speaks of his lowly status in the community. He is the eighth son. Hannah
described the full complement as being seven sons (2:5). Brueggemann might be
right, therefore, that David is being characterised as “one of the marginal people.”330
Certainly, by designating him as ( הַ קטן16:11) rather than use his name, the narrator
contrasts him with tall Eliab (and thus also Saul), and connotes not simply youth, but
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also that he is “least significant” in the family.331 However, in keeping with Hannah’s
Prayer (2:8) he is brought from the margins to the place of honour, where he is
identified, by anointing, as the man chosen by Yahweh to inherit the throne (16:12).
The clearest allusion to Hannah’s Prayer is in the use of  מֶּ לְֶּךand ( משַ ח16:1, 13), to
describe Yahweh’s purpose for David, for Hannah had spoken of Yahweh exalting
his anointed ()מ ִשיחֹו
ְׁ and giving strength to his king (מַ לְׁ ּכֹו, 2:10). Indeed, Hannah’s
description of divine empowering may illuminate the account of the divine spirit
rushing upon David when he is anointed (16:13). Samuel’s chosen vessel for the
anointing has a resonance with Hannah’s Prayer. The prophet uses a horn (קֶּ ֶּרן, 16:1,
13) to anoint David, and Hannah had spoken of Yahweh exalting the horn of his
anointed (קֶּ ֶּרן ְׁמ ִשיחֹו, 2:10). Intriguingly Saul was anointed from a vial (פְַך, 10:1). Is
this a subtle hint that David is a better fit for Hannah’s portrait than Saul?332
The narrator’s use of multiple motifs from Hannah’s Prayer invite the reader to view
David’s exaltation through that hermeneutical lens. However, as yet, the narrator has
provided no evidence that David surpasses Saul in terms of humility. This narrational
strategy coheres with the statement that ( האדם י ְִׁראֶּ ה ַלעֵּי ַנ ִים וַיהוה י ְִׁראֶּ ה ַללֵּבב16:7), in that
the heart is hidden to human eyes, and can only be tentatively discerned through
observing and weighing the actions and words of a character.333 The reader is
reminded of their blindness to David’s heart, and must take on trust Yahweh’s
implicit verdict that David is characterised by godly humility. However, having
witnessed the short-lived nature of Saul’s exaltation, the reader will want to see
sustained evidence of David’s humility before concluding that he is better than Saul.
4.5.2

David’s Humble Submission to the Self-exalting Saul

With David identified and anointed as king, the narrator now brings both ‘kings’
together so as to compare and contrast them. He thus provides clear evidence both
that David surpasses Saul in his suitability for the throne, and also that Saul is aware
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of this fact. The response of the two men to each other shows both David’s humility
and Saul’s defiant self-exalting.
Whilst David receives the spirit of God, empowering him, presumably, to rule
(16:13), Saul not only loses the spirit, but receives  רּוחַ ־רעה מֵּ אֵּ ת יְׁהוהwhich afflicts
him (בעת, 16:14). Bergen has shown that lexical and grammatical oddities in this
clause mark it as significant.334 The message is clear: Yahweh has not simply rejected
Saul but is now opposed to him, doubtless because, despite being informed that his
rule is over (15:28), Saul is defiantly clinging to the throne. This would explain
Samuel’s fear of assassination when he is sent to anoint David (16:2). The reader will
recognise in Saul traits of the arrogant man of Hannah’s Prayer, who contends with
Yahweh, but will be brought low (2:9–10).
Saul’s affliction leads him not to humble himself before Yahweh but to seek respite
elsewhere.335 A servant suggests David, with a description that far surpasses the
requirements for a court musician, and climaxes with the statement that Yahweh is
with him (16:18). The alert reader will realise, at this point, that the same was never
said of Saul. Discussions as to why the servant has this knowledge miss the point.336
The literary function is both to establish that David is suited for kingship,337 and to
clarify that Saul is in possession of this information. Saul summons David, but rather
than describing him with the same accolades which he recently heard, he identifies
the designated king in a way that relegates him socially (16:9).338 David is positioned
clearly as a servant in Saul’s entourage, and yet, by summoning him to the palace,
Saul is ironically bringing his designated successor near to the glorious throne in a
manner reminiscent of Hannah’s coronation motif (2:8).
Having been both anointed and empowered by Yahweh, and with Saul clearly
afflicted by God, David might have considered identifying himself as Saul’s chosen
Robert D. Bergen, ‘Evil Spirits and Eccentric Grammar: A Study of the Relationship
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335
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successor. Admittedly, this would have been a dangerous move (cf. 16:2), but it is
significant that at no point does David demonstrate any desire to grasp the throne.
Rather, when he meets Saul, the narrator declares ( ַו ֶּיאֱהבֵּ הּו ְׁמאד16:21). The personal
pronouns permit this to describe either David’s love for Saul or Saul’s for David.
However, David is clearly the subject in the preceding and following clauses, and
when Saul is next subject of a clause, he is explicitly named. The natural reading is
therefore that the narrator is describing David’s love for Saul.339 David demonstrates
a commendable loyalty to Saul, with no evidence of malice or rivalry. He soothes
( )רוחand does good ( )טֹובto the afflicted Saul (16:23). For those with eyes to see,
David is the person in the court with the spirit of God ( ַ)רּוח, and by his humble
services reveals himself to be the good neighbour (cf. 15:28) for whom Saul should
abdicate.
4.5.3

David Proves Himself Publicly to be Yahweh’s Anointed King

Thus far, the narrator has only hinted at the shape of David’s character, for the
anointed shepherd musician has generally been acted upon rather than acting. That
changes with the battle against Goliath. As David acts, the narrator reveals the
perspectives of different characters on David (Eliab, Saul, Goliath and Abner).
However, the reader who views the narrative through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer,
finds all the perceptions to be wanting, or even wrong. Seen through that
hermeneutical lens, David is characterised by humble dependence upon Yahweh,
which exalts God, and is thus identified as Yahweh’s chosen king.
4.5.3.1 David Alone sees Goliath Clearly
Goliath is introduced with reference both to his tremendous height (גבַ ה, 17:4, cf.
Saul [9:2] and Eliab [16:7]), and to his phenomenal weaponry (17:5–7). However, it
is his speech which receives greatest attention.340 He reproaches the Israelites,
introducing a leitwort for the chapter (חרף, 17:10, 25, 26, 36, 45).341 Later, when
David comes out to battle, Goliath continues his proud speech, cursing David by his
gods (קלל, 17:43).342 Not only does this clarify the theological dimension to the
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conflict,  קללalso connotes a belittlingly arrogant attitude (cf. 2 Sam 16:5, 7 etc.). He
has absolute confidence that his own strength will overwhelm David (17:42–44). The
attentive reader will recognise in Goliath multiple motifs (height, weaponry, speech)
used by Hannah to identify the arrogant opponent of Yahweh. Goliath is the
embodiment of the proud attitude which contends with Yahweh,343 and which
Hannah announces will be brought low (2:6, 9, 10).
Saul manifestly fails to see Goliath with the clarity provided by Hannah’s Prayer.
When the narrator describes the effect of the Philistine’s challenge upon the army,
Saul is specified individually as being shattered (חתת, 17:11). The sole previous use
of this verb was by Hannah to describe the fate of those who contend with Yahweh
(2:10). Viewed through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, the narrative demonstrates that
Saul is woefully deficient as a king. He was anointed for the purpose of defeating the
Philistines (9:16) but lacks the humble trust in Yahweh expressed first by Hannah
(1:9–11) and subsequently by Jonathan (14:6). In fact, by insisting on retaining the
kingship, after he has been prophetically deposed, he defies Yahweh and reaps the
consequences of his pride, as he sits shattered on the battlefield.
David’s interpretation of the situation is profoundly different from Saul’s, for he
abhors Goliath’s defiance of Yahweh (17:26) and believes that Yahweh will deliver
him in battle (17:37). David sees Yahweh’s power, not human strength, as the
determining factor in the battle. Therefore he has no interest in Saul’s sword (17:39).
This is no bluster, for he restates the same sentiments when face to face with Goliath
(17:45–47). This is the highpoint of David’s speech acts in the chapter and aligns his
characterisation with Hannah: both have a shared concern that the supreme glory of
Yahweh (2:1–2) should reach to the ends of the earth (17:46, cf. 2:10), and that those
who humbly submit to him will receive his empowering aid, when aligned with his
purposes (2:9–10; 17:47).

Goliath’s final action is initiated with a weqatal  וְׁ היהwhich may serve to mark the
following verb  קםas especially significant (17:48). Cf. Robert E. Longacre, ‘Weqatal Forms
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Discourse Linguistics (Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1994), 86–87. His “rise” is
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4.5.3.2 The Narrator Draws Attention to David’s Humility
The specific issue of David’s humility is foregrounded by the narrator’s decision to
include his exchange with Eliab. The oldest brother, on hearing David’s enquiry
about Goliath, accuses him both of arrogance and of having an evil heart (17:28).
The reader is thus invited to consider whether Eliab’s assessment is correct. The
evidence is not on Eliab’s side. Certain features of Eliab’s response intimate a level
of fraternal rivalry,344 and Yahweh’s previous statement (16:7) casts doubt on his, or
any character’s, ability to ‘see’ David’s heart. Yahweh’s election of David makes it
unlikely that David’s heart is evil. The remainder of the chapter confirms this, as
David demonstrates a pious humility.
David’s humility is seen not simply in his attitude towards Yahweh and Goliath, but
also towards Saul. Despite Saul’s evident failings as a king, and David’s own
anointed status, David consistently honours Saul. He refers to himself repeatedly as
( עַבְׁ ְׁדָך17:32, 34, 36). Lande has shown that this humble self-expression is intended to
exalt the other.345 David never humiliates Saul for his deficiencies, nor does he
pursue honour himself.
Humility may also explain why David rejects Saul’s armour (17:38–39). The
standard explanation, that it is too big for David, is not the obvious meaning of וַיאֶּ ל
( ל ֶּלכֶּת ּכִ י לא־נִ סה17:39). There are aspects of the Hebrew that are hard to resolve
definitively,346 but David feels that it is inappropriate for him to wear the clothing.
Commentators typically assume that  נִ סהis the Piel stem with an implied object of the
rejected weaponry, in which case David recognises that he is unsuited for normal
warfare. However, the verb  נסהtypically refers to the testing of a person.347 Edelman
proposes, therefore, that it is an otherwise unattested Nifal stem with a passive
meaning: “have been tested,” in which case perhaps David is saying that it is not
right for him to wear the royal armour for he has not yet proven himself fit to wear
the king’s armour.348 Whether or not this reading is persuasive, it is not incidental
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that David, as he marches out in front of the king’s army, to do the king’s job, turns
down the opportunity to wear the king’s armour.349 Whilst he is willing to fight
Goliath, he is not pursuing glory for himself, but rather for God (17:46–47). When,
finally, he stands victorious before Saul, he makes no attempt to exalt himself, but
describes himself with astonishing humility as having the status of a son of one of
Saul’s servants (17:58).
4.5.3.3 Summary
Dempster posits that the story of David and Goliath is “one long sustained meditation
on the outworking of Hannah’s philosophy of history.”350 Hannah described the
warrior’s weapons being shattered and the seemingly powerless person being
exalted. The narrator draws attention to the fact that Goliath’s weapons were not
simply useless to him, but even turned against him (17:50–51). Moreover, given the
theological framework established by Hannah’s Prayer, the story shows David to
possess the humility which Hannah previously modelled, and which is essential for
Yahweh’s king. The irony is that no-one else in the text sees it: Eliab sees a selfimportant little brother (17:28); Saul sees a weak young man (17:33); Goliath sees a
boy with sticks (17:42-43); Abner is not sure whom he sees (17:55); David sees
himself as a servant of the king, protected by the God of Israel. The question is
whether anyone will recognise him to be the king he clearly is.
4.6 David’s Wait to Receive the Throne (1 Sam 18–31)
David’s defeat of Goliath confirms him as Saul’s designated successor. His humble
dependence upon, and exaltation of, Yahweh distinguished him from Saul. As such,
he has fulfilled much of the portrait of the godly king presented by Hannah.
However, Saul will not relinquish the throne, and so David cannot receive it.
Hannah’s Prayer, thus, creates a narrative tension in the plot, for Saul is repeatedly
exposed as self-exalting and God-defying. Consequently, he ought to experience

in the “testing” stage of the three-part coronation process. She suggests, elsewhere, that “the
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profound humiliation silencing him in Sheol (2:6, 9). That fate, however, is slow
coming, perhaps causing the reader to wonder whether the narrative of Saul’s rule
conflicts with the expectation of Hannah’s Prayer. Chapters 18–31 explore this
complication in the theological framework as the reader is invited to consider
whether Saul might recover something of his original meekness, and hand the throne
to David; equally, whether David will continue to demonstrate a fitting and humble
submission to Yahweh in a variety of testing circumstances?351 The reader will
continue to find resonances throughout chapters 18–31 with Hannah’s Prayer, until,
ultimately, the tension is resolved by Saul’s humiliating death. I shall focus on the
response to David’s victory (1 Sam 18–20), and Saul’s final demise (1 Sam 28–31)
as sections that are clearly illuminated by Hannah’s Prayer, to illustrate how that lens
focusses the characterisation of David and Saul onto the themes of pride and
humility.
4.6.1

Saul’s Hubris Exposed by his Son

The narrator does not follow a linear chronology after the battle with Goliath,352 but
rather inserts a section (18:1–5) which interleaves Jonathan’s and Saul’s responses to
the victorious David, thereby inviting the reader to compare father and son once
more.
Jonathan loves David and enters into a covenant with him (18:1, 3). As many
commentators have observed, Jonathan’s actions in handing over his robe and
weapons to David are symbolic of him acknowledging David as heir to the throne,
rather than himself.353 The robe (מעִ יל,
ְׁ 18:4) is symbolic of the kingdom (cf. 15:27).354
Jonathan’s gift of his bow is the first use of the word  קֶּ שֶּ תsince Hannah’s Prayer
(2:4) and may be an echo of that motif, suggesting that the power of Saul’s house has
been humbled, and David instead is the exalted warrior king.
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Saul, in contrast, commandeers David (לקח, 18:2). He refuses David permission to
return to his father. The preceding chapter had suggested that Saul should now give
David and his father many gifts (17:25). The negative ( וְׁ לא נְׁתנֹו18:2) jars both with
this expectation and with Jonathan’s ( ַוי ְִׁתנֵּהּו18:4).
Saul should have concluded, with Jonathan, that Yahweh intends David as his
successor. Saul should have given David his allegiance. His defiant retention of the
kingship confirms his hubris and provides further opportunities for David’s humility
to be tested.
4.6.2

Saul’s Hubris Exposed by the Israelite Women

The victory hymn of the women (18:7) forms a strong narrative connection with
Hannah’s Prayer, at least in terms of genre. Klement hears from the women an
implicit recognition that the miraculous victory is attributable to divine assistance,355
echoing one of Hannah’s key motifs (2:4, 9). Whether the women intend to honour
David above Saul,356 or whether this is Hebrew parallelism which honours both
equally,357 the narrator has clarified that David is the one who supremely deserves
recognition (18:6). Saul’s angry reaction reveals much about his inner life (18:8). He
rightly connects David with the kingship, but rages against the thought of David
succeeding him. He will not hand over the throne.
Saul’s furious determination to retain his exalted position leads him to make three
attempts on David’s life (twice in 18:11; once in 19:10). He even uses his daughter
as bait in the hope that his enemies will defeat his best general, who, ironically,
recently saved the nation from those very enemies (18:17–21). Hannah’s Prayer
suggests that David should experience Yahweh’s vivifying, delivering grace, rather
than death. Saul’s actions both confirm his absolute antagonism to Yahweh’s
purposes,358 and provide opportunity for David to experience again the deliverance of
which Hannah spoke (2:6).
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Saul’s arrogance is linked to God leaving him (18:12) and results in him becoming
an enemy of David (18:29). Both details are damning, but the latter is a development
which should be carefully noted. David is the anointed king-to-be who increasingly
conforms to Hannah’s description of humble dependence upon Yahweh. In becoming
David’s enemy, Saul has positioned himself on the wrong side of Hannah’s
dichotomy, as one who proudly contends with Yahweh and so will be brought down
(2:9–10). For the reader who has grasped the significance of Hannah’s Prayer, it is
no surprise then to see that Saul’s efforts to eliminate David are frustrated in an
increasingly humiliating way, as his spear misses its target (19:10), his daughter
deceives him (19:14–17), his soldiers are prevented from fulfilling their mission
when they start prophesying involuntarily (19:19–21) and finally he strips naked and
prophecies all night before Samuel (19:24). His humiliating prostration before
Yahweh’s representative is an inverted parody of Hannah’s description of Yahweh
raising the poor man from the dust to sit on a glorious throne (2:8). His act of
undressing mirrors that of his son (18:4) and the two scenes frame the section.
However, where Jonathan’s act is a voluntary and humble act of abdication, Saul’s is
enforced, because of his hubris. Despite all the evidence, Saul will not relinquish the
throne. Hannah’s Prayer suggests that Saul’s defiance must result in his humiliation,
his dethronement, and perhaps his death (2:9–10).
The following chapters (1 Sam 20–26) demonstrate the same pattern in Saul’s
behaviour. He continues to defy Yahweh; his obsession with eliminating David (1
Sam 23:7–28; 24; 26) leads to a horrific slaughter of the priests (1 Sam 22:6–19) and
plans to assault an Israelite city (23:7–8). Throughout, Yahweh frustrates Saul’s
plans. The lens provided by Hannah’s Prayer focusses the reader’s attention on
Saul’s arrogant defiance of Yahweh, illuminating and confirming the prophetic
condemnation of Israel’s first king in 13:13–14 and 15:17–29.
4.6.3

David’s Increasingly Evident Humility

Following his victory over Goliath, David’s humility is tested. Despite Jonathan
acknowledging him as the true king, David is content to be Saul’s servant (18:1–5).
This continues even when David finds that his master wants to kill him. As the
champion over Goliath, David can legitimately request the king’s daughter as a wife
(17:25) but is reluctant so to do. With Merab, he suggests that he is not of high birth
(18:18). With Michal, he posits that he is poor (רש, 18:23) and of little account (נִקְׁ לֶּה,
86

18:23). Given his popular appeal, this is probably an indication of his own sense of
unworthiness,359 rather than an objective measure of his status. Bodner questions the
honesty of his refusal,360 though the narrator has not intimated that the reader should
be suspicious of David’s words. Arguably, there may be a courtly protocol which
David is following in refusing the offer,361 but he is still resisting the opportunity to
promote himself. He conducts himself with a clear self-abasement which contrasts
with Saul’s self-exaltation after he defeated the Amalekites (15:12).
4.6.4

Saul’s Demise (1 Sam 28–31)

The narrative tension created by Yahweh’s seeming toleration of Saul’s arrogance
begins to be released by Saul’s visit to the witch at Endor and the confirmation that
his demise is near (28:19). Commentators typically overlook the echoes of Hannah’s
Prayer in this act,362 but the reappearance of various motifs, first introduced by
Hannah, sharpen the narrator’s focus both upon Saul’s arrogant defiance of Yahweh,
and Yahweh’s consequent humiliation of his first king.
Saul’s actions throughout the chapter confirm him to be an enemy of Yahweh ( ַויְׁהִ י
ע ֶּרָך, 28:16). He consults the witch specifically for the purpose of divination (קסם,
28:8), despite Samuel’s previous denouncement of  קֶּ סֶּ םas rebellion (15:23).
Hannah’s Prayer illuminates the problem with necromancy, for Yahweh is the one
who banishes to Sheol, and who brings up from the grave (2:6). For a human to
attempt this is the height of arrogance.
Saul had previously banished mediums from the land (28:3), to his credit. But that
act now deepens his guilt, for it proves him to be knowingly transgressing Yahweh’s
laws.363 The reader who sympathises with Saul’s plight, in the face of Yahweh’s
silence (28:15) should consider Fokkelman’s comment that Saul requires no further
revelation, but already “knows everything he should know.”364 He has previously
acknowledged that David should succeed him (24:21; 26:25). When he last faced a
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terrifying Philistine army (cf. 17:11), help was found in David. Yahweh’s guidance
could not be clearer: deliverance can only come if Saul hands the crown to David.
Yahweh is silent because Saul is unwilling to hear that he must abdicate. He is
unambiguously aligned with the wicked in Hannah’s Prayer, who contend with
Yahweh, and so are broken (2:9–10).
It is not incidental that Saul’s journey occurs at night. The narrator twice mentions
this (28:8, 25) and on neither occasion is there a discernible contribution to the
plot.365 The darkness is surely symbolic of Saul’s situation,366 and perhaps an echo of
Hannah’s Prayer, that the wicked will be silenced in darkness (2:9). It may not be a
coincidence that Saul becomes increasingly voiceless as the scene develops, speaking
just two words after Samuel’s soliloquy (לא אכַל, 28:23).
Samuel’s final verdict upon Saul (28:16–19) draws upon multiple features of
Hannah’s Prayer. The spiritual location of the events, in the liminal space at the gates
of Sheol, is redolent of Hannah’s depiction of movement between the realms of life
and death and prepares for the declaration of Saul’s imminent death (cf. 2:6).
Moreover, Samuel’s pronouncement that Saul’s sons will also die (28:19) echoes
Hannah’s description of the fruitful mother experiencing bereavement (2:5).367 The
predicted crushing military defeat activates another of Hannah’s motifs (2:4).
The narrator includes additional details which strengthen the connection with
Hannah’s Prayer. The phrase  ְׁמלא־קֹומתֹוis arguably superfluous to the description of
Saul’s collapse (28:20), after hearing Samuel’s oracle, but in the wider context, not
only does this remind the reader of Saul’s height (9:2),368 it vividly exemplifies
Hannah’s motif of the high being brought low by Yahweh (2:6, 7, 9).
Saul’s weakness is materially attributed to the fact that he has not eaten לֶּחֶּ ם,
activating another of Hannah’s motifs, namely that those who were once satisfied
will need bread (לֶּחֶּ ם, 2:5). His weakness, however, also has a deeper significance for
the narrator, in that it permits him to use the word ַ( ּכח28:20). The only previous use
Unlike, for example, David’s visit to Saul’s camp (26:7) where night provides the
necessary cover of darkness.
366
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of that word was when Hannah declared that prevailing is not achieved by strength
( ַּכח, 2:9). The astute reader will see a clear intimation that Saul, once famed for his
stature, has been emptied of his strength because he failed to seek it from Yahweh,
who empowers his humble king (2:10).
The witch offers food to help Saul regain strength ( ַּכח, 28:22). Kent is correct to see
that the meal has a ritual significance, marked especially by the verb ( זבח28:24).369
Saul’s weakness and humiliation are a theological problem. However, the solution
which the weakened king accepts aligns him spiritually with the necromancers whom
he previously banished from Israel. Saul is approaching his lowest point in the text,
and yet even now resists humbling himself before David and before Yahweh.
By providing multiple allusions to Hannah’s Prayer, the narrator clarifies that Saul’s
fundamental problem is ethical-theological, in that he is demonstrating a defiant
hubris which will attempt to retain the throne rather than submit to Yahweh’s
revealed will. Consequently, he is being brought down by God. Samuel’s earlier
oracle, denouncing Saul (15:22–23) and alluded to in 28:17–18, drew parallels
between divination and arrogance. It is no accident that these two sins are interwoven
in Saul’s séance.
4.6.4.1 Saul’s Final Humiliation
Saul’s demise reaches its conclusion with his death on Mount Gilboa (31:1–13).
Hannah had declared that the humble warrior had nothing to fear from an enemy bow
(קֶּ שֶּ ת, 2:4). It is not incidental therefore that Saul finds himself helpless before the
onslaught of the Philistine archers (אֲנ ִשים בַ קֶּ שֶּ ת, 31:3). 370 He first is bereaved of his
sons (31:2), echoing the grieving mother of Hannah’s Prayer (2:5), before he himself
descends to Sheol (cf. 2:6). Suicide would typically be seen as a humiliation,371 and
Saul’s decapitated corpse is further humiliated by the Philistines (31:9–10).372 The
divergence between Saul’s characterisation and Hannah’s description of Yahweh’s
exalted king could not be starker.
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4.6.5

Summary

Saul, at first, demonstrated a promising lowliness of spirit, in keeping with Hannah’s
portrait of Yahweh’s chosen king. However, in time, that lowliness evaporated, and
Saul’s heart was exposed as self-exalting. He resisted Yahweh’s will, abusing his
authority for his own personal gain, and then refusing to accept Yahweh’s rejection.
Despite multiple pieces of evidence that his rule was over, and that he was to hand
the throne to David (an action which may have saved his life),373 Saul refused and
experienced increasing humiliation, until he shared in the fate of the wicked, as
described by Hannah. Following Saul’s death, Yahweh may now exalt David as king,
provided he continues with the humility which he has displayed thus far.
4.7 2 Samuel through the Lens of Hannah’s Prayer
Whilst one could valuably read the entirety of 2 Samuel through the hermeneutical
lens of Hannah’s Prayer (2:1–10), for the sake of this dissertation we will limit
ourselves to two acts: first, David’s experience of exaltation as he brings the ark to
Jerusalem (2 Sam 6–7), and second, his humiliation and subsequent exaltation in the
Absalom rebellion (2 Sam 15–20).374 The central dynamic of these two episodes
echoes that of Hannah’s Prayer, namely the rise (and fall) of Yahweh’s king. I shall
seek to demonstrate, moreover, that, in keeping with Hannah’s ethico-theological
framework, the scenes continue to reveal that David’s exaltation is tied to his Godexalting humility. When a king, whether Saul, David, or even Absalom (as pretender
to the throne), exalts himself then he experiences humiliation at the hands of
Yahweh. Other aspects of David’s and Saul’s characterisation will also be examined
at the end of this chapter.
4.7.1

David Learns True Kingly Humility (2 Sam 6–7)

As Firth observes, 2 Samuel 6–7 sits at the heart of a “chiasm centred on David’s
submission to Yahweh.”375 The narrator includes this series of events immediately
after David is anointed king of Israel and Judah (5:1–5), thus, perhaps, offering an
373
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initial summary of David’s reign.376 The reader will recall how Saul, having
demonstrated apparent meekness in his journey to the throne, then succumbed to a
self-exalting arrogance. The question implicitly raised is whether David will likewise
fail. The answer, I suggest, is that, whilst David’s character may not be flawless, he
demonstrates a consistent humble submission to Yahweh, the virtue Hannah
identified as integral to Yahweh’s king.
Murray argues creatively that 2 Sam 5:17–7:29 explores the tension between David
and Yahweh in terms of who will set the parameters for kingship.377 However, this
depends upon a questionable distinction between David’s role as  מֶּ לְֶּךand נגִ יד.
Campbell has shown that this requires a diachronic construction,378 for the terms
appear to be used synonymously (e.g., 2 Sam 5:2, 12). The narrator is exploring the
relationship between Yahweh and David, as king, but Murray overinterprets parts of
the text, perhaps because he fails to locate the section within the overarching Samuel
narrative, framed by the poetic material.
The section has an ABxBA structure:379 the dialogue between David and Michal
(6:20–23) is located at the centre of the whole section, bracketed first by sections
exploring David’s concern for the ark (6:1–19; 7:1–29), then by units describing
David’s reign as a warrior king (5:6–25; 8:1–18). The central marital dialogue
contrasts David’s Yahwistic humility with the self-exalting hubris of his predecessor
and draws upon motifs introduced by Hannah to that end.
4.7.1.1 David’s Contrasting Treatment of the Ark
David’s initial attempt to bring the ark to Jerusalem ends with the tragic death of
Uzzah (6:7–8). David’s response reveals a previously unknown breach in his
relationship with Yahweh as he regards Yahweh’s proximity as a threat (6:9).380
Whilst some details of Uzzah’s transgression remain obscure, the narrator signals
that he showed insufficient regard for Yahweh’s holiness. Youngblood is correct that
the reduplication of  שֵּ םand the ornate title ( יְׁהוה צְׁ באֹות ישֵּ ב הַ ּכְׁ רֻ בִ ים עליו6:2) emphasise
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the sovereignty of God,381 whilst also reminding the reader of the previous events
involving the ark’s sojourn in Philistia (cf. 1 Sam 4:4). Those events should cause the
Israelites to treat the ark with absolute reverence. However, they use the same
method as the Philistines to transport it (6:3, cf. 1 Sam 6:7–8).
David is troubled by the sudden judgment upon Uzzah for touching the ark, but this
indicates that he has failed to appreciate the absolute holiness of Yahweh. When seen
through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, the narrative is illuminated. Her celebration of
Yahweh’s victory led immediately to an appreciation that ( אֵּ ין־קדֹוש ּכַיהוה1 Sam 2:2).
This would appear to be lacking from David’s perspective.
When David hears of Yahweh’s blessing upon Obed Edom, he rediscovers his
determination to bring the ark to Jerusalem (6:12). His manner, though, is radically
transformed. His sacrifices (6:13), previously lacking, orient the event towards
worship of Yahweh. In Samuel, clothing has been significant (e.g., 1 Sam 18:4;
19:24). As such, David’s divesting himself of his regal clothing to wear the ephod (2
Sam 6:13–14), signals his self-understanding as a servant of Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam
2:18) rather than a glorious, victorious king.
4.7.1.2 The Contrast between the House of David and the House of Saul
David returns home and encounters Michal (6:20). Her role in the chapter is
signalled by the repeated patronymic ( בַ ת־שאּול6:16, 20, 23). She acts as a
representative of Saul’s attitude towards kingship.382 Her failure to participate in the
procession raises questions about her own piety, as does the fact that she despises
David for his actions (בזה, 6:16). The last use of this verb described Goliath’s
derision of David’s apparent weakness at the very moment when he was
demonstrating his royal credentials (1 Sam 17:42). The overlap between Michal’s
character and Goliath’s is suggestive, and negative for the house of Saul. Her
arrogance is expressed symbolically by her elevated position as she watches the
events from a window.
Michal criticizes David’s behaviour with a sarcastic comment about his failure to
honour himself (כבד, 6:20). Rather than recognising his ephod as evidence of his
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humility, she “mocks him” for exposing himself.383 Her description of his actions
being performed ( לְׁ עֵּינֵּי אַ ְׁמהֹות עֲבדיו6:20) discloses her perspective on the social
hierarchy. For Michal, as a representative of the Saulide monarchy, kingship is about
status.384
David rebukes Michal’s critique, though there is no need to assume that he speaks
with the vitriol or gloating which many commentators find.385 Rather, he is asserting
that kingship is entirely dependent upon Yahweh, a fact which Saul failed to grasp
adequately. Michal’s failure to even acknowledge Yahweh (note David’s fronting of
לִ פְׁ נֵּי יְׁהוה, 6:21) both reveals the problem with Saulide kingship, and is also
inexcusable, for Saul’s kingship was always Yahweh’s gift.
David declares his willingness to be further humbled.386 However, this will not
actually rob him of honour, for the slave-girls Michal despises ( )האֲמהֹותwill honour
him (כבד, 6:22). It is not coincidental that Hannah described herself four times as אמה
(1 Sam 1:11, 16), before she experienced Yahweh’s exaltation. David’s alignment
with the  אֲמהֹותcharacterises him with the “proper humility before the Lord,”387 which
typifies those whom Yahweh is pleased to exalt.
The narrator’s final words about Michal connect her fate with two of Hannah’s
motifs, in that she was childless to her death,388 and thus confirm the degradation of
the house of Saul.389 Brueggemann rightly perceives a connection with Hannah’s
description of “the exalted being humbled and the humble being exalted.”390
4.7.1.3 David in Humility is Exalted by Yahweh (2 Sam 7)
With the ark removed to Jerusalem, David desires to build a temple for Yahweh.
Ollenburger is not alone in questioning David’s motive as an “attempt at self-
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exaltation,”391 but such a speculation is without warrant in the text. Rather, David is
concerned that, having been exalted by Yahweh (7:1), he now enjoys a residence
more honourable than God’s.392 He consults the prophet, presumably to ensure the
initiative is appropriate, and Yahweh never critiques David’s motive. Rather, David’s
attitude contrasts with that of Saul who, following military victory, pursued his own
honour and showed little concern for prophetic direction (1 Sam 15:12, 22–23).
David’s humility is confirmed in his prayer, following Nathan’s oracle (7:18–29).393
He uses a repeated form of address, ( אֲדֹוני יְׁהוה7:18, 19, 20, 22), and the selfdesignation ( עֶּבֶּ ד7:19, 20), which together bring out the master-servant dynamic to
their relationship. David highlights his own unworthiness (7:18),394 and magnifies
God with repeated use of the root ( גדל7:22, 23, 26). Moreover, David asserts the
uniqueness of Yahweh in language echoing Hannah’s declarations (7:22, cf. 1 Sam
2:2).395 His confidence in calling upon Yahweh to fulfil his promise (7:25–29) is not
unwarranted forwardness,396 but an appropriate assurance of Yahweh’s unmatched
greatness and faithfulness to his promises and his people (cf. 1 Sam 2:9), combined
with a humble concern for Yahweh’s glory.
Yahweh will not permit David to build a temple because the primary dynamic of the
relationship is one whereby God exalts his servant (note the emphatic  ֲאנִ י, 7:8) from
obscurity to greatness (7:9). Despite all that David has received, that process is
incomplete (7:9–11): David’s dynasty will endure ( עַד־עֹולם7:13). The Davidic
promise confirms that even when David’s days are over,397 he will still be exalted in
his offspring. Verse 16 explicitly asserts that David’s throne, house and kingdom will
endure. The BHS ( לְׁ פ ֶּניָךretained as lectio difficilior potior) may even suggest that in
some sense David himself will endure forever. Hannah had described Yahweh as the
one מֹוריד ְׁשאֹול וַיעַל
ִ (1 Sam 2:6), but, where Saul’s house is disgraced in childlessness
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(6:23) and death, the humiliation of Sheol is not David’s destiny.398 Rather he is
assured that his house and reign will be exalted eternally (7:13).
4.7.1.4 Summary
2 Samuel 5:6–8:18 is structured by the narrator to offer a survey of David’s reign.
However, it is centred on the exchange between David and Michal and not on the
arrival of the ark in Jerusalem, nor on the promises made concerning David’s
descendants, though those events are of paramount importance to the narrative. This
explores the definitive contrast between King David and King Saul, reflected in his
daughter, Michal. David demonstrates a humility before Yahweh and will not use the
throne to exalt himself. Rather, he chooses to debase himself to the level of his
servants. This, essentially, is what distinguishes the two reigns. Not that David’s
reign is faultless, as the episode with Uzzah reveals. However, Murray’s argument
that the text explores a tension between Yahweh’s kingship and David’s kingship is
to be rejected.399 Rather the fundamental tension is between Saul’s and David’s
apprehension of kingship. Whilst David may, occasionally, show Saulide tendencies,
he is characterised by a genuine humility which exalts Yahweh, and thus experiences
the dazzling exaltation described in 7:5–16.
4.7.2

David Deposed and Reinstated (2 Sam 15–20)

David’s failure to rule with humility, especially in the Bathsheba affair (2 Sam 11–
12), will receive fuller consideration in chapter 6. However, it leads, eventually, to
David’s loss of the throne to his son Absalom, before his subsequent reinstallation.
This complication to the shape of the narrative arc shows David experiencing both
humiliation and exaltation, echoing the dynamics of Hannah’s Prayer, and thus
reminding the reader of its hermeneutical importance to the narrative. David’s reign
as exalted king depends upon him demonstrating a persistent humility.
4.7.2.1 Proud Absalom Brought Low
The central dynamic of Absalom’s story, following his restoration to Jerusalem
(14:23), concerns his arrogant attempt to exalt himself as king, and his subsequent
humiliation at the hands of Yahweh. The account of his actions reinforces the ethic
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expressed by Hannah, that God will bring down those who promote themselves,
especially those who grasp the throne.
Whilst David permits Absalom to return to Jerusalem, following his fratricide, he is
not reinstated as heir apparent.400 As such, he is subject to a test: will he humble
himself, in fitting contrition for his assassination of his brother (13:29)? The narrator
describes the events of Absalom’s two years in 14:25–27, framed by two statements
about David’s refusal to see him (14:24, 28). Rather than demonstrating humble
repentance, he attracts praise for his beautiful head (14:25), weighing his hair with
the “royal weight.” His behaviour is not that of a humble supplicant, but a proud man
with aspirations to the throne.401
Absalom’s pretensions to the throne become concrete as he appoints an entourage fit
for a king (15:1),402 and conducts a four-year assault on David’s throne (15:2–13).
Ultimately, he deposes David and takes up residence in Jerusalem. His arrogance is
expressed graphically in the rape of David’s concubines (16:22).
Absalom’s coup contrasts profoundly with David’s humble submission to Saul.
Where David waited upon Yahweh’s exaltation, despite clear evidence that he was
Yahweh’s chosen king, Absalom overthrows Yahweh’s appointed king. Absalom’s
arrogance is so divergent from the godly humility espoused by Hannah that the
narrator breaks frame to clarify that Yahweh purposes disaster for Absalom
(17:14).403 This is then fulfilled when Absalom’s head is providentially caught in a
tree (18:9). It is natural to connect this event with the previous reference to
Absalom’s head, namely his glorious hair (14:26).404 Absalom’s humiliation is linked
directly to his hubris.
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The fact that Absalom was caught ( בֵּ ין הַ שמַ ִים ּובֵּ ין הא ֶּרץ18:9) but is then thrown into a
great pit (18:17) symbolises the trajectory of his fate. In Yahweh’s economy, his
attempts to raise himself toward heaven ultimately become the basis for his downfall
(cf. 1 Sam 2:4–10). The narrator confirms this interpretation by ending the Absalom
story with an analeptic description of his self-honouring pillar (18:18), forming a
clear contrast with the rocks piled over his pit.405 The location of the pillar (בְׁ עֶּמֶּ ק־
 )הַ מֶּ לְֶּךand its purpose ( )בַ עֲבּור הַ זְּׁכִ יר ְׁש ִמיreveal Absalom’s self-exalting pretensions as
the narrator’s final verdict. His lack of a son probably indicates the early death of his
progeny (14:27).406 If so, then the narrator may be drawing upon Hannah’s motif of
filial bereavement (1 Sam 2:5) as a further indication of Yahweh’s humbling of
Absalom.
Absalom exhibits, unambiguously, the hubris which God will not tolerate in his king.
This is not to deny the fact that Absalom might earn the reader’s sympathy, or even
admiration, not least as he seeks justice for his abused sister (13:20–22). However,
he grasps a throne which Yahweh had not granted him, and is shown, on multiple
occasions, to be driven by an arrogance that pursues his own exaltation. This is why
his kingdom was so short lived. Perhaps Absalom contributes to the overarching
purpose of the narrative, revealing Yahweh’s rejection of one who may appear an
ideal fit for kingship, but who grasps it rather than waiting upon Yahweh for it.
Moreover, he provides a foil for David, thereby demonstrating David’s humility in
the midst of his evident failings in this latter part of the narrative.
4.7.2.2 David in Humility Recovers the Throne
David flees at news of Absalom’s approach (15:14). Numerous events on his flight
contribute to his characterisation, but, perhaps, the most significant for our purposes
is his response to Shimei’s abuse (16:5–14). He receives the cursing as from Yahweh
(16:11).  קללis a leitwort forming a connection with David’s declaration in 6:22 that
he is willing to be humiliated ( )קללfor the sake of Yahweh. The fact that he describes
Absalom as ( בְׁ נִ י אֲשֶּ ר־יצא ִממֵּ עַי16:11) echoes Yahweh’s language about David’s
successor ( אֲשֶּ ר יֵּצֵּ א ִממֵּ ֶּעיָך7:12).407 As such, David is prepared to recognise Absalom
405
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as his divinely appointed successor, and, furthermore, to accept that he may have
forfeited his right to rule when he “egoistically misused his kingdom.”408
David’s humble willingness to submit to Yahweh’s discipline contrasts profoundly
with Saul, who defiantly held onto the kingdom despite clear revelation that his
arrogance had disqualified him (1 Sam 15:28; 24:20). He humbly accepts his current
plight as from Yahweh and, rather than blaming Absalom, is willing to own personal
responsibility for it (2 Sam 16:12).409 Arguably, given Saul’s demise after a
promising start, David’s meekness at this point in the narrative is even more
significant than his earlier humility.
The narrator, perhaps, draws an intriguing connection to Hannah’s Prayer when he
describes Shimei throwing dust (16:13) at David. This is delayed to the climax of the
scene, and the duplication of the  עפרroot draws attention to the word used by
Hannah (and not since) for the humble state of the man whom Yahweh exalts to a
throne (1 Sam 2:8). Perhaps this also explains the twin references to David receiving
provision (16:1–2; 17:27–29). The second is extravagant, and is in response to the
hunger (רעֵּב, 17:29) of the army. This word has not been used since Hannah
introduced the motif of Yahweh feeding the hungry (רעֵּבִ ים,ְׁ 1 Sam 2:5). These
observations indicate how the narrative might be illuminated by Hannah’s Prayer,410
for both David’s dusty condition, and his satisfied belly are to be interpreted
theologically: he has been brought low by Yahweh, but in submitting to that
judgment, and then entrusting himself to Yahweh begins to experience a new
exaltation, in a near miraculous fashion.411 David’s humble submission to Yahweh
ultimately leads to his recovery of the throne (19:8). Even then, however, he receives
news of Absalom’s death with tears, wishing that he had died instead (18:33). Whilst
there are complexities to the appropriateness of David’s grief, his words and actions
are not those of a man whose priority is to grasp the kingdom for himself.
408

Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 190.
2 Sam 16:12 has some text critical issues: the kethib  בעו ִניidentifies David’s hope that
Yahweh will look upon his punishment ()עון, whilst other MSS, with LXX, attest בעניי,
referring to David’s state of humiliation. Either are easily harmonised with our reading
above.
410
The interpretation of Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative, 147, becomes harder to
maintain, when she suggests that David is acting pragmatically in his flight, “because he can
no longer fully trust Yhwh.”
411
To receive abundant food in the wilderness (16:2) is a rich motif in the wider canon of the
Old Testament.
409

98

4.7.3

Summary

The Absalom rebellion provides an opportunity for the narrator to explore once more
the central ethic of Hannah’s Prayer, namely that Yahweh exalts the humble and
humbles the proud. The narrator provides clear evidence of Absalom’s hubris as he
grasps the throne, and then demonstrates how this leads inevitably to his demise.
Equally, David’s response to the loss of his throne is illuminated by the message and
motifs of Hannah’s Prayer, revealing him to have a genuine humility before Yahweh,
which submits to God’s will. David’s recovery comes with multiple complications,
especially in the outworking of his justice and in the nature of his kingdom, which I
will consider in chapter 6, for they make a vital contribution to the overarching
message of the narrative. However, the essential point stands: David is Yahweh’s
exalted king because, unlike both Absalom and Saul, he humbly entrusts himself to
Yahweh and does not seek to grasp the kingdom for himself.
4.8 Broader themes in Samuel from Hannah’s Prayer
The motifs and dynamic of Hannah’s Prayer are not limited simply to individual
scenes but can also be found in themes that span the narrative. As such, the narrator
develops aspects of David’s (and Saul’s) characterisation through the narrative which
intersect with Hannah’s interest in humility and pride.
4.8.1

Receiving not Grasping the Throne

David continually resists any temptation to grasp the throne for himself, despite clear
evidence that Yahweh intends it to be rightfully his. Twice David, on the run from
Saul, finds his persecutor delivered into his hands (1 Sam 24:4–5; 26:7–11), thereby
giving him the opportunity to take the crown by force. On both occasions his men
describe Saul as his enemy (איֵּב, 24:5; 26:8), a literary device used by the narrator to
alert the reader to the natural temptation facing David, and the ease with which he
could justify regicide. On both occasions David describes Saul, instead, as Yahweh’s
anointed ( ְׁמ ִשיחַ יְׁהוה, 24:6; 26:9, 11). His perspective is not centred upon himself and
his own exaltation or deliverance, rather he is concerned with Yahweh’s will. Bodner
is not alone in wondering whether there is a measure of self-interest in David’s
actions, in that he is establishing the sacred status of Yahweh’s anointed, in
anticipation of his own coronation.412 However, such a political reading is without
412
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basis in the text.413 It is more natural to see here an outworking of a genuine humility
which submits to Yahweh, and which accords with David’s existent characterisation.
Later, following the death of Saul, David only returns to Judah after seeking Yahweh
(2 Sam 2:1). Azulai may be correct to suggest that “his humility prevented him from
occupying the throne immediately.”414 Throughout the war with Ish-Bosheth, David
is characterised by a humble dependence upon Yahweh, content to wait for the
kingdom to be given to him.415 David is absent from the victory over Abner, and
innocent of the murders of Abner and Ish-Bosheth.416 As noted above, David is
willing to concede the throne to Absalom if that is the will of Yahweh.
The reader, viewing the text through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, will see in David
the humble submission to Yahweh that Hannah praised in her prayer. David honours
Saul as Yahweh’s anointed, thereby avoiding any risk of setting himself against God.
He resists the temptation to grasp the throne by his own initiative, trusts Yahweh to
guard ‘his feet’ (cf. 1 Sam 2:9) and waits upon God’s initiative to give him the
crown.
4.8.2

Humility in Speech

Our study of Hannah’s Prayer highlighted the significance of speech in disclosing
pride and humility. As such, it is revealing to observe patterns in the speech of both
Saul and David. Whilst each individual speech act will be shaped by the immediate
context, a few trends become apparent which are pertinent to our study.
Lande observes that to identify oneself as  עֶּבֶּ דis “demütige Selbstbezeichnung."417
David refers to himself as Saul’s servant on multiple occasions (1 Sam 17:32, 34, 36)
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and as Jonathan’s servant (1 Sam 20:7–8). He also refers to himself as Yahweh’s
servant (1 Sam 23:10, 11; 25:39; 2 Sam 7:19; 24:10). Saul never describes himself as
a servant in any context. Whilst an argument from silence is not in itself conclusive,
as part of a global picture of their respective characterisation this discrepancy
between Saul and David is noteworthy.
David refers to Saul respectfully, as  אֲדֹונִ יin 1 Sam 24:9, 11; 26:15–19. Notably he
also uses the term when describing Saul in the third person (1 Sam 24:7), much
reducing the likelihood that David is flattering Saul. In contrast, Saul, on several
occasions, seems to deliberately avoid referring to David by name, preferring the
“patronymic, which is dismissive” (1 Sam 20:27).418
Perhaps David’s most revealing speeches occur in the two scenes when he resists the
temptation to assassinate Saul. He humbles himself before Saul to plead for justice (1
Sam 24:12),419 before comparing himself to a flea and a dead dog (24:15, cf. 26:20).
Lande has observed that these terms “einen solchen Grad von Selbsterniedrigung
ausdrücken, dass es schwer hält, in ihnen eine blosse Hӧflichkeitsformel zu
sehen.”420 These extraordinary words of self-debasement foreground David’s
humility before Saul and before Yahweh.
The respective speech acts of Saul and David merit a deeper study than this
dissertation can afford. However, these observations suggest that the spoken words
of Saul and David contribute to their respective characterisation as either proud or
humble, in line with Hannah’s indication that these traits are revealed in speech.
David repeatedly demonstrates his willingness to humble himself in his speech acts
before God and before other human actors. Saul does not, and, perhaps, uses speech
to exalt himself (cf. 1 Sam 22:8).
4.8.3

Obedience and Prayer

In exploring the speech acts of David and Saul, we have begun to consider the two
men’s attitudes to Yahweh. These may be revealed directly by their speech, or
indirectly by the narrator’s description of their actions. Hannah has modelled sincere
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humility first in her prayer, and second, in her obedience of Yahweh (1 Sam 1:10, 19,
27; 2:1–10). She perhaps provides a plumb line which might be held against the two
men, especially following Samuel’s confirmation that obedience was essential for
Yahweh’s king (1 Sam 12:14).
On numerous occasions the narrator describes David acting in obedience to Yahweh.
At the start of David’s reign, the narrator highlights his obedience as he twice
follows Yahweh’s instructions in battling the Philistines (2 Sam 5:17–25). He even
obeys the godly counsel of Abigail (שמַ עְׁ ִתי בְׁ קֹולְֵּך, 1 Sam 25:35). In contrast, Saul is
never described as obeying Yahweh. Rather, he is rebuked for failing to obey
Yahweh’s command (1 Sam 13:14; 15:19; 28:18). The only time he is described as
obeying another person comes when he is under duress and, what is worse, he obeys
the necromancer of Endor (1 Sam 28:23) to share in her idolatrous meal.
Hannah has demonstrated that obedience to Yahweh relates to prayer. Whilst the
verb  פללis never predicated of either Saul or David, the narrator frequently draws
attention to David’s prayers (1 Sam 23:2; 30:6–8; 2 Sam 2:1; 21:1). Saul’s prayer life
is notable for its absence. Even when he does begin to enquire of Yahweh, on
discovering that the Philistine army is melting away (1 Sam 14:16), he then aborts
(14:18–19) so as to pursue his own strategy. As Fokkelman observes, this brief
episode does not advance the plot, but rather exposes Saul’s tendency to proceed
without first humbly enquiring of Yahweh.421
4.8.4

Repentance

Whilst David may show evidence of obedience to Yahweh within the text, the reader
will rightly question whether this distinguishes him markedly from Saul, in light of
his infamous disobedience when he committed adultery with Bathsheba and
murdered her husband (2 Sam 11).422 Certainly no character portrait of David can be
drawn which presents him as a perfect man, and numerous aspects of his behaviour
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are dubious long before his transgression on the palace roof.423 However, these
failures serve David’s characterisation in providing opportunity for the narrator to
explore his capacity for repentance, and to contrast it with Saul.
Saul failed to demonstrate any degree of repentance when first confronted by Samuel
with his disobedience (1 Sam 13:13–15), and, as Sternberg argues, his repentance
following his second rebuke was reluctant, and probably self-serving (1 Sam 15:24–
30).424 Later, when forced to acknowledge his malevolence in persecuting David, his
claimed repentance shows little sign of being deep-rooted: the apparent contrition of
24:16–21 has evaporated by 26:1–2, and, as Firth observes, true submission to
Yahweh would involve confession to God and a willingness to abdicate.425
Fokkelman’s observation that Saul does not even refer to Yahweh, let alone address
him, is apposite.426
David’s response to a prophetic indictment is markedly different from that of his
predecessor. When confronted over his adultery and murder he confesses “without
irony or suspicion” (2 Sam 12:13).427 He acknowledges the way he has overturned
Yahweh’s moral framework, but more importantly he meekly submits to Yahweh’s
moral authority over him, just as Hannah urged (1 Sam 2:3).
David’s subsequent supplication (12:16–17) evidences a greater humility than the
resignation shown by Eli (1 Sam 3:18).428 He will not allow the elders to lift him up
( )קוםor give him food ()לֶּחֶּ ם. Both refusals are echoes of motifs introduced by
Hannah: if he is to be ‘raised from the ground’ then it must be by Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam
2:8); likewise, it is Yahweh alone who may feed him in his hunger (cf. 1 Sam 2:5).429
Even when he discovers that his prayer has not been heard, his instinct is to prostrate
himself before Yahweh (12:20). When his servants are surprised by his behaviour (a
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literary device permitting the narrator to alert the reader to David’s inner life), he
responds with a humble submission to Yahweh’s sovereignty (12:21-23). He does
not rail against the fact that only Yahweh has the power of life and death (cf. 1 Sam
2:6). David is thus demonstrating a genuine, deep-seated, and humble repentance.
This capacity for genuine contrition will resurface at the conclusion of the narrative
(2 Sam 24:10–17).
4.8.5

Summary

David is distinguished from Saul by his constant refusal to grasp the kingdom, his
humility in his speech, his prayerful seeking after Yahweh and willing obedience to
Yahweh’s revealed will, as well as his capacity for genuine contrition and repentance
when confronted with his sin.430 These are all qualities which the reader will struggle
to identify in Saul. When viewed through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer these traits can
be seen to contribute to the global picture of David’s suitability as king.
4.9 Conclusion
This survey of Samuel (omitting 1 Sam 1–3, and 2 Sam 21–24, which are addressed
elsewhere) offers a reading of the narrative through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer. It
has, I suggest, demonstrated the plausibility of my hypothesis, namely that the
narrator intends the narrative to be read this way, for I have identified multiple
elements of the narrative, whether individual scenes, overarching plot dynamics, or
specific character traits, which have a clear resonance with the message of Hannah’s
Prayer. Central to the interest of the narrator is Yahweh’s exaltation of his king, who
will be identified by his humble submission to Yahweh that, first, glorifies God, and
second, waits upon God to give the kingdom in his time rather than grasp the throne
or use it for oneself. The overarching dynamics of the plot mirror those of Hannah’s
Prayer, in that kings who exalt themselves are ultimately humiliated, whilst those
who act in humility are exalted.
The reader might, therefore, feel confident that central to the narrator’s message is
the assurance that it was Saul’s pride that caused him to be rejected in favour of
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David. Whilst Saul may have demonstrated an initial lowliness, in time he proved
rather to rule with a self-exalting hubris which served himself, and would not accept
rebuke or correction, even from Yahweh. Despite numerous signs that Yahweh was
frustrating and even humiliating him, Saul stubbornly refused to abdicate, necessarily
bringing a final judgment upon himself, in line with Hannah’s description of the fate
of the wicked.
David, in contrast, experienced Yahweh’s protection from Saul’s malicious
persecution, and waited patiently upon Yahweh for his promised throne. He held the
throne humbly, for the exaltation of Yahweh, and received an astonishing promise
that his dynasty would endure forever. It is not incidental that Samuel does not
record David’s death, for this is the ultimate contrast between him and his
predecessor.
David’s infamous failure with Bathsheba precipitated a humiliating period for David
(which will be explored more fully in chapter 6), culminating in the loss of his throne
to Absalom, but he again demonstrated humility in his submission to Yahweh, which
led, ultimately, to his restoration and exaltation.
This summary is not to suggest that the narrator offers a naïve narrative commending
humility to his hearers. He includes variations upon the main ethical trajectory and
develops obvious complications to David’s characterisation. These suggest that he
has a more sophisticated sense-governing intent than a simple moral tale, and it will
be necessary to return to this matter in due course. However, Hannah’s is not the
only substantial poem embedded in the narrative. Our next two chapters will consider
first, how David’s Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27) and then his final two poems (2 Sam 22;
23:1–7) serve to illuminate the narrative, and work with Hannah’s Prayer to shape
the interpretation of the text.
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5. David’s Lament: How the Mighty are Fallen

5.1 Introduction
David’s Lament for Saul and Jonathan (2 Sam 1:19–27) is located at a strategically
significant moment in the plot, following the death of Saul (1 Sam 31:6), marking the
point of transition from the Saulide to the Davidic monarchy. It is the longest speech
attributed to David in the book thus far, as well as being the first substantial poem
since Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10).431 Our approach suggests that the narrator
uses poetry to shape the interpretation of the entire narrative thereby giving the
Lament a heightened importance. This is confirmed by multiple connections with
Hannah’s Prayer as well as with the two remaining Davidic poems (2 Sam 22:1–51;
23:1–7). We might, therefore, expect the poem to make a substantive contribution to
the characterisation of David and Saul, as well as shaping the overarching
interpretation of the narrative.
The fact that the Lament is spoken by David introduces a complexity to its
interpretation, for the reader must determine whether it is primarily offered by the
narrator as a window onto the inner life of David, or as a lens through which the
surrounding narrative is to be viewed, or, as I shall suggest, both. Either way, there
are several features which require careful consideration: first, the apparent
discrepancy between Saul’s positive characterisation in the Lament and the negative
critique of his rule in the surrounding narrative; second, the absence of any direct
reference to Yahweh in the Lament; third, the complex relationships between Saul,
Jonathan and David.
The Lament draws out the tragedy of Saul’s death, especially in terms of its wider
significance for his family and his nation. On David’s lips, it develops David’s
characterisation as one who identifies wholeheartedly with Israel, but who does not
exalt himself so as to grasp the throne. Moreover, the Lament, as I shall argue,
identifies two distinct types of greatness: that demonstrated by Saul as king, and that
demonstrated by Jonathan in his loyalty to David. The demise of both men is
431

Other poetic elements can be identified at e.g. 1 Sam 15:22–23; 18:7, but none exhibit the
typical poetic structure of strophes or stanzas organised to create an overarching artful
progression. Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 31, identifies “movement” as the key
contribution of verse-level parallelism which “is then carried on from line to line into the
structure of the poem.”
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devastating, in terms of what is lost, but the tragedies are not symmetrical. This
distinction between the greatness of Saul and Jonathan is highlighted when the
Lament is read in the light of Hannah’s Prayer, for Saul has inverted the expectation
of Hannah: the anointed king has been brought down to the grave. The reader is
thereby invited to find in the Lament a critique of Saul that identifies him with the
‘great ones’ of Hannah’s Prayer whom Yahweh brings down, and, perhaps, because
of his refusal to humbly submit to Yahweh, it holds Saul responsible for both the
death of his loyal and humble son, Jonathan, and for the humiliation of the nation.
This is not to suggest that the narrator is subverting David’s meaning. Rather, the
narrator’s careful use of the Lament highlights omissions in David’s elegy and grief,
and thus locates his words within a broader context: David offers no theological
reflection upon Saul, but rather mourns the tragedy of the death of the anointed king;
the narrator then invites the reader to recognise that this catastrophe is of Saul’s own
making.
5.2 The Two Voices of the Lament: David’s and the Narrator’s
The reader might notice a tension between the narrator’s negative characterisation of
Saul, in the events leading to his demise, and David’s seemingly positive portrayal of
his predecessor. David alludes to Saul’s military abilities (2 Sam 1:22–23),432 to the
admiration with which he was held (1:23), and to his beneficence (1:24). Whilst
these qualities are evident in the narrative (cf. 1 Sam 18:7; 22:7), they are eclipsed by
his murderous jealousy (1 Sam 18:11) and proud disobedience (1 Sam 28:18).
Linafelt offers a creative solution to this potential tension between the Lament and
the narrative, by suggesting that there are actually two voices discernible within the
dirge.433 He identifies, first, a voice of “poetry”, which is an overflow of the
speaker’s emotional state, and may be overheard by an audience, but is not directed
specifically toward them, and second, a voice of “rhetoric”, which is shaped
specifically to influence an identified audience.434 He suggests that the Lament both
grants insight into David’s inner life, and that it is used by David to serve his
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Throughout this chapter references with only chapter and verse should be assumed to be
from 2 Samuel, unless context makes clear otherwise.
433
Tod Linafelt, ‘Private Poetry and Public Eloquence in 2 Samuel 1:17–27: Hearing and
Overhearing David’s Lament for Jonathan and Saul’, JR 88, no. 4 (2008): 497–526.
434
Linafelt, 504.
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political agenda.435 As such he states that he is “not altogether convinced, in the first
place, of David’s unmitigated sincerity, and, in the second place, of the notion that
we are to take this poem as reflecting wholly positively on David’s
characterisation.”436 He discerns a contrast between David’s public and private faces,
and suggests that this is integral to the presentation of David throughout the
narrative. He posits that the narrator has yet to give insight into David’s heart, for all
revelation of David’s character thus far has been guarded, or “public”, and so the
reader should suspect him of dissembling.437
Whilst Linafelt may be correct to identify two distinct voices in the Lament, his
public/private dichotomy is not entirely persuasive. First, we might wonder whether
the notion of a public and private distinction was as well developed in the thoughtworld of the narrator as in the modern political sphere. Second, if the narrator does
intend to make this distinction, it is not immediately clear where the boundary should
be drawn between public and private: how should one classify David’s acceptance of
responsibility for the deaths of the priests (1 Sam 22:22–23) or his apparently
genuine grief at parting from Jonathan (1 Sam 20:41)?438 Third, the narrator has
given evidence of David’s “private” face in, for example, 1 Sam 30:6. My reading
strategy has found evidence of humility within David which is approved by both the
narrator and Yahweh. Whilst there may be complexities to David’s characterisation,
this ‘inner’ disposition, which typically resists self-exaltation, is identified as a
dominant and persistent virtue. Whilst a reader is free to suspect David’s motives,
and hypothesise that he is playing a political game, it is not obvious that the narrator
is encouraging such a reading strategy.
Noll argues, contrary to Linafelt, that David’s words in the Lament should be taken
as a sincere expression of his heart.439 This is especially significant, for he claims to
have identified a tension between the implied author and the intradiegetic narrator,440
435

Linafelt, 526.
Linafelt, 505.
437
Linafelt, 508.
438
One might wonder whether the public/private dichotomy is open to abuse whereby an
interpreter can attribute any positive qualities, which do not fit with an assumed negative
characterisation, to politically motivated dissembling.
439
Noll, The Faces of David.
440
Noll, 28. His identification of an unreliable narrator is not persuasive for it rests upon
perceived contradictions between the ideology of Samuel on the one hand (especially about
high places), and that of Deuteronomy and Kings (pp.32–34). This is an argument from
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108

whereby the unreliable narrator presents David more positively than is warranted by
the actual data. As such, David’s speech might provide an easy opportunity for the
implied author to indicate that the narrator’s characterisation of David is naïve, and,
thus, not entirely reliable. Despite presumably looking for this evidence Noll fails to
find it. He considers the possibility that David is speaking with an entirely selfserving agenda,441 but demonstrates that this is an untenable conclusion: “David’s
stress on Saul's status as the anointed one, his hyperbolic language extolling the
greatness of Saul and Jonathan, his attempt to undercut the women who had sung
David's praise at the expense of Saul, indicates that David here has the best interest
of Saul and Jonathan at heart. Also, the complete absence of overtly self-serving
rhetoric within the poem makes it less likely that the character David is here
portrayed as merely an opportunist.”442 Noll argues that the Lament reveals David’s
capacity for loyalty, even to those who function as his enemies.443
Noll’s argument challenges Linafelt’s suspicious reading of the Lament but fails to
provide a satisfactory explanation for the tension between the portrayal of Saul in the
narrative and the Lament. My reading strategy offers a plausible resolution. As Noll
demonstrates, the Lament should be taken as a genuine expression of David’s grief at
the demise of Saul and Jonathan. As such, it is offered by the narrator to provide
further insight into David’s heart. David is able to speak in good faith about those
qualities of Saul which were admirable, whilst overlooking aspects of Saul’s reign
which were less commendable. That said, the evident tension between David’s praise
of Saul, and the data already presented by the narrator reminds the reader of Saul’s
multiple failures, and thus confirms that David’s perspective on Saul is not the full
story, but is selected to honour his predecessor. Consequently, whilst David intends
the Lament to commend Saul, the narrator uses it to commend David as a loyal,
humble servant, whilst subtly reminding the reader of how Saul has fallen short of
Hannah’s portrait of the humble king whom Yahweh exalts. The two voices to be
heard in the Lament are thus those of David and the narrator.

silence, for evidence of a positive attitude towards high places in Samuel is scant. It is also
not clear why ideological tensions between books should lead one to doubt the reliability of
the narrator of Samuel.
441
Noll, 102.
442
Noll, 116.
443
Noll, 117.
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I shall explore the twofold contribution of the Lament to the narrative. First, I shall
consider David’s genuine expression of grief for Saul and Jonathan. This will involve
a careful reading of the poem, exploring its structure, themes and message, whilst
recognising that David speaks as a character, limited in knowledge, and located
within his specific context in the narrative. Second, I shall consider the interplay
between the Lament and the narrative. This second perspective will attend
specifically to the themes and language used by the narrator and how the Lament
alludes to and develops the ideas of the narrative. In particular, as indicated in our
second chapter, it will consider the interplay between the Lament and Hannah’s
Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) in shaping the reading of the narrative.
5.3 The Lament in David’s Mouth
5.3.1

David’s Ambiguous Relationship with Saul and with Israel.

David’s Lament is spoken in a particular context. He was anointed by Samuel as the
future king (1 Sam 16:13) and confirmed in this calling by Jonathan (23:17) and Saul
(24:21). However, he has experienced repeated, unprovoked (cf. 24:7) persecution by
Saul, who became his enemy (18:29). David fled, first from Saul’s house (19:11–12)
and then, ultimately, from Israel, in fear for his life (27:1). However, this Philistine
flight raises questions about David’s characterisation. When he previously fled to
Gath, he was instructed, if not rebuked, by the prophet, Gad, to return to Israel
(22:5). As such, the reader will be concerned by David seeking refuge once again
amongst the Philistines. These concerns are exacerbated by David’s apparent
willingness to identify as a servant of Achish (27:5), and, perhaps, by his deceitful
and brutal extermination of neighbouring tribes (27:8–9).444 The lack of any
reference to Yahweh in this episode creates uncertainty about the narrator’s
assessment of David’s relationship with God.445
The impending battle between the Philistines and Israel foregrounds the ambiguity
about David’s characterisation. He appears willing to be commandeered by Achish to
fight against Saul (28:1–2). David’s dismay at then being sent away from the battle is
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Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 287, is right to observe that an ancient audience may have seen
some positives in David’s conquests, and may not have had the sensibilities of a modern
reader. That may not mean, however, that the narrator sees the conquests positively.
445
Cf. Firth, 287.
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phrased ambiguously (29:8),446 leaving the reader unsure whether Achish, or the
more sceptical commanders (29:4–5), have rightly read his intentions. David returns
to discover that he has been plundered by the Amalekites (30:3). This catastrophe is
expressed using certain motifs of Hannah’s Prayer (military defeat, poverty, loss of
children, cf. 1 Sam 2:4–7), and thus invites the reader to wonder whether Yahweh is
humbling David for his apparent dereliction of simple trust in God. If so, then
David’s grief and subsequent strengthening in Yahweh (30:6) might suggest a
recovery of his former humility which leads, shortly, to a miraculous recovery of all
that had been lost (30:18–19). David interprets the event theologically and acts with
a regal authority both in his law-making and in his munificence (30:23–30).
David is absent from Mount Gilboa during the fateful battle and is consequently
innocent of Saul’s death.447 He learns of Saul’s demise from an Amalekite, who
clearly recognises David as the worthy heir, by giving him the crown (2 Sam 1:1–
10), but who also assumes that David’s overwhelming desire is for the throne. He
expects a reward, but is tragically mistaken, for his testimony about killing Saul leads
to his own execution (1:14–15). Rather than celebrating the demise of his enemy,
David twice identifies Saul as ( ְׁמ ִשיחַ ְׁיהוח1:14, 16) and laments the military slaughter
of Saul, Jonathan, the army of Yahweh, and the nation of Israel (1:12). The dirge is
the literary climax of the mourning (1:17–27). As such, the reader might expect it to
address uncertainties about David’s relationship with Saul, Israel and Yahweh.
5.3.2

The Translation and Structure of the Lament

Whilst some readings of David’s dirge emend the text substantially, even to include
1:18 as its opening line,448 Zapf has demonstrated that this is unwarranted,449 and that
the traditional boundaries of the Lament, as 1:19–27, should be retained. The
translation below is an attempt to reflect the features of the Hebrew poetry rather
than achieve an equivalent artfulness in the English language. The structure will be
446

Auld, I & II Samuel, 339.
Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 321.
448
Cf. Stanley Gevirtz, ‘David’s Lament over Saul and Jonathan’, in Patterns in the Early
Poetry of Israel, SAOC 32 (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 73–76;
William Lee Holladay, ‘Form and Word-Play in David’s Lament over Saul and Jonathan’,
VT 20, no. 2 (1970): 162–68. Whilst we shall refer, in places, to insights offered by these two
works, their multiple and substantive emendations result in a text which is significantly
different from the Masoretic Text which we are reading.
449
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discussed subsequently, though it will build on the division into strophes as
indicated. Issues which affect the translation are discussed in the footnotes, though
more substantive discussions are reserved for the main body of the argument which
explores the interpretation of the Lament.
Strophe 1450

מֹותיָך חלָ֑ל
ִ֖ ֶּ  הַ צְׁ בִ י֙ י ְִׁׂשר ַ֔ ֵּאל עַל־ב19a
בֹורים׃
ַּֽ ִ ִֵּ ִ֖איְך נפְׁ לָ֥ ּו ג

19b

Your glory,451 Israel, is defiled452 on your high places.
How (the) warriors have fallen!453
Strophe 2

 אַ ל־תַ ִג֣ידּו בְׁ ַ֔ ַגת20a

Do not declare it in Gath!

חּוצת אַ ְׁשקְׁ לָ֑ ֹון
֣ ְׁל־תבַ ְׁש ִ֖רּו ב
ְׁ  ַ ַּֽא20b

Do not spread the report in the streets of Ashkelon!

ֶּן־ת ְׁׂש ַ֙מחְׁ נה֙ בְׁ נ֣ ֹות פְׁ לִ ְׁש ַ֔ ִתים
ִ פ

20c

Lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice,

ֶּ ַּֽפן־תַ עֲֹלִ֖ זְׁנה בְׁ נָ֥ ֹות הע ֲֵּר ִ ַּֽלים׃

20d

Lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult
Strophe 3

ה ֵּ ֣רי בַ גִ לְׁ ָּ֗ב ַע

21a

Mountains of Gilboa!

ל־טַ֧ל
ַ ַא

21b

May there be neither dew

וְׁ אַ ל־מטָ֛ר ֲעלֵּיכֶּ ִ֖ם

21c

Nor rain upon you

450

Noll, The Faces of David, 103, argues for a refrain in 1:19, 25, 27, with variations and a
“complementary line” (p.104). Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:655, makes a similar argument
that only 1:19b should be treated as a refrain. The fact that the refrain varies (cf. 1:25a), that
it is part of a bicolon each time, but with substantial differences between the completing
lines, and that it moves from being the second colon in 1:19 to the first in 1:25, 27, mean that
there are grounds to question the legitimacy of identifying the clause as a true refrain. The
issue, ultimately, may be a matter of semantics. For the sake of simplicity, we shall refer to
the phrase “How the mighty are fallen” as a refrain, whilst recognising that its function in the
three separate strophes is not identical.
451
Or, potentially ‘Your gazelle’, cf. 1 Chron 12:8; 2 Sam 2:18. The definite article, as well
as the pronominal suffix on  במֹותindicate that Israel functions vocatively.
452
The word could mean ‘slain’, which would naturally fit with reading  צְׁ בִ יas gazelle. Firth,
1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 318, combines these options with 'The honour, O Israel, is slain'. This
personifying of honour is not the easiest reading of the text, but does signal something of the
ambiguity of the clause.
453
This could be a genuine rhetorical question: ‘how has it come about that our glorious
strength has fallen so devastatingly?’ This would reflect David’s disorientation at seeing the
army of Israel brought low, especially given his previously stated confidence that Yahweh
will defeat his enemies (1 Sam 17:45–47). However, the word  אֵּ יְךis used elsewhere in
mourning contexts to express astonishment (Isa 14:12; Eze 26:17) and the related  אֵּ יכהto
express desperation, especially in a קִ ינה. Cf. HALOT 40a.
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רּומת
ָ֑ ּוׂש ֵּ ֣די ְׁת
ְׁ

21d

And (also for you), 454 elevated fields!455

בֹורים
ַ֔ ִ ִִ ּ֣כי ֵּ֤שם נִ גְׁ ַע ֙ל מגֵּ ֣ ֵ֣ן ג

21e

For the shield of the warriors was scorned there,456

 מגֵּ ֣ ֵ֣ן ש ַ֔אּול בְׁ ִ ִ֖לי מ ִ ָ֥שיחַ בַ ַּֽשמֶּ ן׃21f

The shield of Saul 457 is no longer anointed with oil.
Strophe 4

ִמ ַ ֣דם חֲללִָּ֗ ים

22a

בֹורים
ַ֔ ִ ִ מֵּ ֵּ֙חלֶּב֙ ג22b
ֶ֚קֶּ שֶּ ת י ְׁ֣הֹונ ַ֔תן ָ֥לא נ ִׂ֖שֹוג א ָ֑חֹור

22c

 וְׁ ֶּח ֶּ֣רב ש ַ֔אּול ָ֥לא ת ִ֖שּוב ֵּר ַּֽיקם׃22d

From the blood of the slain,
from the fat of the warriors,458
the bow of Jonathan did not turn back
and the sword of Saul never returned empty.
Strophe 5

ש ֣אּול וִ יהֹונ ָּ֗תן

23a

Saul and Jonathan,

This line is taken to be a simple chiasm with  ְׁׂשדֵּ י ְׁתרּומתparallel to ה ֵּרי בַ גִ לְׁ ב ַע. Cf. Bar-Efrat,
Das Zweite Buch Samuel, 19. Both locations (mountains and fields) are entreated by David
to remain barren. The atnach supports this division, whereby the prohibitions of 21bc do
double duty for both 21a and 21d.
455
The final word has an intriguing ambiguity. HALOT 1789a indicates that  ְׁתרּומהis
typically used in a cultic setting to denote a consecrated gift. Its unexpected occurrence in a
military context is, presumably, the reason why HALOT 1790a suggests emending to תהֹומֹות,
ְׁ
though it is hard to see how this is entirely satisfying. Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist,
15–17, however, identifies other cultic features of the text. These might include the reference
to ( במֹות1:19, 25) and the combination of  דַ םand ( חֵּ לֶּב1:22), typical in a cultic context (cf.
Lev 3:17; 7:33; 17:6). The only non-cultic collocation of these terms, in Isa 34:6–7, uses
sacrifice as a metaphor for military slaughter. Gevirtz, ‘David’s Lament over Saul and
Jonathan’, 88, suggests that David is drawing on cultic imagery to recast the royal deaths as
“an act of worship.” These suggestions are intriguing, especially given Yahweh’s apparent
absence from the lament. It may be that there is a subtle message being communicated.
However, it is not immediately apparent what that might be. Consequently, I am inclined to
favour the reading of Youngblood, ‘1, 2 Samuel’, 815–16, that this denotes simply a place
that is ‘high’, derived from the verb רום. Whilst this is not a typical meaning of the lexeme
 ְׁתרּומהit does preserve the parallelism with the mountains of 21a.
456
This is the only occurrence of  געלin the nifal in the MT. In the qal it signifies rejection
with loathing (Lev 26:11, 15, 30, 43). The passive sense of the nifal might therefore suggest
that the shield has been cast off in disgust. Cf. Auld, I & II Samuel, 353–54. S. R. Driver,
Notes on the Hebrew Text of Samuel, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), 236–37,
suggests that "the meaning defiled is less probable.” It is intriguing, though not without
precedent (cf. 1 Sam 2:4), that David refers to a single shield, but plural warriors.
457
This line focusses upon the singular shield of 21e and identifies it as belonging to Saul.
458
Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:664–65, finds an awkwardness in that the two actions of 22c
and 22d are not equivalent: Jonathan didn’t return, but Saul did. Perhaps this is an
unnecessary complication, if, as I suggest, 22c asserts that Jonathan was not slow to join the
battle, while Saul was not quick to leave it.
454
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ֵּיהם
ֶּ ַ֔ ימם֙ בְׁ חַ י
ִ ִהַ ֶּנאֱה ִ ֵּ֤בים וְׁ הַ נְׁע461 23b
מֹותם ֣לא נִפְׁ ָ֑רדּו
ִ֖ ְׁ ּוב23c

Who were loved and lovely459 in their life460
And in their death they were not separated.
Strophe 6462

 ִמנְׁש ִ ֣רים ַ֔ ַקלּו23d

They were swifter than eagles

 מֵּ אֲריִ֖ ֹות ג ֵּ ַּֽברּו׃23e

They were stronger than lions.
Strophe 7

בְׁ נֹות֙ י ְִׁׂשר ַ֔ ֵּאל אֶּ ל־ש ִ֖אּול בְׁ כֶּ ָ֑ינה

24a

Daughters of Israel, weep for Saul,

הַ מַ לְׁ ִ ַּֽב ְׁשכֶּ ֵּ֤ם שנִ י֙ עִ ם־עֲד ַ֔ ִנים

24b

Who clothes463 you with scarlet and jewellery,

בּוש ֶּ ַּֽכן׃
ְׁ ְׁ ַ ַּֽהמַ ֲעלֶּה֙ ע ִ ֲ֣די ז ַ֔הב עַ ִ֖ל ל24c

Who places gold ornaments upon your clothes.
Strophe 8

ֶ֚אֵּ יְך נפְׁ ל֣ ּו גִ ב ִ ַ֔רים בְׁ ִ֖תֹוְך הַ ִמלְׁ חמָ֑ה

25a

How (the) warriors have fallen in the midst of the battle!

מֹותיָך ח ַּֽלל׃
ִ֖ ֶּ י ְׁ֣הֹונ ַ֔תן עַל־ב

25b

Jonathan is slain upon your high places.
Strophe 9

ר־לי ע ֶָּּ֗ליָך אחִ י֙ י ְׁ֣הֹונ ַ֔תן
֣ ִ ַ צ26a
נעַ ְָׁ֥מת ִ ִ֖לי ְׁמ ָ֑אד

26b

I am in distress because of you my brother, Jonathan,
You were very lovely to me,

459

HALOT 705a, suggests that this adjective typically describes things that are pleasant or
lovely. The clearest parallel to its use in the dirge is in 2 Sam 23:1 where David is described
(possibly by himself) as נעִ ים.
460
The prepositional phrase qualifies the preceding clause. This is in accord with the
Masoretic accents, and preserves the parallelism of 23bc which compares their partnership in
life with their communion in death. Contra Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:657.
461
The definite article on the adjectival ימים
ִ ִ( הַ ֶּנאֱהבִ ים וְׁ הַ נְׁע23b) implies that the phrase is not
the predicate of the preceding “Saul and Jonathan.” Rather it marks a relative clause. As such
there is a grammatical break between our 23a and 23b, suggesting that they are best taken as
separate cola. This reading depends upon the division between 23b and 23c.
462
Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Poetry, 6, connects our strophes 5 and 6 into a single unit.
This avoids a very short bicolon functioning as a strophe in 23de. However, David makes a
clear movement from a focus on the unity of Saul and Jonathan in 23abc to a celebration of
their greatness in 23de. Whilst Fokkelman’s suggestion is possible, his argument (pp. 89–
100) that strophes are typically marked by an internal cohesion makes my proposal more
plausible. Otherwise the declaration of their unity in death (23c) is orphaned, without
completion in 23de. As such, this structure finds the four cola of strophe 4 diminish to three
in strophe 5 to two in strophe 6. The rhetorical effect is to capture the ephemerality of Saul
and Jonathan’s achievements. Having previously been warriors of great substance, now they
have become a fleeting memory.
463
The participle has a durative aspect. Perhaps this is a rhetorical device to heighten the
immediacy of the actions in the mind of the reader.
114

 נִפְׁ לְׁ ַ ֵּ֤אתה אַ ה ֲַּֽב ְׁתָך֙ לִַ֔ י מֵּ אַ ה ֲַבִ֖ת נ ִ ַּֽשים׃26c

Your love for me was more wonderful than the love of women.
Strophe 10

בֹורים
ַ֔ ִ ִ ֶ֚אֵּ יְך נפְׁ ל֣ ּו ג27a
וַיאבְׁ ִ֖דּו ּכְׁ לֵּ ָ֥י ִמלְׁ ח ַּֽמה׃ פ

27b

How the warriors have fallen
And the weapons of battle have perished.

Identifying the structure of the Lament, beyond the ten strophes,464 is not
straightforward. Numerous features of the Lament need to be considered. These
include: the refrain-like theme-clause of 19b, 25a, 27a; the function of strophe 9 with
its unexpected focus upon Jonathan and significant emotive escalation above
preceding strophes; the use of apostrophe; the concern with female responses to the
royal death in strophes 2 and 7. Various proposals, with different strengths and
weaknesses have been suggested.465 Zapf’s observation, that 25b functions as a “fake
coda (i.e. a false ending)” recognises the illocutionary force of strophe 8.466 Its
similarity to strophe 1 intimates that it completes an inclusio and thus concludes the
Lament. However, the replacement of ( הַ צְׁ בִ י19a) with ( יְׁהֹונתן25b) introduces a
separate section of the Lament, markedly different in its emotive force, before
strophe 10 serves as the true coda. Whilst it is possible to imagine the men of Judah
(cf. 1:18) reciting strophes 1–8, strophe 9 would not easily be owned by anyone other
than David. Consequently, strophes 1, 8 and 10 establish the superstructure of the
Lament, breaking it into two sections, with strophe 9 distinguished from strophes 2–7
structurally, as well as by its emotion and content. This will prove to be integral to
the interpretation of the Lament.
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This numeration is not without disagreement, as our note on strophe 6 indicated.
Freedman, Pottery, Poetry, and Prophecy: Studies in Early Hebrew Poetry, 263–74,
provides a neat numerical structure, based heavily on his metrical analysis, but it fails to
account for various thematic parallelisms, and proposes other parallels (e.g. between
strophes 3 and 9) which are not evident from a thematic perspective. Terence Kleven,
‘Reading Hebrew Poetry: David’s Lament over Saul and Jonathan’, Proceedings 11 (1991):
51–65, provides a careful analysis of the Lament which demonstrates the weakness of
reading strategies which are based substantially upon metrical analysis, such as that of
Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:647–82, who, perhaps, does not give adequate weight to stylistic
elements of the text, such as the rhetorical surprise of 25b and the emotional force of strophe
9.
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In light of this structure, the reader might ask whether strophes 2–7 have any internal
structure. As such, strophes 4–6 exhibit a common illocutionary intent, serving as
eulogy for the deceased royalty.467 Strophes 2–3 are concerned with the effects of
Saul’s demise and utilise apostrophe, as David first forbids speech which would lead
to Philistine exultation, and then forbids precipitation upon the fateful location of
Saul’s death. The land will thus become lifeless, reflecting the tragedy that has
occurred. Strophe 7 similarly utilises apostrophe, as David commands the Israelite
women to mourn Saul’s death. Their grief mirrors (and reverses) the perceived
jubilation of the Philistine women. These observations may suggest that the central
section consists of three stanzas (higher level structural features than strophes), with
a possibly chiastic shape:
Stanza A

Apostrophic forbidding of actions which are inappropriate following
the death of the anointed king

Stanza B

Eulogy celebrating Saul and Jonathan

Stanza C

Apostrophic command to act appropriately after the death of the
anointed king.

The presence of a chiasm should not be overplayed,468 and certainly should not be
allowed to obscure the more obvious structural feature of the repeated theme-clause.
However, it may suggest that within the main body of the Lament (strophes 2–7) the
content of strophes 4–6 has a central place. If so, then perhaps strophe 5 is especially
marked, surrounded on either side by strophes (admittedly imbalanced) which reflect
on Saul and Jonathan’s military prowess.469
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Bar-Efrat, Das Zweite Buch Samuel, 17, treats this as a single element of the lament.
Cf. William H Shea, ‘Chiasmus and the Structure of David’s Lament’, JBL 105, no. 1
(March 1986): 13–25, who explores multiple possible chiastic features, but ends with a
structure which risks complicating rather than clarifying the global structure of the lament.
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Holladay, ‘Form and Word-Play in David’s Lament over Saul and Jonathan’, 188, also
finds evidence for the central location of strophe 5 in the duplicated  ִמן־prepositions at the
start of strophe 4 and strophe 6, thereby suggesting a chiastic shape.
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This analysis suggests the following structure:
Strophe 1
Stanza A

Stanza B

Stanza C

19ab
Strophe 2

20abcd

Grieving the defeat

Strophe 3

21abcdef

Grieving Saul’s demise

Strophe 4

22abcd

Saul and Jonathan’s military prowess

Strophe 5

23abc

Celebrating Saul and Jonathan’s union

Strophe 6

23de

Saul and Jonathan’s military prowess

Strophe 7

24abc

Strophe 8
(Stanza D)

Including Refrain

25ab
Strophe 9

Strophe 10

26abc
27ab

Grieving Saul’s demise
Including Refrain
Grieving for, and celebrating Jonathan
Including Refrain

The genius of David’s poetry is reflected in his ability to make dramatic changes in
the focus of the Lament, whilst employing motifs and words which forge connections
between the different strophes.470 The Lament thus expresses a sense of the confusion
of David, as, in his grief, he processes multiple disparate thoughts,471 without
descending into disjointed desolation. The repeated refrain — “How the mighty are
fallen!” — gives the Lament an overarching structure, directing the reader to
recognise David’s grief at the loss of those who were great within Israel, and thus,
presumably, should not have fallen (without prejudging the precise force of the word
‘should’). The Lament then has two separate parts. The first, perhaps, is more formal,
and presents as David’s grief over Saul’s demise, centred on a celebration of both
Saul and Jonathan. The second part of the Lament, following the “false coda” of
strophe 8, is a more emotive outpouring of grief at the loss of Jonathan.472 As such
the Lament explores both the unity of Saul and Jonathan in life and death (strophe 5),
and the distinction between Saul and Jonathan in their relationship with David
(strophe 9). Strophe 10 reuses the refrain clause to bring closure to the entire Lament.
However, the reader will no longer comfortably recognise Saul and Jonathan as a

Cf. Zapf, ‘How Are the Mighty Fallen’, 114–115.
Cf. Bar-Efrat, Das Zweite Buch Samuel, 16.
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Noll, The Faces of David, 103, proposes a structure which overlaps substantially with that
argued for here.
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unity. The greatness of Saul and Jonathan is to be distinguished, in that Saul’s was
primarily a function of his position, as anointed king; Jonathan’s was ethical, in the
love which he extended to David.
Having identified a structure for the Lament, certain features merit particular
attention.
5.3.3

The Refrain and the Dishonour of Military Defeat

David is devastated by the news of military defeat. The threefold refrain אֵּ יְך נפְׁ לּו
בֹורים
ִ ִ( ג19b, 25a, 27a) expresses David’s astonishment and desolation that the
warriors of Israel have been brought low, establishing this as the main theme of the
Lament. However, the meaning of the refrain is not static. As the Lament progresses
it causes a subtle evolution in the identity of the בֹורים
ִ ִ גin the perception of the reader.
This is integral to the message of the Lament.
The first refrain, in Strophe 1, mourns the national defeat. The second person
pronominal suffix on  במֹותֶּ יָךin 19a indicates that Israel as a nation is being addressed,
apostrophically. The use of  צְׁ בִ יand  חללin 19a foregrounds the issue of Israel’s glory
being defiled.473 Strophe 2 then expresses David’s horror at the thought of Philistine
women gloating in their victory. As such the concern is not primarily personal grief
at the loss of Saul, but national shame at the defeat of the army by their enemies.
This clarifies that David’s loyalties are with the nation, addressing the question of
whether he would have fought with the Philistines had he been permitted.
The refrain returns, in Strophe 8, but now with a focus on Saul and Jonathan as the
בֹורים
ִ ִ גin view. The intervening strophes have addressed the implications of Saul’s
death for the nation (stanzas A and C) in light of the previous military victories of
Saul and Jonathan (stanza B). Consequently, the pain of defeat is no longer
generalised in the defeat of the army, rather the Lament has moved to mourn the loss
of Saul and Jonathan. They embodied the glory of Israel, in their military prowess
(strophes 4–6). It is significant that David sees the death of Saul as a tragedy, at least
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The only other verse with both words is Isa 23:9 which clearly describes that which was
honourable being defiled. Zapf, ‘How Are the Mighty Fallen’, 117, rightly recognises the
ambiguity in the clause, though we would suggest that the first time reader would privilege
the meaning ‘glory’ above ‘gazelle’, unless there were contextual reasons to believe that
David was using ‘gazelle’ metaphorically.
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for the nation, rather than seeing it primarily in terms of his own deliverance from his
persecutor.
Having focussed the Lament upon Saul and Jonathan, together, David surprises the
hearer with a second transition which foregrounds Jonathan. He revisits the opening
colon, which supported the refrain in strophe 1, but recasts it in terms of Jonathan’s
death (25b). This implicitly identifies Jonathan as the locus of Israel’s glory, perhaps
even identifying him as the ‘gazelle’ of Israel.474
The final occurrence of the refrain, in strophe 10, brings resolution to the Lament.
Once again it expresses David’s grief at the military defeat. The complementary line
— “the weapons of battle have perished” (27b) — depersonalises the grief, and
focusses instead on the implications for the nation, that her military strength has been
ruined. However, the grief is strongly coloured by the personal heartache David has
expressed over the loss of Jonathan in the immediately preceding strophe. It is as
though, at the conclusion, he recognises the need to express sadness which is
appropriate for the nation, in words which can be shared by all who mourn, but those
who join him in the Lament will be aware that whilst all  גִ בֹו ִריםare mourned,
Jonathan is mourned more than all others.
5.3.4

The Metonymy of Weapons as Warriors

David refers through the Lament to various types of military equipment: shield
(21ef), bow (22c), sword (22d) and generic weapons (ּכְׁ לִ י, 27b). As well as
confirming the Lament’s military interest, David’s use of this motif connects the
weapon with the warrior wielding it. Jonathan’s bow and Saul’s sword are virtually
personified (22cd), suggesting that they represent, metonymically, their respective
handlers. Likewise, the concluding line would be a strange anti-climax if its meaning
were exhausted by a statement that Israel’s army had lost their weapons, when one
might expect it, rather, to develop the previous colon mourning the death of warriors
(27a). The reader will naturally detect metonymy once again.

David Noel Freedman, ‘The Refrain in David’s Lament over Saul and Jonathan’, in
Pottery, Poetry, and Prophecy: Studies in Early Hebrew Poetry (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1980), 268, suggests that  צְׁ בִ יwas a “sobriquet for the prince.” Whilst this is
perhaps too speculative to be accepted, it is true that strophe 6 compares Jonathan, and his
father, to animals, and that Asahel will shortly be compared to a  צְׁ בִ יbecause of his speed (2
Sam 2:18).
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David’s description of the shield in 21ef might simply assert that it is lying, dirty and
without the oiling which prepared it for battle. However, the wider use of metonymy
in the Lament invites the reader to recognise Saul’s fate in that of his shield. בְׁ לִ י
typically describes a cessation,475 and the use of the word ַ מ ִשיחis suggestive, for the
adjective is only ever used in Samuel to describe Yahweh’s anointed king (1 Sam
24:7, 11; 26:16; 2 Sam 1:14, 16; 19:22; 23:1).  שֶּ מֶּ ןhas thus far been reserved to
describe the oil used to anoint the king (1 Sam 10:1; 16:1, 13). Admittedly David is
not party to the narrator’s use of this vocabulary, but he has twice identified Saul as
( ְׁמ ִשיחַ יְׁהוה1:14, 16) and personally experienced anointing with oil (1 Sam 16:13). It
is straightforward to recognise in David’s words a connection between the fate of
Saul’s shield and the nation’s tragic loss of her anointed king.476
David might be intimating something of Yahweh’s rejection of his king in the
description of the rejected shield.  געלtypically connotes a sense of disgust,477
suggesting that the shield, and thus Saul, has not simply been lost in the course of
battle, but has been consciously rejected. It is, perhaps, significant that  געלis
frequently used to describe Yahweh’s rejection or abhorrence of his people when
they fail to uphold their covenant obligations (cf. Lev 26:11, 15, 30, 43, 44; Jer
14:19). If so, David’s description of Saul’s shield may implicitly connote the tragedy
of Yahweh rejecting his previously anointed king.
5.3.5

The Love of Women

David refers three times to the love and delight of women in the Lament, though
each instance serves a different purpose. First, David seeks to prevent female
Philistine festivity at the news of the Israelite defeat (בְׁ נֹות פְׁ לִ ְׁש ִתים, בְׁ נֹות הע ֲֵּרלִ ים, strophe
2), for fear of the shame it would bring upon Israel. It is, perhaps, surprising that
David’s initial concern is with the response of the women, rather than of the soldiers,
or the rulers,478 but this serves to foreground the theme of women in the Lament.
The theme recurs when David calls Israelite women to weep (בְׁ נֹות י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל, strophe 7).
This second reference draws a contrast between the responses of the Israelite and
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Philistine daughters and suggests that they experience defeat or victory vicariously
through the fate that befalls the king. David’s encouragement to the Israelite
daughters may be a rhetorical device, but the reader might wonder why they need
this encouragement, and why he identifies the benefits they received as beautiful
clothing and jewellery. They are fine gifts, but they are relatively inconsequential
when compared with some of the other blessings a righteous ruler could bestow, such
as peace, stability, and justice. The fact that David motivates the women to mourn by
speaking of the material gifts they received raises questions about the nature of their
love for Saul. Is their main interest in his passing that “they will no longer enjoy the
prizes of war brought back by Saul from his campaigns?”479
David’s third and final reference to the love of women occurs at the climax of his
anguished outpouring over Jonathan’s demise (26c). There is something enigmatic
about his claim that Jonathan’s love was more wonderful than the love of women,
but the internal context of the poem may help. Perhaps David is drawing a contrast
between his experience of Jonathan’s devotion and the feminine love previously
mentioned. Where the love of women appears to be connected to victory and
personal benefit, at least in David’s perception, Jonathan’s love was marked by an
enduring loyalty. Certainly, David experienced female adoration in his victory over
Goliath (1 Sam 18:7), but it was Jonathan who, out of love, abdicated his right to the
throne in favour of David (1 Sam 18:1, 3–4). Moreover, Jonathan continued to love
David whilst he was a fugitive (1 Sam 23:16–18).480
David’s use of the motif of the love of women thus enables him to explore the wider
significance of Saul’s demise upon the nation, as it brings shame upon the people in
the face of their enemies, whilst also highlighting the peculiar quality of Jonathan’s
love for David, and thus drawing attention to the specific grief David experiences at
the death of his friend. The reader will notice that whilst Jonathan is praised for the
quality of his love, no equivalent statement is made of Saul. Saul is portrayed as
materially rich, Jonathan as rich in virtue.
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Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 212. Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:672–73, suggests that Saul,
unlike his son, had to rely on gifts in order to win the love of another.
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Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 326. It may also be relevant that Jonathan’s sister, Michal,
initially showed devotion to David (1 Sam 18:20, 28) but that this seems to have evaporated
with her marriage to Paltiel (1 Sam 25:44). Arguably, Saul’s role in this marriage may mean
that no conclusions can be drawn about Michal’s heart.
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5.3.6

The Union and Division of Saul and Jonathan

The main body of the Lament, found in stanzas A–C, concerns Saul and Jonathan. In
particular, stanzas A and C lament the death of Saul, and its implications for the
nation. Stanza B celebrates the former glory of both Saul and Jonathan. Strophe 4
glories in the military conquests of father and son, or rather, of son and father, for
Jonathan, intriguingly, precedes the king. Strophe 6 magnifies their powers, again
within an implicit martial context. The central strophe begins with an abrupt
topicalising colon,481 focussing attention on Saul and Jonathan as the central concern
of the unity. As such it is their unity, even more than their achievements, which
David foregrounds, before predicating the same admiration of them in life (23b) and
simply stating their unity in death. This final assertion is curious, for, superficially, it
contributes nothing to the characterisation of Saul and Jonathan. On further
reflection, however, the reader might discern a recognition of loyalty on the part of
Jonathan, who remained with his father to the death (unlike Ish-Bosheth, cf. 2:8).
The use of the refrain in strophe 8 might tempt the reader to think the Lament is
drawing to a close. The narrator had stated that David’s  קִ ינהconcerned Saul and
Jonathan (1:17), and such has been the case. However, the completing sentence of
25b indicates that this is not the ending. Jonathan is implicitly identified as the
embodiment of Israel’s glory. The reader will, rightly, expect some justification for
this assertion, which follows in the subsequent strophe.
David proceeds, in strophe 9, to address Jonathan. The reader is now familiar with
David’s use of apostrophe, but this instance is remarkable. David speaks to the
deceased prince as if he were alive, or at least occupying a liminal state between life
and death. This immediately distinguishes the son from the father, whom David
treated as a departed third person, with no hint of a personal relationship. The reader
thus becomes aware of a greater relational distance between David and Saul than
between David and Jonathan.482 The use of the fraternal  אחִ יmay also suggest a
greater informality in David’s mourning Jonathan. Where Saul and Jonathan together
were mourned in their regal roles, Jonathan’s loss is felt personally by David.483
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David commends Jonathan in a way that outshines his father. Jonathan was already
privileged above his brothers (cf. 1 Sam 31:2) by being named in the Lament.
However, David’s granting a strophe solely to Jonathan, at the emotional climax of
the Lament, and his identifying Jonathan as the ‘glory’, elevates the son. The content
of that strophe further highlights Jonathan’s greatness. The two adjectival predicates,
applied at the centre of the main body of the Lament to both Saul and Jonathan (23b
ימים
ִ ִ)הַ ֶּנאֱהבִ ים וְׁ הַ נְׁע, are revisited, but now separated. David describes Jonathan in the
final stanza as ‘lovely’, using the related verb ( נעם26b), but now qualified with the
intensifying adverb מאד.
ְׁ Jonathan surpasses his father. The reason may be found in
the following colon, where David celebrates Jonathan’s love ()אַ הֲבה. Where father
and son together were the objects of others’ love, in a way that was “impersonal” and
“static” (23b),484 Jonathan is now the active ‘lover’, and directed that love towards
David in a way that, Fokkelman suggests, is “emotionally charged and living.”485 The
reader will easily recall that, whereas David experienced enduring love from
Jonathan, he experienced hostility from Saul (cf. 1 Sam 26:1–2). It is Jonathan’s love
which causes David to grieve and honour his friend, with a personal passion notably
absent from David’s tribute to Saul. David honours Saul for his role as the anointed
king and military leader; he loves and honours Jonathan as a noble and loyal friend.
The quality of Jonathan’s love, expressed in strophe 9, then informs the reading of
the entire Lament. It illuminates David’s concern with the unity of Saul and
Jonathan, especially in their death, at the heart of the first part of Strophe 5. David
implicitly honours Jonathan for his loyalty to his father, even in the face of death.
5.3.7

The Absence of Yahweh

The final feature of the Lament worthy of note is the absence of any explicit
reference to Yahweh. Within Hebrew poetry, this is rare.486 Whilst some laments
(קִ ינה, 1:17) make no mention of Yahweh (cf. Ezek 19; 26:17–18; 27:1–36), many
others have a clear theological focus (Jer 7:29; 9:9, 19; Ezek 28:12–19; 32; Amos
5:1). The absence of Yahweh from the Lament is perhaps especially surprising given
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that both of David’s preceding references to Saul identify him as ( ְׁמ ִשיחַ יְׁהוח1:14,
16).487
If David is identifying Saul, metonymically, with the shield of 21ef, then he may be
inviting the reader to see, in Saul’s death, Yahweh’s rejection of the anointed
monarch. However, he achieves this without explicitly relating Yahweh either to
Saul or his death.
I shall suggest, below, that, in the intent of the narrator, Yahweh’s absence from the
Lament is indicative of Yahweh’s absence from Saul’s later life. It is hard to
determine the extent to which David was aware of this fact, although the evidence
was reasonably compelling. He knew that Saul’s persecution of him placed the king
in jeopardy (cf. 1 Sam 24:14–15). As such, he may be reluctant to implicate Yahweh
either in Saul’s life or death, for to do so would require identifying the deity as either
for or against the king. The former option would run the risk of bearing false witness;
the latter option would fatally undermine any attempt to honour Saul’s memory. As
such, Yahweh’s absence from the Lament is, perhaps, best explained by the tension
between David’s godly reverence for Yahweh and his desire to honour Saul’s
memory.
5.3.8

Summary

David’s Lament combines two distinct desolations: the first foregrounds the national
humiliation at the death of their once glorious king and his heir; the second
articulates David’s personal grief at the loss of his valued friend, Jonathan. Saul is
honoured for his military successes, and yet David’s eulogy of the deceased monarch
fails to focus at any point on explicit virtues of the king, or on his own personal
relationship with Saul. This absence is highlighted by the contrasting exaltation of
Jonathan. David identifies the prince as a man characterised by a superlative love,
and expresses profound personal anguish at his passing. Saul is mourned as anointed
king for what he represented. Jonathan is mourned as loyal friend for who he was.
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Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Samuel, 239, amongst others has noticed this
phenomenon, but without explanation.
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The Lament serves the characterisation of David,488 especially in light of the
questions raised about his conduct in the Philistine territory. He expresses genuine
grief at the dishonour brought to the nation by the death of her anointed king. Any
concerns about his loyalty to Israel are immediately set aside. Moreover, David
manifestly honours the memory of Saul, without perjuring himself. This is in
continuity with the episodes in the preceding narrative when he was seen to honour
Saul as anointed king, even when experiencing fierce persecution from the jealous
monarch (1 Sam 24:6–8; 26:9–10). Achish’s expectation, and the implied reader’s
anxiety, that David might be willing to attack Saul (1 Sam 28:1–2) is answered.
Despite Saul’s hostility towards him, David will honour, and even exalt Saul as
anointed king. Perhaps David’s lack of reference to Yahweh is further evidence of
his desire to honour Saul without drawing attention to those substantial aspects of his
rule which ultimately condemned him. Certainly, David sees the demise of the
anointed king as a tragedy.
There is no evidence in the Lament of an attempt, on David’s part, to promote
himself as Saul’s intended successor, despite being aware that he was so recognised
within the royal house (1 Sam 24:20). Rather, David uses any authority that he has to
ensure that Saul is rightly mourned and honoured (1:18; 24). The intensity of David’s
grief over Jonathan reveals his heart to the reader. The news of the defeat on Gilboa
is not perceived by David to be for his own political gain, but rather for his own
personal loss. He delighted in Jonathan’s love. Further, the reader should not divorce
David’s love for Jonathan from his devotion to Yahweh. Jonathan has been
characterised as a humble servant of Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam 14:6), and, when describing
the relationship between David and Jonathan, the narrator has foregrounded the
importance of Yahweh to the friends (cf. 1 Sam 20:12–23, 42; 23:16–18). Thus, the
reader will find, in David’s grief, encouragement to see further evidence of David’s
devotion to Yahweh. He found, in Jonathan, a brother who helped him to maintain a
humble trust in Yahweh, even in his hardest moments (1 Sam 23:16–18). The loss of
a man like Jonathan is, in David’s perception, a tragedy even greater than the loss of
a king.

Francisco O. García-Treto, ‘A Mother’s Paean, A Warrior’s Dirge: Reflections on the Use
of Poetic Inclusions in the Books of Samuel’, Shofar 11, no. 2 (1993): 59–64, is correct that
poetry serves the characterisation of the speaker.
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5.4 The Lament in the Narrator’s Mouth
Having explored the meaning of the Lament from the perspective of it being a
creation of its intradiegetic author, David, we now consider its function within the
overarching narrative, as intended by the narrator.489 This will involve a
consideration of the connections between the Lament and, first, Hannah’s song (1
Sam 2:1–10), and second, the narrative description of Saul’s reign (1 Sam 9–31).

5.4.1

The Lament and Hannah’s Song

Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) provides a lens through which the subsequent
narrative is to be viewed. The echoes of that prayer in David’s Lament thus invite a
theological interpretation of the Lament which might be intended by the narrator
without assuming it to be the intent of the character David.
Multiple elements of Hannah’s Prayer recur in the Lament, but are inverted, thereby
suggesting that David’s Lament is to be understood as the reversal of Hannah’s
celebratory hymn. Where Hannah rejoiced (ׂשמח, עלץ, 1 Sam 2:1) in her victory and
called for her enemies to be silenced (1 Sam 2:3, 9), David fears the rejoicing (ׂשמח,
עלז, 2 Sam 1:20) of Israel’s enemies, and tries, in vain, to silence them. Hannah
spoke of Yahweh protecting and strengthening his anointed king ( ַמ ִשיח, 2:10), but
David mourns Saul’s humiliation and death (2 Sam 1:21). Hannah exalts Yahweh for
his transcendent greatness and asserts his worldwide rule (1 Sam 2:2, 10), but David
fails to mention Yahweh at all. The narrator is thus inviting the reader to see in the
Lament the negative image of Hannah’s Prayer: enemies are rejoicing, Yahweh’s
king is humiliated in death and Yahweh is notable by his absence. For the reader who
expected Hannah to establish a template for the book something has gone profoundly
wrong.
Not all of Hannah’s motifs, however, are inverted. In particular, she spoke of the
bow of the warriors being broken (קֶּ שֶּ ת גִ ב ִרים חַ ִתים, 1 Sam 2:4). The weapon
functioned metonymically to describe Yahweh’s humiliation of the proud, selfassured warrior. David likewise uses weapons metonymically: the rejected shield (2
Sam 1:21) and shattered armaments (1:27) represent the destruction of Israel’s
Of course, its contribution to David’s characterisation is also to be attributed to the
narrator’s intent.
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warriors; even though the bow and sword in the central eulogy (1:22) represent
military victories, they are described with a profound pathos, for the once conquering
‘weapons’ have now been vanquished. The defeat of  גִ ב ִריםis, perhaps, the clearest
resonance of the prayer in the Lament. The threefold refrain bemoans the fact that the
 גִ ב ִריםof Israel have fallen (1:19, 25, 27), but the careful reader will not be surprised,
for this is what Hannah declared happens to  גִ ב ִריםin battle (1 Sam 2:4). As Dempster
observes, the words of the refrain “function as drum beats which pound on the theme
of Hannah’s song.”490 David’s use of  נפלto describe the defeat of the warriors also
echoes Hannah’s use of the motif of height to describe Yahweh’s humiliation of his
enemies (1 Sam 2:6). The narrator, perhaps, uses the echoes of Hannah’s Prayer in
the Lament to suggest that the Lament is not a pure inversion of the Prayer. From one
perspective, Yahweh is acting as Hannah had described, bringing about the
humiliation of those who appeared strong. The uncomfortable implication, however,
is that Saul, the anointed king, is to be identified with the arrogant opponent of
Yahweh. Perhaps David’s eulogistic reminder that Jonathan and Saul had previously
defeated ( גִ ב ִרים2 Sam 1:22) points to a time when the Saulide house was rightly
aligned with Yahweh and received his assistance against the ‘mighty warriors’. Had
the house persisted in humility before Yahweh, then Hannah would suggest that the
king might have continued to experience divine exaltation, but instead the father and
son are united and abased in their death (1:23).491
David’s Lament, when viewed through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, exposes the
tragic conundrum at the heart of the narrative, for in one sense the prayer has been
entirely subverted by the humiliation and death of the anointed king, but, at the same
time, the prayer has been fulfilled by Yahweh’s debasing of a man who relied upon
his own strength, and exalted himself. As such, the reader is invited to recognise the
complexity of the narrative in that Saul, whilst holding the position of the anointed
king, has in fact revealed himself as one opposed to Yahweh and therefore worthy of
death (cf. 1 Sam 2:9–10). The Lament thus reminds the reader that the narrative is
not yet complete, for, whilst Hannah attended to the humiliation of the proud, her

Dempster, ‘Hannah’s Song. A New World Order, and the Right Side of History’, 18.
As Fokkelman, ‘Desire Divine: Poems—Pillars—Pivots’, 18–19, observes, 1 Sam 2:6 and
2 Sam 1:23 seem to be linked by their interest in life and death, although his structural
arguments for this being the central theme of the poems may be slightly forced.
490
491
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prayer moved towards a celebration of Yahweh’s activity in exalting his humble king
(1 Sam 2:10).492 This expectation remains unfulfilled.
Whilst the reader might accept the equation, identifying Saul with the proud
opponents of Yahweh, it is less obvious that Jonathan should likewise be categorised,
in that he has manifested, in the narrative, the godly humility which Yahweh esteems
(cf. 1 Sam 14:6; 18:1–4). This may, perhaps, explain the anguish expressed by
David. He expected Yahweh to effect Saul’s demise (1 Sam 26:10, cf. 24:15), but for
Jonathan to survive (cf. 1 Sam 23:17–18). If David expects Yahweh to humble the
proud but exalt the humble, then Jonathan’s death would raise profound questions for
him. However, Hannah’s analysis of Yahweh’s activity might explain why Jonathan
shared his father’s fate. She established the motif of bereavement as an expression of
Yahweh’s humiliation (1 Sam 2:5). As such, the death of children need not be an
outworking of the child’s arrogance, but rather the parent’s. This judicial humiliation
would, presumably, be more ‘fitting’ the more closely the child is aligned to the
parent. As such, Jonathan’s demise was not attributable to any arrogance on his part,
but rather on his loyalty to his defiant father (cf. 2 Sam 1:23). Saul’s hubris, in
refusing to resign the kingship, was so substantive that it warranted a humiliation par
excellence, thereby including Jonathan in it. This, again, would make sense of the
desolation David experiences.
5.4.2

The Lament and the Saul Narrative

The Lament has several intriguing resonances with the preceding narrative.493 The
narrator may have constructed the narrative so that language and motifs used by
David in the Lament actually allude to episodes in Saul’s story, and thus cause the
reader to reflect on the way that the early promise of Saul’s reign has been frustrated
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Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:680–81, notes that the primary trajectory of the Lament is
‘falling’, where Hannah’s prayer is dominated by ‘rising’.
493
Surprisingly few studies have explored the relationship between the lament and the
narrative. Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist, 14–25, explores the themes of the lament,
but is controlled by his methodological assumption that the narrator is speaking prophetically
about fallen Israel, which, in turn, obscures the connections within the text. Zapf, ‘How Are
the Mighty Fallen’, 122–25, is overly distracted by the differences between Samuel and
Chronicles. Fokkelman, NAPS, 1986, 2:678–79, notices some connections but his analysis is
relatively superficial. Noll, The Faces of David, is primarily interested in the characterisation
of David, and Linafelt, ‘Private Poetry and Public Eloquence in 2 Samuel 1’, is affected by
his presupposition that David’s words are two voiced, expressing both his sincere private
grief and his insincere public politics.
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by his pride, and that his jealous refusal to grant David the throne has led to national
humiliation.
Saul’s Anointing Revisited
Several features of David’s Lament recall the events surrounding Saul’s anointing.
They suggest a literary symmetry whereby the hope of Saul’s anointing is
transformed into the desolation of his death. Saul’s death occurred ( עַל־במֹותֶּ יָך2 Sam
1:19, 25). This twofold identification of the ‘high places’ might remind the reader
that Saul participated in the sacrificial meal on the high place of Zuph (במה, 1 Sam
9:12, 13, 14, 19, 25) before he was anointed (10:1) and then departed via a ( במה10:5)
to ascend a ( במה10:13). There are no other references to high places in the Saul
narrative. As such, Saul’s anointing is strongly associated with במֹות.
David uses Saul’s shield, rejected, and no longer anointed (געל, משח, 2 Sam 1:21), as
a metonymic depiction of Saul’s fate. The connection with his anointing is
immediate (משח, 1 Sam 10:1), when Samuel identified Saul as the one desired by
Israel (9:20) and chosen by Yahweh (10:1).
The final allusion to the anointing might be found in Saul’s commission to deliver
the people of Israel from the Philistines (1 Sam 9:16). Saul’s death, at the hands of
those Philistines, immediately highlights his incompetence, whilst also exacerbating
the plight of his people, for now their enemies can gloat over them (2 Sam 1:20). It is
the nadir of a tragic trajectory, which began with much promise, but ends with great
sorrow over Saul’s dismal failure. How the mighty have fallen!
Goliath and the Philistines Revisited
David’s Lament mourns the military defeat of the Israelite warriors, expressed in the
threefold use of  נפלin the refrain (2 Sam 1:19, 25 27). This verb was last predicated
of Israelite soldiers in the defeat at the hands of the Philistines under Eli’s leadership
(1 Sam 4:10, cf. v18). Under Saul’s reign, the typical experience of soldiers was of
victory, not defeat, as David declares (2 Sam 1:22), but now that victory run has been
brought to an abrupt end.
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The Lament exhibits multiple connections with the battle with Goliath (1 Sam 17).
Goliath is designated as  גִ בֹורby the narrator (17:51, cf. 2 Sam 1:19, 21, 22, 25, 27),494
and as  הֶּ ע ֵּרלby David (1 Sam 17:26, 36, cf. 2 Sam 1:20). David’s concern for the
triumphalistic scorn of the Philistines (2 Sam 1:20) is reminiscent of his dismay at
Goliath’s taunts (1 Sam 17:26).495 However, the Davidic victory over Goliath has
been reversed in the defeat of Saul. Where that victory precipitated the defeat (נפַל,
17:52) of the Philistine people, and the removal of the champion’s head ( )ראשand
weapons (ּכְׁ לִ י, 17:54), now the Israelite nation are defeated (נפַל, 31:1) leading to the
removal of Saul’s head ( )ראשand weapons (ּכְׁ לִ י, 31:9). This serves to highlight the
disgrace brought upon Israel by the death of the king. Moreover, David understood
his victory over Goliath theologically. He trusted Yahweh to deliver him (1 Sam
17:37) and grant him victory (v46). He fought so that Yahweh might receive
worldwide renown (vv46–47). That context invites the reader to see, in Saul’s
demise, evidence that Saul was not delivered by Yahweh, for, presumably, he was
not fighting for Yahweh.
The victory song, sung by the women after Goliath’s defeat (1 Sam 18:7), might
offer an additional context illuminating David’s claim that Saul was beloved (2 Sam
1:23), and his insistence that the women should now mourn Saul’s passing (1:24). If
so, then the reader will be reminded of Saul’s murderous jealousy, aroused by that
female celebration (1 Sam 18:8). Had Saul responded to David’s victory more like
his son (1 Sam 18:1–4) then perhaps his fate would have been very different.
However, his hubris drove him to cling arrogantly to the throne even to his death.
Where Saul demonstrated a disastrous craving after the adoration of women, David
apparently wore their devotion lightly and found greater significance in the loyalty of
Jonathan (2 Sam 1:26).
Saul’s Sword and Jonathan’s Bow Contrasted
The Lament’s references to Saul’s sword and Jonathan’s bow (2 Sam 1:22) invite the
reader to recall the role of these weapons in the narrative, thereby highlighting a
crucial divide between the father and the son: Saul’s sword is typically used contrary
to Yahweh’s will, whereas Jonathan’s bow is used for godly purposes.
Interestingly, Goliath is the only non-Israelite  גִ בֹורin the narrative, even though David
speaks of Jonathan defeating בֹורים
ִ ִ( ג2 Sam 1:22).
495
Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 325.
494
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Saul’s sword first appears in the slaying of the Amalekites when Saul disastrously
failed to execute Yahweh’s decree (1 Sam 15:8). Intriguingly, David refuses Saul’s
sword to fight Goliath (17:39). It is to the king’s disgrace that his sword lies unused
in his tent, symbolic of Saul’s cowardly failure to fulfil his calling. The next time that
a sword is used to serve Saul’s purposes, admittedly in the hand of Doeg, it is to
exterminate the priests (22:19), before Saul finally falls on his sword in suicide
(31:4). For the narrator, Saul’s sword is an instrument of disobedience and shame.
In contrast, Jonathan’s bow is mentioned once in the narrative, when it is given to
David in a show of homage, along with his sword (18:4). In the Lament, the reader
will therefore hear, in David’s reference to Jonathan’s bow, an allusion to his humble
deference to David, but in the reference to Saul’s sword, an allusion to the king’s
arrogant and shameful defiance of Yahweh.
David’s Roles Divided
When Saul brought David into the royal household, he gave him two roles: royal
musician (1 Sam 16:23) and armour bearer (נׂשֵּ א ֵּכלִ ים, 1 Sam 16:21). David’s musical
abilities have been notably absent from the text ever since, while playing the lyre, he
became the target of Saul’s aggression (1 Sam 18:10–11). The Lament might
therefore remind the reader of David’s original calling. However, Saul’s persecution
of his musician prevented David from fulfilling his second role, namely that of
armour bearer or military officer (1 Sam 18:5). David’s victories over the Philistines,
on behalf of Saul, were unequalled (1 Sam 18:7, 30), and one wonders what
difference he might have made on Gilboa. David’s absence from that fight is even
highlighted by the fact that Saul dies alongside the ( נׂשֵּ א כֵּליו1 Sam 31:4–6). This is
the first mention of Saul’s armour bearer since the role was ascribed to David (1 Sam
16:21). The ironic tragedy in Saul’s persecution of David is seen in the fact that it
robbed him of the one man who might have been able to deliver him.
5.4.3

The Death of the Heir

David’s Lament reaches its climax with his anguish over Jonathan’s passing (2 Sam
1:26). The narrator announced that the Lament was taught to the people of Judah
(1:18). The first part of the Lament, with its generalised statements about Saul and
Jonathan, could readily be sung by Saul’s former subjects. However, the penultimate
strophe expresses an intimacy between Jonathan and David which would not be
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appropriate for anyone other than David to rehearse. The emotional intensity invites
the reader to ponder the significance of the death of Jonathan to the overarching
narrative. David, rather than Jonathan, has been clearly identified as Saul’s intended
successor (1 Sam 16:1; cf. 20:31; 23:17). Indeed, Jonathan has played no substantial
part in the plot since David fled Saul’s house (apart from the brief mention in 23:16–
18 Jonathan is only named in his death, 31:2). As such it is not obvious that
Jonathan’s character was significant to the plot. The reader might rather recognise in
him the ongoing motif of the demise of sons. Eli’s sons fell short of their father (1
Sam 2:12) as did Samuel’s (1 Sam 8:1–3). Now Saul’s son, despite his impressive
character, has also fallen. The nature of kingship requires a son who will succeed his
father. As such, the Lament, with its particular focus on Jonathan, foregrounds this
issue, and, perhaps, introduces a theme which will be developed in the remainder of
the narrative: the tragic death of royal sons.496 The reader has already seen David in
tears at the apparent loss of his wives (1 Sam 30:4), and will see him mourn over
Bathsheba’s son (2 Sam 12:15–17), the report of his sons’ deaths (13:30–31),
Amnon’s death (13:36) and Absalom’s passing (19:1–4). In each instance the king
seems to carry some responsibility for the death of the prince (or loss of his wives). If
so, then the narrator might use the Lament not simply to reflect upon the reign and
demise of Saul, but also to begin to explore the way in which the failings of a
monarch have tragic consequences upon his house. Hannah spoke of Yahweh
exalting his king; the narrative and the Lament suggest that this is easier said than
done.
5.4.4

Summary

The Lament has multiple lexical and thematic connections with both Hannah’s
Prayer and the narrative of Saul’s reign. These indicate that the narrator has a literary
purpose for the Lament that exceeds the intent of the intradiegetic author, David. The
narrator uses the Lament to show that Saul’s demise both fulfils and subverts
Hannah’s expectation. Yahweh has brought down the proud in the humiliation of
defeat, bereavement and death, but what Hannah never foresaw was that this proud,
godless man would also be the anointed king. As such, Yahweh’s degradation of
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Weitzman, Song and Story in Biblical Narrative, 133–40, suggests that the Lament
establishes a type scene of royal grief. This may be a slight overreading of the data, but he is
right to identify the presence of the theme in the text.
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Saul has brought a tragic shame upon the nation as both his anointing and his
victories over the Philistines are reversed. Israel, like Saul’s shield (2 Sam 1:21), is
left despised, and seemingly lacking an anointing. Moreover, Saul’s arrogance has
robbed Israel of a man, in Jonathan, who modelled a true godly humility, and who
might have aided David in establishing a kingdom in line with Yahweh’s justice and
will. However, despite the mournful note of the Lament, the wider context of
Hannah’s Prayer suggests that the story is not yet complete: whilst the mighty have
been brought low, the reader is now ready to witness Yahweh fulfilling his dominant
concern, namely the exaltation of his humble king.
5.5 Conclusion
David’s Lament, at the centre of the narrative, marks the beginning of the transition
from the Saulide to the Davidic monarchy. Its structurally significant position
suggests that, like the first inset poem, Hannah’s Prayer, it has an importance beyond
its immediate narrative context. The Lament resolves a number of ambiguities
concerning David’s characterisation which speak into his fitness to be Saul’s
successor. First, David demonstrates a genuine concern for the honour of the nation
in the face of Philistine scorn. Second, he continues to honour Saul, as the anointed
king, and to call others so to do, despite the hardship he experienced through Saul’s
persecution of him. Moreover, David makes no attempt to exalt himself over his
former enemy, or even to identify himself as the appropriate heir for the throne.
Hannah’s delight that her enemies were defeated (1 Sam 2:1) might have given
David grounds to celebrate Saul’s demise, but instead he exhibits a humility that
resists any temptation to self-promotion at a time of nation crisis.
Without perjuring himself, David succeeds in celebrating qualities of Saul’s rule
without drawing explicit attention to Saul’s substantive failings. However, his grief
at Jonathan’s demise indicates that he distinguishes Saul from Jonathan in terms of
their respective greatness. Saul’s greatness was a function of his position, as anointed
king, and was seen in his military victories and consequent wealth. Jonathan’s
greatness was demonstrated in his loyal love for David. Whilst the death of Saul is a
tragedy for the nation, Jonathan’s demise is devastating for David personally.
David’s distinction between the greatness of Saul and Jonathan stops short of any
explicit criticism of Saul. However, when viewed through the lens of Hannah’s
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Prayer, it becomes clear that the difference between father and son is not morally
neutral.497 The greatness which the narrator prizes is that of the humble loyal servant
who waits upon Yahweh, not that of the mighty warrior. The Lament celebrates Saul
as the latter, not the former. Moreover, the resonances between the narrative and the
Lament remind the reader that Saul’s death on Mount Gilboa was the consequence of
his proud defiance of Yahweh. He was determined to retain and establish his own
‘greatness’ rather than humbly submit to God. His refusal to accept Yahweh’s
humbling meant that he would inevitably be brought down, in shame, to the grave (1
Sam 2:6, 9), with tragic consequences for both the nation and his own household.
Had he demonstrated the ‘greatness’ of Jonathan then the story might have been very
different.
The Lament complicates the message of Hannah’s Prayer, but without contradicting
it. It demonstrates that anointed kings might prove to be proud opponents of Yahweh,
and, if so, they will be brought down to the grave with potentially devastating
consequences for the nation and for their descendants. The need is clear for a godly
king, who might be exalted by Yahweh in line with Hannah’s expectation. In that
regard, the reader might recall how Hannah’s anguish before God was the precursor
to her vindication (1 Sam 1:10–20). David’s humility and grief expressed in the
Lament identify him as one who might likewise be exalted, even to become the king
anticipated in Hannah’s Prayer. At the same time, however, the Lament is a warning,
to David, of the suffering he might bring about, even upon godly, humble subjects, if
he fails to rule with the godly humility that Yahweh demands.

Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 321, suggests that “the lament refuses to condemn Saul and
Jonathan.” It is true that David refuses to condemn them, however, this assertion requires
more nuancing, for in the mouth of the narrator the Lament does function as part of the
implicit critique of Saul. Firth appears to recognise as much when he states that the lament
reflects upon “Saul’s failure to provide the kingship required” (p.321). Later he observes
how the refrain ‘tacitly highlights’ Saul’s failure as a warrior king (p. 328).
497

134

6. Kingship Reviewed: David Seen through his Thanksgiving and Final Words

6.1 Introduction
In chapters 3 and 4 we considered the hermeneutic function of Hannah’s Prayer (1
Sam 2:1–10) for a reading of the Samuel narrative. This methodology has identified
Yahweh’s exaltation of the humble and concomitant humiliation of the proud as a
central theme of the narrative. In particular, the narrator is interested in this divine
ethic as it applies to Yahweh’s exaltation of his anointed king. When viewed through
this lens, the narrative demonstrates that Saul, despite a promising start, ultimately
proved to lack the requisite humility. He compounded this by stubbornly refusing to
accept Yahweh’s verdict upon him, leading to his inevitable disgrace and death. This
narrative arc was interwoven with that exploring the characterisation of David. David
is shown to have a pervading humility that seems to match the character of the king
Hannah foresaw in her prayer.
In chapter 5, we explored the hermeneutic significance of David’s Lament (2 Sam
1:19–27), the second substantial poem after Hannah’s Prayer. The Lament confirmed
the narrative’s presentation of David, as a man who resists the temptation to exalt
himself, even over his enemy, Saul, whilst also, subtly, reminding the reader of
Saul’s multiple failings.
Within the broader framework of the book, the Lament signalled that the story was
incomplete, in that Hannah’s description of Yahweh exalting his humble king was
not yet fulfilled. This gap begins to be filled in the following narrative, especially in
2 Samuel 6–7, which draws on motifs from Hannah’s Prayer to confirm Yahweh’s
unparalleled exaltation of David and his house, forever. However, as the narrative
recounts David’s rule as king, disquieting elements of David’s character grow to the
point where they seemingly eclipse his humility. His adultery and murder (2 Sam 11)
and subsequent failure to rule his house (2 Sam 13–15) raise profound questions
about David’s suitability as Yahweh’s king. We have explored, in chapter 4, how
David’s response to Absalom’s coup draws on motifs from Hannah’s Prayer, thereby
confirming that his restoration to the throne is a divine exaltation, correlating with
his humility before Yahweh, whilst his son’s demise is an act of God’s judgment
upon an arrogant man. In the midst of a monarchical mess, Yahweh’s hand is still
invisibly at work to exalt the humble and bring down the proud. However, as the
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narrative approaches its end, it is not evident that David’s reign maps onto that
foreseen by Hannah, where the wicked and arrogant are silenced, and the humble and
godly are guarded (1 Sam 2:9–10). The reader might thus begin to question whether
David is fulfilling the pattern of kingship of which Hannah spoke.
This chapter will consider the hermeneutic function of the so-called ‘Samuel
Appendix’ (2 Sam 21–24). These chapters are a carefully constructed conclusion to
the entire narrative, built around a poetic centre, consisting of David’s Thanksgiving
(2 Sam 22:2–51) and his Final Words (2 Sam 23:1–7). These poems, like Hannah’s
Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) and David’s Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27), provide a lens through
which the text may be viewed, highlighting differing aspects of David’s reign. If I
may press the metaphor further, they function as two different lenses which allow the
reader, perhaps, to apprehend a more complex, three-dimensional, representation of
David than a single lens might have allowed. As such the reader is able to recognise
both David’s humility, seen in his submissive dependence upon Yahweh for
deliverance, empowering and exaltation, alongside his failure to rule with a justice
which would reflect Yahweh’s dealings with him. This, perhaps, is the fundamental
tension in the narrator’s presentation of David, which complicates his
characterisation. It may explain why there are such divergent readings of David,
depending upon which ‘lens’ a reader is inclined to favour.
The structure of the Conclusion allows the narrator to develop certain aspects of its
two central poems as they find resonances within the different textual units of the
palistrophe. It confirms the narrative’s assessment of David as superior to Saul,
whilst also exploring the complexity of David’s character as revealed in different
contexts. Our argument will build upon a number of detailed studies of the
‘appendix’.498 However, it develops three elements that, it would appear, have not
received sufficient consideration. First, the relatively unnoticed chiastic structure of
David’s Thanksgiving confirms the theme of kingly humility to be of central concern
to the narrator; second, David’s Final Words, especially 2 Sam 23:5, are to be read as
a negative assessment by David of his own household and reign; third, the two halves
of the ‘appendix’ provide distinct but complementary messages, governed by their

Including, in particular, Walter Brueggemann, ‘2 Samuel 21–24: An Appendix of
Deconstruction?’, CBQ 50, no. 3 (July 1988): 383–97; Klement, II Samuel 21–24;
Fokkelman, NAPS, 1990.
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respective poems. The narrator skilfully employs the sophisticated literary device of
palistrophe to present both aspects of his message in dialogue with each other. 2
Samuel 21–24 is not an ‘appendix’, consisting of an assortment of supplementary
material, but a conclusion, that clarifies the narrator’s argument: David’s exaltation
over Saul is to be understood first, in light of his humble loyalty to Yahweh, and,
second, in light of the confession of his own sinfulness and willingness to bear the
consequences of his kingly failures on behalf of his people.
6.2 The Structure of the Conclusion and its Implications for its Interpretation
The final four chapters of Samuel have perplexed many commentators. Despite their
multiple temporal references, it is not evident how the events fit precisely into the
chronology of the preceding narrative, nor even how they relate chronologically to
each other.499 The vague location of the famine ( בִ ימֵּ י דוִ ד2 Sam 21:1) indicates a
transition out of the sequential narrative of the previous chapters but provides
minimal assistance to help the reader locate those events in the narrated timeline.
Furthermore, for some scholars, these chapters intrude into the apparently continuous
‘Succession Narrative’ (2 Samuel 9–20; 1 Kings 1–2).500 Leonard-Fleckman,
suggests that “the end of 2 Samuel may have become the natural place to deposit all
final David traditions.”501 However, such a conclusion fails to do justice to the clear
artistry of the narrator’s composition. As has been recognised for more than a
century,502 the appendix has been carefully crafted into a palistrophe consisting of six
separate units:
21:1–14

Royal sin, national judgment, regal atonement

A

21:15–22

War chronicles commemorating David’s warriors

B

22:1–51

David’s Thanksgiving

C

23:1–7

David’s Final Words

C′

23:8–39

War chronicles commemorating David’s warriors

B′

24:1–25

Royal sin, national judgment, regal atonement

A′

Cf. Green, David’s Capacity for Compassion, 151.
As propounded by Rost, The Succession to the Throne of David.
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Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, ‘Utterance of David, the Anointed of the God of Jacob (2
Samuel 23:1–7)’, JBL 137, no. 3 (2018): 682.
502
Cf. Karl Budde, Die Bücher Samuel, KHC 8 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1902), 304.
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Whilst the existence of this chiastic structure is clear, scholars have not agreed about
its literary purpose. Sternberg suggests that it is purely aesthetic with no expository
function.503 However, Klement has identified connections between the ring structure
of 2 Sam 21–24 and other sections of the book which serve both to develop and
resolve themes in the overarching narrative.504 I also observe that the outer-ring
(A/A′) is concerned with just rule within Israel and that the second ring (B/B′) is
concerned with David’s activities in the context of war. These correlate with the
interests of the inner-ring: the Thanksgiving (C) is explicitly spoken in the context of
hostility (22:1) and the Final Words (C′) are a reflection on the nature of David’s
rule. These correspondences invite the reader to consider whether the Conclusion
serves as a reflection upon two distinct aspects of David’s portrayal.
We have already observed, in chapter 2, multiple connections between the poems of
the appendix (2 Sam 22:2–51; 2 Sam 23:1–7) and the two other main poems of the
narrative (1 Sam 2:1–10; 2 Sam 1:19–27). Having observed that the first two poems
have a hermeneutic function for the wider narrative, it would be reasonable to
consider whether the poems at the heart of 2 Sam 21–24 have a similar function. If,
as I shall seek to demonstrate, this proves to be the case, then the final chapters
should be treated as a conclusion rather than an appendix.505
Even amongst scholars who recognised chapters 21–24 to be a conclusion to the
narrative, there is no consensus on what its message might be. Firth finds “a
sophisticated reflection on the whole of David’s reign, a reflection that wants to
assert that the whole of David’s reign is to be assessed positively.”506 In contrast,
Brueggemann suggests that the purpose of the Conclusion is to “dismantle the high
royal theology which has been enacted elsewhere in the narrative,”507 although he
finds the David of 2 Sam 24 to be superior to the David of 2 Sam 21 inasmuch as he
more closely approximates to Hannah’s characterisation.508 These radically different
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readings of the Conclusion suggest that it has a complexity which requires careful
consideration.
The decision of the narrator to end his book with a palistrophe must be given due
attention. This rhetorical device creates multiple levels of association between
internal parts of the ring: element B, for example, is to be read both as part of the
linear ABC, and as juxtaposed with B′. This generates a more dynamic, complex
meaning than a purely linear structure might facilitate. As Klement suggests, the use
of palistrophe should cause the reader to consider whether the narrator means to
communicate two complementary messages, which may need to be held with a
degree of tension between them, without allowing one to eclipse the other.509 In
particular the reader should be alert to the interplay between the two poems at the
centre of the palistrophe, and open to them inviting a complex interpretation of the
entire narrative, which surpasses that offered by either of them individually.
Consequently, this chapter will consider the meaning of each poem, and the way in
which each serves as a lens through which the Samuel narrative is to be viewed.
Finally, I shall read the two poems with attention to their context within 2 Sam 21–
24. This, I suggest, will provide a sophisticated and satisfying conclusion to the
Samuel story.
6.3 David’s Thanksgiving
David’s Thanksgiving is the longest continuous speech of any character in the book.
Consequently, it is of principal significance in the characterisation of Israel’s second
king. The psalm’s introduction (22:1) immediately characterises David as one who
acknowledges the hand of God in his salvation, whilst also identifying Saul as an
enemy of David, even the archetypal enemy. As such, the narrator’s introduction to
the Thanksgiving indicates that he is interested in the contrast between David and
Saul, and, moreover, that references to David’s enemies, or even, enemy, in the
Thanksgiving include Saul within their semantic intent.
The temporal reference of 2 Sam 22:1 is vague, as is true of all such references
throughout the Conclusion, but its similarity to 2 Sam 7:1, when David was said to
have been given rest from all his enemies ()מּכל־א ְׁיביו
ִ by Yahweh, might suggest that
an early date in David’s reign for the Thanksgiving is possible. The fact that Saul is
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the only named enemy, as opposed to Absalom or Shimei, is a narratorial device that
causes the reader to associate this psalm with the early part of the David story, and
Gordon then identifies multiple elements of the psalm which are “evocative of
David’s earlier career when Saul sought his life.”510 However, these arguments do
not necessitate that the psalm comes from the early part of the David narrative, not
least because 2 Sam 7:1 itself may be part of a dischronologised section of the
narrative.511 Consequently, the reader might conclude that the narrator is not
concerned so much with the temporal context, but, rather, with the situational context
for David’s song. The psalm addresses David’s rise to the throne and the
establishment of his kingdom in the face of warfare and hostility. Thus, if the poem
is to provide a hermeneutic lens for the narrative, it would focus on David’s response
to his enemies, rather than the exercise of his government over his people. The
analysis which follows will explore the meaning of the psalm as a literary unit, whilst
also recognising points of contact with the characterisation of David in the entire
book. This, I suggest, is how the narrator intends the poem to function, as it presents
a perspective on David that recalls and resonates with aspects of the preceding
narrative.
6.3.1

The Structure of the Thanksgiving

As with both Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) and David’s Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27)
a right apprehension of the structure illuminates the meaning of the Thanksgiving.512
A translation of the Thanksgiving, demonstrating the structure that is being argued
for here, is provided in an appendix of the dissertation.
Whilst the Thanksgiving is bound together by the general theme of Yahweh’s
assistance in situations of conflict, there is a distinction between the material in the
first half, in which David is the passive recipient of Yahweh’s theophanic
intervention against his enemies, and the second half, in which David is empowered
to vanquish those who stand against him.513 Whilst the presence of these two units in
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the structure is not controversial, various proposals have been made as to where
precisely the transition occurs,514 and whether any of the material in the psalm should
be treated as an additional section or sections, separate from the two ‘halves’ already
identified.515 Fokkelman has conducted a detailed numerical analysis which
identifies a strophic structure underpinning three main sections, with additional
stanzas.516 This seems to grasp the main contours of the psalm, and its strength,
perhaps, is in his recognition that the central section is “the compositional and
ideological centre” of the poem which illuminates David’s experience in the material
which precedes and follows it.517 However, not all of his divisions are immediately
persuasive, especially in the central section, which he finds to be 22:21–31.518 The
main movements of the psalm are best identified by attending holistically to changes
in theme, voice, metre and grammar, perhaps in that order, as well as looking at how
these elements might identify an internal coherence to each section. As such, the
following chiastic structure is detected:
Vv2–4

Introduction. David praises Yahweh for his deliverance

A1

Vv5–20

David is delivered by Yahweh

B1

JSOT 8, no. 26 (1983): 19–21, however, makes a persuasive case for a unified reading of the
related Psa 18.
514
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Vv21–25 David’s deliverance is due to his righteousness

C1

Vv26–28 Yahweh’s righteous dealing

D

Vv29–33 David’s empowering is due to God’s righteousness

C2

Vv34–46 David is empowered by Yahweh

B2

Vv47–51 Conclusion. David praises Yahweh for delivering and exalting him

A2

This structure directs the reader to the central section, D, as, perhaps, the message
which illuminates the entirety of the psalm. I shall suggest that not only is this the
case, but that section D has a particular focus on Yahweh’s dealings with the proud
and the humble. Consequently, David is inviting the reader to understand his own
experience in terms of Yahweh’s exaltation of the humble and humiliation of the
proud. However, in light of the multiplicity of views concerning the psalm’s
structure, it will be necessary to demonstrate both that the proposed divisions are
plausible, in that there are substantive turns in the poetry at each ‘break’, and that the
summaries of each section do justice to the text and are not simply abstractions
manipulated to fit a pre-conceived template.
6.3.2

The Meaning of the Thanksgiving

Section A1 (22:2–4) begins with a string of gnomic assertions about David’s
relationship with Yahweh, which is thereby identified as a significant concern of the
poem. Moreover, the fourfold use of the triliteral root  ישעmirrors its four
occurrences in the remainder of the Psalm, confirming it as a leitwort for the whole
Thanksgiving. The generalised nature of these verses suggest that they serve as an
introduction, reaching a climax in 4ab which is enclosed by two passive verb forms:
the first decrees Yahweh as worthy to be praised; the second serves to identify David
as one who is habitually saved.519
Section B1 (22:5–20) has at its heart a theophany (22:8–16), surrounded by two
autobiographical sections: 22:5–7 depicts the depth of David’s despair whilst 22:17–
20 describes his miraculous deliverance from overwhelming hostility.520 The division
between A1 and B1 is signalled by a transition from the generalised praise of the
519
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introduction to David’s detailed personal testimony.521 Given the focus of this section
on David’s experience of Yahweh’s deliverance, it is noteworthy that he makes no
reference to himself in the central theophany (22:8–16). Even the enemies are only
referenced once in that section (the pronominal suffix of 15a). Instead David
focusses upon the activity of Yahweh. The section, therefore, exalts Yahweh for his
irresistible intervention in David’s struggles. Various elements of the poetry indicate
that David was in an abject position: he identifies his trials with ( מוֶּת5a), ( בְׁ לִ ַיעַל5b)
and ( ְׁשאֹול6a) which led him to cry for help (7d) in his calamity (אֵּ יד, 19a). Yahweh
acted from on high (17a) to come down (10a) and bring David out (17b, 20a). David
recounts his deliverance using the metaphor of vertical elevation.
Section C1 (22:21–25) is bound together, internally, by cola which give Yahweh’s
rationale for delivering David.522 It is possible that 20b should be taken as the
opening line of this stanza, in that it introduces David’s interest in Yahweh’s reason
for rescuing him, although the identification of Yahweh by name in 21a perhaps
indicates that this is the start of a new unit. The case for this being the boundary is
strengthened by the possible inclusio marked by the phrase  ּכְׁ צִ דְׁ ק ִתיoffered as
justification for Yahweh’s delight in David (22:21, 25). The section associates
David’s experience of deliverance with his personal purity. This righteousness, in
turn, is communicated using a breadth of expressions and images. Some phrases,
such as David’s emphasis on his attention to all Yahweh’s ordinances (־מ ְׁשפטיו
ִ ּכל,
23a), might suggest that he is claiming a sinless perfection. Other expressions,
perhaps, view faithfulness to Yahweh as a binary state, where a person either ‘keeps’
Yahweh’s ways (שמר, 22a) or turns from his statutes (סּור, 23b).523 In support of the
second option, it is, perhaps, significant that 23b uses a singular pronominal suffix to
refer to Yahweh’s requirements:524 Yahweh’s law is seen as a unity, to which one is
either faithful or unfaithful.525 Further, when David asserts ( וְׁ לא רשַ עְׁ ִתי מֵּ אֱֹלהי22b) he
equates one’s attitude to that body of law with one’s attitude towards Yahweh
The temporal ( ּכִ י22:5) supports the suggestion that David has turned to describe specific
events.
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himself. If this reading is credible, then David need not be making the claim to
absolute perfection that is sometimes assumed,526 even if he is still making an exalted
claim about his faithfulness to his deity (as would be typical in prayers of Ancient
Near Eastern rulers).527 He has avoided the pre-eminent sin (מַ עֲֹונִ י, 24b) of rebellion
again his suzerain king, Yahweh.528 Kuntz observes: “As a meaningful sense unit,
this strophe [vv.21–25] is committed to the assumption that as Yahweh’s servant, the
king’s righteousness is firmly anchored in his unwavering commitment to Yahweh
and his covenant. Accordingly, royal self-exultation is in no wise permitted.”529
Firth’s observation is also worthy of consideration: the psalm is located within the
context of hostility and opposition.530 As such, David’s claim to faithfulness may,
likewise, be focussed upon that scenario. Without eclipsing all concern for his
holistic submission to Yahweh’s law, his specific point may be that he remained
faithful to Yahweh when under intense pressure to turn away.
The transition from Section C1 into D is marked by the retreat of David’s persona
from the foreground of the poem. The assertions are no longer about David’s
personal righteousness and experience of God’s deliverance but are generalised and
atemporal. The section consists of six carefully balanced aphorisms which expound
the righteous justice of Yahweh: he deals with people in keeping with their character.
The first four maxims have an identical structure: a prepositional phrase ()עִ ם
followed by an imperfect (habitual) second person verb and an immediately apparent
correspondence between the verb and the person in question (at least for the first
three). The final bicolon (28ab) breaks this pattern, in terms of its grammar: 28a
begins with the direct object; the second colon, 28b, begins with a circumstantial
clause. The use of ( אֶּ ת28a) is curious, for, not only is it the only use of the object
marker in the 109 cola of the psalm,531 but its use here also marks an apparently
indefinite object, and is therefore unwarranted. These features of the final bicolon
arrest the attention of the reader who may have been lulled into a hermeneutic
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complacency by the rhythm of the preceding cola. The reader who thinks they know
what David is saying, namely that Yahweh treats people justly, is nudged into
recognising that David has a specific application of that truth in mind: Yahweh saves
the humble people but brings low those who are haughty. The use of the leitwort ישע
(28a) further confirms that this is the climactic statement of the section, synthesising
the previous assertions.532 The fact that these verses (26–28) are located at the centre
of the palistrophe invites the conclusion that David views his experience of
deliverance as one example of Yahweh’s righteous pattern of dealing with his
people, especially to bring low the proud and exalt the meek. This is to be identified
by the reader as Yahweh’s judicial activity par excellence.
Section C2 employs multiple first-person pronouns, signalling the return of David’s
personal testimony. This pivot, from an omniscient voice declaring Yahweh’s typical
activity to an immanent character testifying to his experience, is a challenge to those
who locate the break elsewhere than between 22:28 and 22:29.533 It is true that C2
contains several generalised assertions, especially in 22:31–32, but they are markedly
different from the aphoristic proverbs of section D. The section rather draws on
David’s specific testimony as evidence for broader assertions about Yahweh.534 It is
bound together internally by a number of grammatical and lexical features, especially
at the start of the cola, where the asseverative ּכִ י, the interrogative מי,
ִ and the
declarative  האֵּ לrecur with noticeable frequency. It is also bound together
thematically, as David predicates various attributes of Yahweh, each of which
illuminates David’s experience of deliverance: Yahweh is a light, a rock, perfect in
his way, a shield. The section therefore associates David’s experience of deliverance
not explicitly with his righteousness (so section C1), but with the righteousness of
Yahweh.
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Section B2 provides another autobiographical account,535 mirroring that of B1, but
with a fundamental difference. In B1 David was helpless and in need of rescue. In B2
David faces and defeats enemies because of Yahweh’s empowering. There may be a
chronological development in the section from David’s ‘training’ (22:34–37), to his
experience of victory (22:38–43), resulting in his exaltation over many nations
(22:44–46).536 The section moves from an interest in David’s feet, which are
strengthened by Yahweh (34a, 37b) to his elevation as head (ראש, 44b) over many
peoples. This vertical progression may contribute to the interest of the whole section
in David’s exaltation.537 Moreover, whilst 22:34–37 explicitly describes David’s
promotion by Yahweh, 22:38–43 may have a sharper focus on the humiliation of his
enemies. The two elements of David’s exaltation and his enemies’ degradation are
then combined in 22:44–46. Thus, the twin elements of 28ab (exaltation of the
humble, humiliation of the proud) are interwoven in David’s personal experience, in
that his personal vindication is the very action which Yahweh uses to humble his
enemies. The psalm therefore implicitly equates hostility to David with the
haughtiness which God opposes.
The quasi-oath-like declaration “Yahweh lives” at the start of 47a marks a signal
change in tone from the grateful testimony of section B2, to open exultation in
Yahweh. This jubilation persists to the end of the poem and thus characterises
section A2 (22:47–51). The unit reworks themes and vocabulary from the
introduction (A1), in that Yahweh is praised (4a, 50ab) for delivering David from
enemies (מֵּ ע ְׁיבַ י, 4b, 49a) and violence (חמס, 3d, 49c). Thus, Yahweh is David’s rock
(צּור, 3a, 47b) and his salvation (י ְִׁשעִ י, 3b, 47b). As such, A2 presents naturally as a
conclusion, resolving the themes of the introduction.

The precise location of the break between C2 and B2 is, perhaps, debateable, in that, on
lexical grounds 33b has a connection with 31a ( ת ִמיםand )דֶּ ֶּרְך, suggesting it belongs with the
previous section, but on grammatical grounds, the wayyiqtol  ַויַתֵּ רseems to mark a transition
to the specific recollections of Yahweh strengthening David which are the focus of the
following cola.
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6.3.3

Summary

This analysis suggests that the psalm exhibits a chiastic structure, in that the
divisions between sections are readily identifiable, and the corresponding sections of
the palistrophe are balanced in terms of their content and length. The reader is,
therefore, invited to consider how the central section summarises and illuminates the
rest of the psalm.538 David is asserting that Yahweh acts in the context of war, and
does so justly, dealing with a person in line with their character. This is particularly
evident in Yahweh’s exalting the humble and humiliating the proud (section D). In
the sections either side of this centre David explains his own experience, first in
terms of his own righteousness (section C1) and, second, in terms of Yahweh’s
righteousness (section C2). The concept of blamelessness or perfection binds the
three middle sections together (ת ִמים/ תמם, 24a, 26b, 31a, 33b). Sections B1 and
B2 then provide David’s personal testimony of Yahweh’s vindication. Notably, both
sections are in the context of combat, though where B1 speaks of Yahweh’s
deliverance from an overwhelming enemy by God’s direct intervention, B2 describes
David’s empowering and subsequent exaltation to a world-wide rule as he personally
crushes his enemies. The introduction (A1) and conclusion (A2) frame the psalm with
praise of Yahweh, whilst also moving from David’s dependence upon Yahweh when
under severe threat, to his exaltation as king, far above his enemies.
Having established humility as a core theme of the psalm, the rest of the chiasm, and
especially its extremities, serves to expound the nature of the humility which
Yahweh prizes: it is, in David’s presentation, a theocentric disposition which
depends upon God entirely, cries out for help in affliction, remains faithful in
adversity, even when his own people contend with him (44a) and recognises
Yahweh, with grateful praise, as the source of any benefit received.539 The humble
king is delivered, empowered and exalted by Yahweh. Conversely, pride or
haughtiness is implicitly predicated of David’s enemies, and thus also of Saul (2 Sam
22:1). In fact, because David is modelling the godly humility required of Yahweh’s
538
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king, to oppose him is, by definition, arrogant, for it is to oppose Yahweh. This may
explain why David repeatedly describes the activity of his enemies with a verb of
elevation: ( קּום39a, 40b, 49b). The proud (ר ִמים, 28b) are characterised as powerful
(עז, 18a), perverted (עִ קֵּ ש, 27b) and violent (חמס, 49c). They hate the Lord’s anointed
and revolt against him but are brought low because of their haughty godlessness.540
The generalised form of the central section is initially intriguing, for it invites the
reader to recognise, in David’s experience, a pattern which may be typical for all
who humble themselves before Yahweh. However, the strongly testimonial aspect of
the psalm, combined with its retrospective orientation, might equally suggest that its
purpose is to provide a hermeneutical lens for the David narrative, rather than to
moralise about the benefits of humility. This tension may be resolved by the mention,
in the climactic final line, of David’s descendants, forever (51). David is himself
generalising the message of the psalm, but not first and foremost with an eye to his
Israelite subjects. Rather, the message of Yahweh exalting the humble and
humiliating the proud is oriented towards David’s own offspring, who, presumably,
must imitate his humility if they are to experience the same divine deliverance,
empowering and exaltation that he received.
6.3.4

The Samuel Narrative through the Lens of the Thanksgiving

The narrator’s introduction to the Thanksgiving (22:1) naturally invites the reader to
consider David’s deliverance from Saul in the preceding narrative. The first half of
the Thanksgiving emphasises David’s experience of deliverance in a manner which
required no contribution from himself. Within the narrative, Saul is explicitly
identified by the narrator and then by Saul himself as an enemy of David (איֵּב, 1 Sam
18:29; 19:17, cf. 2 Sam 22:1, 4, 18). However, the reader will also recall that at no
point did David retaliate or attack Saul. He restrained himself (1 Sam 24:7) and
called instead on Yahweh to deliver and vindicate him (1 Sam 24:13–14, 16).
Gordon finds multiple allusions in the Thanksgiving to the numerous occasions when
David escaped from Saul: identifying Yahweh as ( צּור22:3) recalls the rocks where
David hid from Saul (צּורי הַ ְׁיעֵּלִ ים,
ֵּ 1 Sam 24:2); calling God ( סֶּ לַע22:2) alludes to the
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rock in the desert of Maon (סֶּ לַע, 1 Sam 23:25), and ( ְׁמצּודה22:2) to the stronghold in
Moab (1 Sam 22:4).541
Moreover, in the context of Saul’s persecution, David declares his own righteousness
(1 Sam 24:12) and indirectly identifies Saul as one of the wicked (רשעִ ים,ְׁ 1 Sam
24:14, cf. רשע, 2 Sam 22:22).542 Saul, in turn, confirms that David is righteous (צדִ יק,
1 Sam 24:18) in the way he has dealt with his enemy (איֵּב, 1 Sam 24:20) and should
be rewarded by Yahweh. When David, again, restrains himself from committing
regicide, he declares his confidence that God rewards those who act with
righteousness (צְׁ דקה, 1 Sam 26:23, cf. 2 Sam 22:21, 25). David’s respect for Saul as
Yahweh’s anointed is thereby contrasted with Saul’s lack of respect for David, who
is also anointed by Yahweh. Presumably this is why David is confident that Yahweh
will strike Saul dead without requiring any intervention on his part (1 Sam 26:10).
Thus, David’s claim, in the Thanksgiving, that his experience of deliverance is
correlated with his righteousness (22:21–25) finds a clear resonance in the narrative,
and foregrounds that part of his characterisation for the reader.
As with the first half of the Thanksgiving, the reader will naturally consider
resonances between the Samuel Narrative and the second half of the psalm (22:29–
51) as it speaks of David being strengthened for battle against his enemies. David’s
battles with the Philistines were consistently successful (1 Sam 18:5), and attributed
explicitly to Yahweh’s presence (1 Sam 18:14). David credits his victory over the
Amalekites to Yahweh (1 Sam 30:23). He later conquers Jerusalem, growing in
strength because of Yahweh’s presence (2 Sam 5:10), before he again defeats the
Philistines, explicitly after calling on Yahweh (2 Sam 5:20, 25). In each of these
instances David is an active party in the battle, as depicted in the second half of the
Thanksgiving.
David’s first battle, against Goliath (1 Sam 17), receives the greatest attention from
the narrator, and also has multiple resonances with the Thanksgiving: David
undertakes the battle confident in Yahweh’s deliverance (נצל, 1 Sam 17:37, cf. 2 Sam
22:1, 18, 49) and for the sake of Yahweh’s fame and honour (1 Sam 17:46–47, cf. 2
Sam 22:47). His enemy fell at his feet (1 Sam 17:49, cf. 2 Sam 22:39) and the
Philistines fled (1 Sam 17:51, cf. 2 Sam 22:41). As such, the Thanksgiving might
541
542

Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 304.
Cf. Watts, Psalm and Story. Inset Hymns in Hebrew Narrative, 105.
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suggest to the reader that David’s approach to the battle with Goliath was archetypal
of his other military victories.
The final aspect of the Thanksgiving which the reader might recognise from the
narrative concerns David’s elevation to rule over other nations (2 Sam 22:44–46).
This, perhaps, echoes the records in 2 Samuel 8 of Yahweh giving David victory
over all the nations he fought (2 Sam 8:6, 14) and David then giving tribute to
Yahweh (2 Sam 8:11–12).
This summary suggests that the reader, viewing the narrative through the lens of
David’s Thanksgiving, will discover a clear message, distilled from the narrative
itself: that David’s experience of deliverance from Saul, and then his multiple
military victories and ultimate exaltation to a glorious rule, was attributable to
Yahweh’s role in his life. He has modelled a persistent righteous loyalty to Yahweh
and has experienced, in turn, Yahweh’s faithfulness to him. In particular, the
Thanksgiving focuses upon humility as the core attribute of the person whom
Yahweh exalts, and pride as that of the one he debases. This message aligns closely
with Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) and is a constant interest of the narrator in his
exploration of the characters of Saul and David (see our chapter 4). Hannah’s Prayer
moved from her experience of exaltation to the exaltation of the king. David’s
Thanksgiving has a similar narrative progression, starting with David’s experience of
Yahweh’s deliverance from a life-threatening enemy, moving to his being
strengthened by Yahweh to contend with and defeat his enemies, and ending with his
being exalted as a world-wide king over hostile opponents. As such, the
Thanksgiving confirms to the reader that David has demonstrated, at least in his
movement to the throne and in the face of hostility, the humility which Yahweh
seeks in his king. He evinced a reticence to claim the throne, or to fight against Saul,
and a submission to Yahweh in his bringing the ark to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6–7).543 He
has experienced, consequently, the associated exaltation which Hannah foretold. This
lens invites the reader to see, in David, the king Hannah foresaw.
As I have already indicated, there is a complexity to the narrative which cannot
simply equate David with the ideal king and then move on. In particular, David’s
declarations of his righteousness create a disquieting dissonance for the reader who
543

This humble submission to Yahweh was evident, as well, in his recovery of the throne
from Absalom (2 Sam 15–19).
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has now read the sordid tale of David’s dalliance with Bathsheba. Weitzman
suggests, therefore, that “2 Samuel 22 gives a very different impression of David
than the one given by the rest of 2 Samuel.”544 Weitzman’s critique of the
Thanksgiving overlooks the fact that the narrator has in view the whole of Samuel,
not simply 2 Samuel, and especially the portion of the narrative concerned with
David’s elevation to the throne. As we have seen, there is a clear dimension to the
narrative which accords with the message of the Thanksgiving.545 Moreover, whilst
we will observe that the description of David’s reign in 2 Sam 13–20 is critical of
him, it focusses on the nature of his reign. It does not suggest that David was marked
by either arrogance or unfaithfulness to Yahweh. However, Weitzman is still correct
to detect a tension between David’s claimed righteousness in the Thanksgiving and
his sin in the narrative. Some attempt to remove the tension by subverting the
Thanksgiving and taking it as an ironic indictment of David.546 Borgman offers a
different solution, namely that David achieves clean hands “by getting them
washed.”547 These suggestions are too simplistic, in that the reader will recognise that
the narrative both confirms and challenges the message of the Thanksgiving. This
tension signals subtly to the reader that while David’s characterisation in the
Thanksgiving may be the truth, it is not the whole truth. There were aspects of his
character which only emerged through the unfolding of the narrative. As such, a
second lens is required, through which the narrative may be viewed. This is provided
by the Final Words.
6.4 David’s Final Words
The narrator’s decision to juxtapose David’s Final Words (23:1–7) with his
Thanksgiving (22:2–51) at the heart of the palistrophic conclusion (2 Sam 21–24)
invites the reader to consider them together. First, however, it is necessary to read the
Final Words as a distinct poem. The succinct temporal introduction (23:1) locates the
words at the end of David’s life. The wider narrative of Samuel gives no indication
of the gap between the last recorded event of David’s reign and his Final Words.
544

Weitzman, Song and Story in Biblical Narrative, 118.
It may be significant that David’s assertions of his righteousness are limited to the first
half of the Thanksgiving, which, I suggest, alludes primarily to his struggles with Saul. The
part of the Thanksgiving which concerns David’s empowering and exaltation, and which
perhaps corresponds more to the events of 2 Samuel, lacks the same claim to purity.
546
Cf. Brueggemann, ‘2 Samuel 21–24’, 389.
547
Borgman, David, Saul, and God, 191.
545
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Thus, as with the Thanksgiving, the reader must consider not so much the temporal
context of the composition, by going outside Samuel to find contemporaneous events
leading up to David’s death, but rather the literary purpose of describing them as his
Final Words. The narrator intends the reader to understand them as David’s mature,
sober reflection on the character of his reign and household, after the debacle of his
adultery with Bathsheba and the subsequent implosion of the royal family.548 Where
his Thanksgiving focussed on his being rescued in battle, and his path to the throne,
his Final Words concern the nature of his rule.549
The laconic nature of the poetry creates some uncertainty for the interpreter.550
Mettinger is correct when he says: “the core of the poem is found in v5 with its
utterance on the Davidic covenant. A difficulty is found in the first colon (kî lo’ ken
bêtî ‘im `el) and these crucial words have been interpreted in quite different ways.”551
I shall argue that the majority of interpreters have misread the central assertion of the
poem in 23:5, in that David is lamenting the way his monarchy has fallen short of
Yahweh’s ideal, rather than celebrating how he has fulfilled it, as is typically
assumed. To this end, I shall provide a brief structural analysis and overview of the
oracle, a consideration of David’s self-characterisation in the introduction, a more
detailed discussion of the meaning of 23:5, and finally an assessment of the meaning
and significance of 23:6–7.
6.4.1

Translation and Structure

David’s Final Words can be translated and structured as follows:

 וְׁ ֵּ ָ֛אלֶּה ִדבְׁ ֵּ ָ֥רי ד ִוִ֖ד ה ַ ַּֽאחֲר ִנָ֑ים1a

Now these are the last words of David

548

Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 525.
Cf. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 219.
550
Leonard-Fleckman, ‘Utterance of David’, 683, struggles to make sense of the poem,
concluding that it is “enigmatic, both in its unique use of language and in its current place at
the end of 2 Samuel.” Some commentators respond to these complexities with a range of
emendations, see, inter alia, Gregorio del Olmo Lete, ‘David’s Farewell Oracle (2 Samuel
23:1–7): A Literary Analysis’, VT 34, no. 4 (1984): 414–38. My method will uphold the
received MT as much as possible, cf. Gary A Rendsburg, ‘The Northern Origin of “the Last
Words of David” (2 Sam 23:1–7)’, Bib 69, no. 1 (1988): 115n14.
551
Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, ‘The Last Words of David’, SEÅ 42 (1977): 153.
549
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Stanza 1
 נְׁאֻ ַ֧ם ד ִו֣ד בֶּ ן־יִשַָּ֗ י1b
 ּונְׁאֻ ֵּ֤ ם הַ ֙ ֶּגבֶּ ר֙ הֻ ֣קַ ם ַ֔על1c
ֱֹלה֣י ַ ַּֽיע ֲַ֔קב
ֵּ יח א
ַ֙  ְׁמ ִ ֙ש1d
ּונְׁעים ז ְִׁמ ָ֥רֹות י ְִׁׂשר ֵּ ַּֽאל׃
ִ֖ ִ
1e

The oracle of David, son of Jesse
And the oracle of the man raised on high552
The anointed of the God of Jacob
And the darling553 of the songs of Israel
Stanza 2

ר־בי
ָ֑ ִ ֶּ ָ֥רּוחַ יְׁהוִ֖ה ִדב2

2a

שֹוני׃
ַּֽ ִ ְּׁומל ִ֖תֹו עַל־ל
ִ 2b
ֱֹלה֣י י ְִׁׂשר ַ֔ ֵּאל
ֵּ  אמַ ר֙ א3

3a

 ִ ָ֥לי ִד ֶּבִ֖ר ֣צּור י ְִׁׂשר ֵּ ָ֑אל3b

The spirit of Yahweh spoke554 by me555
And his word was upon my tongue
The God of Israel spoke
To me556 the Rock of Israel spoke
Stanza 3

 מֹושֵּ ֙ל בא ַ֔דם צַ ִִּ֕דיק3c
ֱֹלהים׃
ַּֽ ִ מֹושל י ְִׁר ַ ָ֥את א
ִ֖ ֵּ
3d
 ּוכְׁ ָ֥אֹור ִ֖בקֶּ ר4

4a

ח־שמֶּ ש ֶ֚בקֶּ ר ֣לא ע ַ֔בֹות
ָ֑  ִיז ְַׁר4b

A ruler among men who is righteous557
A ruler characterised by558 the fear of the God
Is like morning light
The rising of the sun, a morning without clouds

Cf. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 211n614, who takes “ עַלplaced afterwards as an adverb in
parallel to Num. 24.3,15.” Whilst his suggestion that  עַלserves simultaneously as a reference
to Yahweh may not be impossible it seems speculative. The emendation proposed by Firth, 1
& 2 Samuel, 2009, 524, to אֶּ ל, has some support in 4QSama, but is, perhaps, unnecessary.
553
HALOT 705a suggests  נעִ יםtypically means “pleasant, lovely,” but here “the darling of
the songs of Israel.” Hertzberg, I & II Samuel, 400, suggests that there is likely an intentional
ambiguity whether David is the content or the singer of the songs.
554
Whilst ַ רּוחis typically feminine, it can be masculine; emendation is not necessary, cf.
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 524.
555
The prepositional phrase  בִ יis ambiguous. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 212, chooses ‘in
me’; Stoebe, Das Zweite Buch Samuelis, 484, opts for ‘zu mir’; Auld, I & II Samuel, 585,‘by
me.’ Ultimately the distinction may not be significant if David is presenting himself as a
prophet, thus the recipient and mediator of divine revelation, as 2b and 3a indicate.
556
The Masoretic accents suggest that the indirect object of 3a is gapped, and the
prepositional phrase  לִ יis fronted, presumably for focus, in 3b. As such, David is underlining
the fact that he was the privileged recipient of Yahweh’s words, but also, perhaps, had a
responsibility to act in line with them.
557
The adjective  צַ ִדיקis perhaps best taken to qualify the preceding phrase as a whole.
558
The participle is taken to be in construct, indicating a genitive of quality, cf. JM §129f.
552
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 ִמ ָ֥נגַה ִממ ִ֖טר ֶּ ָ֥דשֶּ א מֵּ ַּֽא ֶּרץ׃4c

Because of the brightness, because of the rain,
grass (sprouts) from the earth
Stanza 4

ם־אל
ָ֑ ֵּ ִיתי ע
ִ֖ ִ ֵּ ִ ַּּֽכי־לא־כֵּ ָ֥ן ב5

5a

עֹולם ׂ֣שם לִָּ֗ י עֲרּוכֵּ֤ה בַ ּכ ֙ל
ָ֜  ּכִ ֩י בְׁ ִ ֙רית5b
ּושמ ַֻ֔רה
ְׁ

Surely my house is not so with God
Though he made an eternal covenant with me,
fully arranged and secure

ל־חפֶּץ
ִ֖ ֵּ  ִ ַּּֽכי־כל־י ְִׁש ִ ָ֥עי וְׁ כ5c
י־לא יַצְׁ ִ ַּֽמיחַ ׃
ָ֥  ִ ַּּֽכ5d

For (it is) all my salvation and all (my) desire
Although it does not cause flourishing559
Stanza 5

 ּובְׁ לִ ִַּ֕יעַל ּכְׁ ָ֥קֹוץ6

6a

Instead wicked men560 (spring forth)561 like
thorns

 מֻנִ֖ד ּכֻלָ֑הַ ם6b

Which should be cast away562 — all of them —

י־לא בְׁ יִ֖ד י ִַּֽקחּו׃
ָ֥  ִ ַּּֽכ6c

For they should not be grasped by the hand

 וְׁ ִאיש֙ ִיגַ ֣ע ב ַ֔ ֶּהם7

The man who touches them

7a

 ִימלֵּ ָ֥א בַ ְׁרזֶּ ִ֖ל וְׁ עֵּ ֣ץ ח ֲִנָ֑ית7b

Will be impaled563 with the iron and wood of a
spear

It is ambiguous whether ‘it’ is Yahweh, the covenant, or the house, and whether the
implied object which has not been caused to flourish is the righteous kingdom, the covenant
or David’s house. Perhaps the indeterminacy focuses the readers’ attention on the verb in
that, despite expectations, flourishing in any form is not evident.
560
Technically  בְׁ לִ ַיעַלis singular.
561
We suggest the verb is gapped in this stanza but describes what is flourishing in the
kingdom. If this is the case, then it forms an intriguing connection with Gen. 3:18 where the
curse causes the  קוץto grow ()צמח.
562
The Pual participle is read as a gerundive participle, expressing what ought to be done, cf.
22:4a, GKC §116e.
563
HALOT 583b, suggests that the nifal typically means “be filled with” which most
translations take to mean “armed with” since the spear is the weapon used to root out the
wicked. Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 525, also, Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 212. The verb
is found 36 times in nifal in the MT. On occasion it is used metaphorically to mean
‘fulfilled’ or ‘completed’ e.g. Exod 7:25, but when used materially the subject of the verb
typically contains the ‘object’ (Num 14:21 is a curious exception where the subject and
‘object’ seem reversed, although the subject of a nifal may be marked with אֶּ ת, cf IBHS
§23.2.2e). Song 5:2 may be an example of the ‘object’ covering the subject, but is not
immediately equivalent to the translation “armed with” adopted in 23:7. It would be more
natural for this clause to describe one on the receiving end of the spear, as suggested by
Schlomo Naéh, ‘A New Suggestion Regarding 2 Samuel XXIII 7’, VT 46, no. 2 (1996): 263.
559
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 ּוב ִּ֕ ֵּאש ׂש ָ֥רֹוף יִש ְׁר ִ֖פּו בַ ַּֽשבֶּ ת׃ פ7c

Rather they should564 be entirely burnt with fire
where they are.565

Klement is right to observe that, whilst all five stanzas constitute the “Final Words”,
stanzas 1 and 2 function as an introduction to the main body of the oracle which is
communicated in stanzas 3–5.566 Whilst stanza 1 could be the contribution of the
narrator, introducing David’s words in stanza 2, the comparable structure found in
Num 24:15 suggests that stanza 1 is better taken as David’s exalted and formal
annunciation of a divine oracle. The divine utterance of stanzas 3–5 is then bound
together by the central metaphor of vegetal fruitfulness to represent the effect of a
king’s rule upon his nation. David contrasts Yahweh’s ideal of a righteous ruler with
the reality of his own experience.567
The key features of the Final Words in terms of its wider hermeneutic function are its
initial characterisation of David, his depiction of the ideal righteous ruler, and his
statements about his house and the eternal covenant.
6.4.2

The Introductory Characterisation of David in the Final Words

Stanzas 1 and 2 contribute to two complementary aspects of David’s
characterisation. First, he is portrayed as one exalted by Yahweh from humble
origins. The patronym “son of Jesse” reminds the reader of David’s beginnings as the
eighth and least of the sons of an obscure family (1 Sam 16).568 This title was
typically used by Nabal (1 Sam 25:10) and Saul (1 Sam 20:27, 30–31) in a way

564

The nifal imperfect is taken to have a modal sense of obligation or desire, cf. IBHS
§31.4g,h. The plural subject is taken to agree with the plural ‘wicked men’ of 6c and 7a.
565
Naéh, ‘A New Suggestion Regarding 2 Samuel XXIII 7’, 263, suggests that the final
phrase describes “a destructive blow to the wheat and vine, which is linked to extreme heat.”
Whilst this is possible it is not obvious that we should deviate from the normal meaning of
שֶּ בֶּ ת.
566
Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 214. He rightly critiques Olmo Lete, ‘David’s Farewell
Oracle’, 424, who suggests a ring structure to all five stanzas based upon his identification of
different voices throughout. This is forced and unconvincing.
567
Olmo Lete, ‘David’s Farewell Oracle’, 424, suggests that my stanza 5 is a wisdom
comment appended to the divine oracle. However, Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 528, rightly
notes that the whole is covered by David’s characterisation as a prophet, meaning that the
distinction between David’s words and Yahweh’s is not essential.
568
Cf. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 212. Unlike both Saul and Samuel, David’s lineage is not
tracked back beyond his father by the narrator.
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which was derogatory and dismissive.569 However, as he nears the end of his life,
David’s story is one of exaltation on high in his anointed status. He embodies, par
excellence, Hannah’s statement that Yahweh “raises the poor from the dust and lifts
the needy from the ash heap; he seats them with princes and makes them inherit a
throne of honour” (1 Sam 2:8).570
Second, David is characterised as a prophet, declaring a נְׁ אֻם, not once but twice
(1bc).571 The fronting of the prepositional phrase ( לִ י3b) confirms David’s privileged
position, perhaps distinguishing him from others who did not receive revelation. This
is in contrast with Saul, who provoked surprise at his initial prophesying (1 Sam
10:12), experienced debasement in his later, enforced prophesying (1 Sam 19:23–
24), and was ultimately denied access to Yahweh’s word (1 Sam 28:6).572
These two aspects of David’s characterisation highlight both his exaltation and his
privileged relationship with Yahweh. The two are related: as prophet, he received
divine revelation about the ideal kingdom, but as anointed king he had the
responsibility to fulfil that ideal.
6.4.3

The Ideal Ruler according to the Final Words

Stanza 3 introduces the ideal ruler with two parallel cola (3cd) which attribute to him
a righteous quality and a fear of God. The oracle then uses a botanical simile that
equates the king to the sun which causes grass to shoot up after a night-time shower.
The king who rules well will cause those over whom he rules to flourish.573 As such,
Klement is correct that justice is the prerogative of the king, who alone “can

Alter, The David Story, 127. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 227, sees an indication in Saul’s
use of the title that he believes “David lacks Jonathan’s status.”
570
Cf. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 214.
571
There are multiple connections to be found with the introduction to Balaam’s oracle (Num
24:3).
572
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 525, recognises the contrast in that for Saul “prophecy
consisted of ecstatic experiences.”
573
Brueggemann, ‘2 Samuel 21–24’, 390, is correct to observe that this places a requirement
upon the king to fulfil Torah. However, it is an overreading to find in the final words
anything that undermines a high royal theology, for the oracle rather confirms the uniquely
significant role that the king has in the life of the nation. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 214,
misreads the stanza when he suggests that it is about the “wellbeing of the righteous ()צ ִדיק
ruler” for it depicts the wellbeing of those under his rule.
569
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guarantee the exercise with impunity of this right.”574 This is the word of Yahweh
which was spoken to David (3ab).575
6.4.4

David’s Assessment of his House

Having recounted the divine oracle, perhaps given much earlier in David’s reign, he
now turns to assess the fate of his own house in light of that revealed standard.
Contrary to nearly all translations,576 stanza 4 declares that David’s house has not
fulfilled the divine ideal of stanza 3. Our reading takes the two  כִ י לאphrases of 5a
and 5d to be straightforward negations of their following clauses,577 thereby
contrasting the reality of David’s house with Yahweh’s standard outlined in stanza 3.
The modern, academic literature, almost without exception, finds various ways to
justify inverting the negations, and so to cause David to assert that his house is like
the ideal of stanza 3, and that it is flourishing. This overwhelming consensus is
somewhat surprising, given the fact that, as Nyberg states, “Die Worte haben einen
ganz klaren, einfachen und unzweideutigen Sinn: „Denn verkehrt, ungebührlich
verhält sich mein Haus zu ’El.””578 It will, therefore, be necessary to outline and
explore the contextual reasons as to why an alternative translation is often preferred.
6.4.4.1 Form Critical Assumptions about David’s Perspective on his House.
One reason for inverting the negations of stanza 4 is the common assumption that a
king, reflecting publicly on his reign, would speak positively about his rule.
Mowinckel, for example, suggests that “in 5a ist  כי־לא־כןselbstverständlich sinnlos”
and “der Zusammenhang erfordert ein ‘so hat mein Haus es mit.’”579 However, this
presumption should not so quickly be allowed to overturn the natural meaning of the
words, especially when the oracle is identified as a נְׁ ֻאם, and the only previous
574

Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 173.
As Keith W. Whitelam, The Just King: Monarchical Judicial Authority in Ancient Israel,
JSOTSup 12 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1979), 37, observes, the notion of a righteous ruler was
not limited to Yahwism but a similar expectation can be identified in wider Ancient Near
Eastern views. Justice was equated with “the underlying world harmony” realised at
creation. As such the king was to uphold justice which would then guarantee prosperity for
his people.
576
The King James Version is the only English translation I have found which follows the
reading proposed here.
577
The first  ּכִ יis most likely asseverative, the second may be likewise, or perhaps, better,
introducing a concessive clause.
578
H. S. Nyberg, ‘Studien Zum Religionskampft Im Alten Testament’, ARW 35 (1938): 381.
579
Sigmund Olaf Plytt Mowinckel, ‘“Die Letzten Worte Davids” II Sam 23 1–7’, Zeitschrift
Für Die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 45 (1927): 35.
575
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example of a  נְׁ ֻאםin Samuel announced the imminent demise of Eli’s house (1 Sam
2:30). If anything, the assumption should be that the oracle will be critical about
David’s house.
6.4.4.2 The Literary Context and David’s Confidence in His Own Righteousness
Sheppard grounds his decision to overturn the negations of stanza 4 in the fact that
David, in the adjacent song of Thanksgiving, asserts his own righteousness (22:21–
25) and the flourishing of his descendants (22:51). He argues that the two poems
(22:2–51; 23:1–7) “function together as theological commentary on the preceding
Samuel narrative.”580 This leads him to assume 23:5 must be a positive declaration
about David’s house in keeping with 22:21–25.581 However, he fails to give
sufficient attention to the juxtaposition of the two poems, and their differing
contexts. David’s Thanksgiving is his meditation on his rise to the throne, where the
Final Words are a valedictory reflection on the nature of his reign. It is entirely
conceivable, therefore, that the two poems have complementary, rather than
identical, messages, which may even be in binary opposition.
6.4.4.3 The Significance of the Eternal Covenant
One might find in the immediate context a reason to question the negation of 5a. The
clause in question is followed by the assertion ּכִ י בְׁ ִרית עֹולם ׂשם לִ י. Olmo Lete
understands the conjunction  ּכִ יto be “explicative-causal,” thereby introducing a
subordinate clause, about the establishment of the covenant of 2 Samuel 7, which
then explains the reason for 5a.582 This would then demand a positive reading of 5a.
However,  ּכיafter a negation is typically adversative rather than explicative,583 which
removes the need for a positive reading of 5a. Moreover, the covenant is neither
predicated upon nor a guarantee of the righteousness of David’s house. Rebellious
sons will be disciplined (7:14), but the kingdom will endure (7:16).584 As such,
580

Gerald T. Sheppard, Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Construct: A Study in the
Sapientializing of the Old Testament, BZAW (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1980), 149.
581
Sheppard, 150–2.
582
Olmo Lete, ‘David’s Farewell Oracle’, 421.
583
JM §172c. The construction  כי...  כי לאis used by the narrator in 1 Sam 8:7 (clearly
adversative), 1 Sam 9:13 (possibly mildly adversative), 1 Sam 16:7 (the MT is difficult here
with likely corruption), 1 Sam 17:47 (possibly adversative) 1 Sam 19:4 (possibly
adversative, though the  וprefixed to the second  ּכִ יmay indicate it is an additional causal
phrase), 1 Sam 21:7 (adversative), 2 Sam 19:29 (adversative).
584
This distinguishes the promise made to David from that made to the house of Eli (1 Sam
2:30), which was evidently dependent upon the godly behaviour of the priests.
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David’s experience of his house’s failure does not contradict the covenant, so long as
his house endures. Rather, David’s wrestling with the tension between the divine
ideal of kingship and his lived experience might cause him to turn to the eternal
covenant as a reason not to lose hope: despite the current predicament of his house,
God has guaranteed that the kingdom will persist.
6.4.4.4 Ways That  ּכִ י לאMight Be Read Positively in 23:5: an Unmarked Question.
Interpreters who feel compelled to read 5a positively still require an explanation for
the fact, as Caquot and de Robert acknowledge, that the most natural reading of the
three particles  ּכִ י־לא־כֵּןis to characterise David’s house negatively.585 Their proposed
solution to this quandary is that the phrase “est une interrogation rhétorique,
equivalent de הלא.”586 It is certainly true that not all questions are marked with the
interrogative particle (e.g. 1 Sam 22:7),587 although other contextual markers were
often used to indicate that a question is to be inferred.588 The absence of any kind of
interrogative markers in the text leads Driver to suggests that the rhetorical question
would have been “indicated by the tone.”589 This speculative assertion, however, is a
category error, for the narrator is communicating through a written medium. The
implied author has not given him the facility to change his tone as a device to aid his
story-telling. Even when we consider the Masoretic accents, Lode observes that
“[t]here is no evidence of any interrogative intonation such as the rising final
intonation in colloquial Jordanian Arabic.”590 Furthermore, it is yet to be established
that  ּכִ י לאever introduces an unmarked rhetorical question.591 Rather, as Muilenberg
demonstrated, it often marks an emphatic negative.592
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The modern tendency to infer a rhetorical question in 5a only becomes more
questionable when we consider that the translators of the Peshitta,593 and the Targum
Jonathan,594 as well as the medieval commentators, did not seek recourse to an
unmarked question to resolve the perceived problem of David criticizing his house.
The medieval commentators were familiar with unmarked questions,595 but chose
instead a creative reinterpretation of 23:4 to uphold an adversative contrast between
the verses, and so preserve a positive assessment of David’s reign.596 The reference to
grass was understood by Joseph Kara to be an allusion to the ephemerality of Saul’s
kingdom (cf. Psa 103:15–18),597 whilst Rashi finds fault with the picture in 23:4 in
that the light was “cloudy.”598 As such David is asserting that his house is unlike
Saul’s for it is eternal or ‘cloudless’. These proposals are ingenious, but, in the final
analysis, lack plausibility in that they require extremely forced readings of 2 Sam
23:4, which, otherwise, presents as Yahweh’s oracle about the ideal righteous ruler.
The fact that the medieval commentators were willing to adopt such contorted
readings of 23:4, rather than opt for a supposed unmarked rhetorical question,
suggests that modern readers should exercise caution before adopting this apparently
neat solution. One might conclude, rather, that the evidence to support an unmarked
rhetorical question is lacking. In which case, the interpreter should require very
strong contextual grounds before concluding that this was the narrator’s intent. As
shown above, this contextual motivation is not forthcoming.

593

George Anton Kiraz et al., The Syriac Peshiṭta Bible with English Translation. Samuel,
Ṣurath Kthobh (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2015), 355.
594
Eveline van Staalduine-Sulman, The Targum of Samuel, SAIS 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2002),
673, observes that “ ּכִ י לא כֵּןpresented great difficulties for TJon” but his creative solution
involved making the adversative particles express a contrast, whereby David’s house
exceeds the picture of 23:4.
595
See, e.g., Joseph Kara on 1 Sam 16:4 in Menachem Cohen, Miḳraʼot Gedolot ha-Keter
(Ramat Gan, Israel: Bar-Ilan University, 1992).
596
This was a presupposition they were not, typically, willing to question, as revealed by
their contorted attempts, with the exception of Abravanel, to exonerate David from his guilt
with Bathsheba, cf. Sosevsky and Rashi, Samuel 2, 317–319.
597
Sosevsky, 432.
598
Sosevsky, 432.
160

6.4.4.5 Ways That  ּכִ י לאMight Be Read positively in 23:5: an affirmative particle
Various scholars suggest that the text has suffered in transmission, and should,
therefore, be emended to a proposed affirmative particle לא.599 Moran argues that this
is a crossover from the Ugaritic particle  לwith asseverative force,600 although the
evidence of this particle’s use in biblical Hebrew is ambiguous.601 Whilst it may be
the case that such a particle was employed in biblical Hebrew, the reader should be
hesitant about emending the text, when the received text is plausible and, especially,
when, as here, there is a lack of support from other Hebrew manuscripts or versions.
Nӧtscher, despite arguing for the existence of the particle, counsels against emending
in “Stellen, wo der Zusammenhang undurchsichtig bleibt,”602 which, I suggest, is the
case here.
As a final point, the third occurrence of  ּכִ י לאin the oracle (6c) is read without
exception with a negative sense. The burden of proof rests with those who wish to
impute opposite meanings to the same construction,603 used three times in two verses.
6.4.4.6 Summary
Despite the clear consensus of contemporary scholarship,604 the proposed re-readings
of  ּכִ י לאin a positive fashion are questionable. The context does not require that
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David speak positively about his house. Lexical and grammatical arguments do not
encourage the reader to infer a rhetorical question and the proposed emendation of
the negative particle to an asseverative particle is speculative. Consequently, the
natural meaning of the line should be preserved: David is contrasting his house’s
experience with the divine ideal of 2 Sam 23:4, before turning to consider the
significance of the eternal covenant.
6.4.4.7 The Structure and Meaning of Stanza 4
Stanza 4 has a clearly marked structure with 5a and 5d introduced with the כִ י לא
construction, and 5b and 5c introduced with the particle כִ י. Contrary to most
readings, 5a should be understood to be a critique of David’s house, which has not
lived up to the ideal of godly kingship expounded in stanza 3. David, however, does
not despair, but turns to consider the eternal covenant (5b).
The reference to David’s ( בַ יִת5a) is reminiscent of 2 Sam 7:11, 13 where Yahweh
promised that David’s house ( )בַ יִתwould endure forever (עַד־עֹולם, 2 Sam 7:16).
David asserts, in the Final Words, that this covenant is arranged and secure (5b)
despite the apparent reality of an abortive monarchy (5a). Consequently, he declares
that the covenant (5c, mirroring 5b in the chiastic structure of the line) gives him
grounds for hope that the current situation can be redeemed, and as such is the focus
of all of his longings (5c). He then returns, in 5d, to state again that the current
observable situation has not fulfilled Yahweh’s oracle about the divine ideal for
kingship. The final colon is open to multiple interpretations because of the
indeterminacy of the subject and the unspecified object in the clause ַּכִ י לא יַצְׁ ִמיח. He
might mean that Yahweh has not caused his house to flourish, or that Yahweh has
not caused the covenant to flourish, or even that the covenant has not caused his
house to flourish. Perhaps the meaning is deliberately vague, to focus the attention on
the generic absence of flourishing in David’s rule. However, the use of צמח
reactivates the botanical metaphor of the previous stanza in which it is the ruler who
should cause the kingdom to flourish. As such, the most natural reading would be
that David, and by extension his house, has failed to bring verdant righteousness to
the people of Israel.

conclude that David is over-interpreting, perhaps misinterpreting, his own experience” (p.
164).
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6.4.4.8 The Meaning of Stanza 5
Where stanza 3 spoke of grass growing under a righteous king, stanza 5 opens with
the declaration that, instead, David sees thorns (6a), namely in the growth of
wickedness ()בְׁ לִ ַיעַל, a word used frequently in Samuel to describe those hostile to
Yahweh and his anointed king.605
David observes that these men of wickedness should be banished, and then warns
about the danger of taking hold of them, equating such an action with a man grasping
a thorn which shreds his hand. Whilst there is a certain opacity in elements of
David’s poetic expression, there is a clear contrast between ‘banishing’ and
‘grasping’ wickedness. As such, it seems best to see the latter as the ruler who seeks
to employ those characterised by such wickedness. The warning is that this will have
disastrous personal consequences. Rather, the king who is characterised by a fear of
God will take decisive action against such wickedness. Fire, presumably, is invoked
as the most effective way to remove thorns and symbolises merciless eradication of
wickedness. The fire may also be suggestive of divine judgment, resonating with the
theophany of 2 Sam 22:8–16, which, perhaps, indicates that the just ruler will call
for, and potentially enact, God’s judgment on wickedness.606
6.4.5

The Meaning of the Final Words

The reader hears in David’s Final Words an aged king reflecting soberly on his
kingdom. He recognises his privileged position, having been exalted from humble
origins, by Yahweh, to enjoy the favour of the nation, and, especially, to enjoy an
honoured relationship with Yahweh. He meditates on Yahweh’s oracle which spoke
of the blessing to a nation of a righteous ruler. However, the king is confronted by
the fact that neither his family, nor the nation, has experienced this blessing. Instead
wickedness has arisen. The warning of the final stanza suggests that he failed to deal
decisively with  בְׁ לִ ַיעַלin the nation: he ‘took hold’ of wicked men rather than driving
them away, with tragic consequences. Given that context, the heart of the oracle
focuses upon the security and hope, amid David’s failing kingdom, provided by the
eternal covenant. This is where David puts his confidence. As such the final stanza
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functions not simply as a reflection upon his own failings, but as a warning to his
descendants who are expected to inherit the throne: they must deal decisively with
wickedness and not seek to use it for their own purposes.
6.5 The Final Words and the Samuel Narrative
By positioning David’s Final Words at this point in the narrative, the narrator invites
the reader to review the narrative through the lens provided by the oracle. As such,
certain aspects of the narrative are foregrounded. The reader is reminded of David’s
humble origins and his divine exaltation to be the anointed king (cf 1 Sam 16:1–13)
as well as the gift of the spirit of God ( ַרּוח, 1 Sam 16:13, cf. 2 Sam 23:2). The
covenant of 2 Sam 7 is highlighted as central to David’s understanding of his
kingship,607 and was positioned, by the narrator, at the highpoint of David’s
exaltation by Yahweh,608 before the turning point of the Bathsheba affair. However,
the oracle’s concern with the effects of a just ruler foregrounds the section of the
narrative describing David’s rule over his people, and especially the events
concerning his ‘house’: Yahweh, through Nathan, highlighted an interest in David’s
 בַ יִתin 2 Sam 7:11, 13, 16,609 and again in Nathan’s judgment oracle (2 Sam 12:10).
David’s children have been largely absent from the narrative until they dominate the
events of 2 Sam 12–19. It is appropriate therefore to consider how this part of the
narrative is illuminated by the Final Words and their interest in the effect of David’s
rule upon his kingdom and his house.
6.5.1

The Fate of Righteousness in David’s Reign

Smith has demonstrated convincingly that 2 Sam 8:15–20:26 is a coherent unit and
that “the subject of David’s establishment of justice and righteousness is kept in view
throughout the narrative.”610 In particular, he argues that justice is seen to suffer in
these chapters, as David, rather than upholding justice, “institutionalizes oppression
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in his administration.”611 This conclusion is established without consideration of
David’s Final Words. It emerges, inductively, from a close reading of the textual
unit. As such, it might serve as a strong confirmation of my hypothesis, namely that
David’s Final Words are offered by the narrator as a lens through which to highlight
an aspect of the narrative which is central to the overarching message of the book.
Smith’s reading largely approximates to the perspective provided by that poetic lens.
Where I differ from Smith, is, first, that Smith finds little evidence in the narrative of
David’s awareness of, or grief about, the demise of justice in his kingdom.612 The
Final Words offer a different perspective. Second, the theme of righteousness does
not exhaust the meaning of 2 Sam 8:15–20:26, in that the narrator offers multiple
lenses in the poems to review the material. Smith misses the significance of David’s
humbling himself as the grounds for his recovery of the throne, foregrounded by
Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) and David’s Thanksgiving (2 Sam 22:2–51). As
such the humility of the king is as important to the narrator as his exercise of justice.
Third, Smith fails to recognise that the poetic framing of Samuel gives an indication
of what, in the mind of the narrator, constitutes  ִמ ְׁשפט ּוצְׁ דקה.
Smith’s reading begins at 2 Sam 8:15,613 which means that he lacks the context
provided by the preceding narrative, and by the poetic framing offered by Hannah’s
Prayer. This might help to address the issue he raises, that the narrator “assumes that
the implied reader knows something of what it means for a king ‘to do justice and
righteousness.’”614 By way of answer, Smith argues that, within the ANE,
righteousness was a foundational concept aligned with the practices of the gods. For
the Israelite, therefore, it was understood to be “a standard defined and adhered to by
God himself, and to which he subjects his order.”615 Smith proceeds to identify from
various parts of the Hebrew Bible (such as Ezek 18) behaviours typically associated
with מ ְׁשפַט ּוצְׁ דקה.
ִ 616 However, he misses the fact that Hannah has already introduced
an ethical standard adhered to by Yahweh, namely the exaltation of the humble and
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the humiliation of the proud (1 Sam 2:1–10).617 Moreover, when Smith suggests that
the king was expected to determine intuitively what righteousness and justice
involved, through some kind of divine revelation,618 he fails to consider the fact that
David has already experienced this normative ethic in the preceding narrative as he
was elevated to the throne and witnessed the demise of Saul. The foundation of ִמ ְׁשפט
 ּוצְׁ דקהfor the narrator is the exaltation of the humble and the humiliation of the proud.
The narrator introduces a summary of David’s reign with the list of officers (8:15–
18) preceded by the assertion that he ruled with ( ִמ ְׁשפט ּוצְׁ דקה8:15).619 Nothing
comparable was ever said of Saul. However, the list ends with a disquieting note as
David’s sons are made ( ּכהֲנִ ים8:18). This final element of the list is marked
positionally, and grammatically, for it both includes the superfluous  היּוand places
 ּכהֲנִ יםin an emphatic position.620 Whilst this might not refer to cultic priesthood,621 the
reader will recall that both Eli and Samuel appointed their sons to positions of
authority, and both times the sons proved to be reprobate.622 It is not clear at this
stage whether David’s actions are evidence of his piety or, what Fokkelman calls, the
“first hint of David’s approaching hubris.”623 The reader will therefore approach the
following narrative with an eye to the interplay of David’s ‘justice’ and his sons.
Evidence of David’s righteous rule is provided in the events of 2 Sam 9–10. The
chapters both describe David as king,624 seeking to extend  חֶּ סֶּ דto a son in light of a
“perceived debt” to a deceased father.625 The narrator emphasises Mephibosheth’s
frailty, by framing the chapter with references to his disability (9:3, 13). Moreover,
his humility is foregrounded, as he prostrates himself twice (9:6, 8) and refers to
himself as a dead dog, as well as a servant of David (9:8). David then exalts
617
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Mephibosheth. The narrator revisits motifs from Hannah’s Prayer to illustrate this,
first in terms of wealth (9:7; cf. 1 Sam 2:7) and, significantly in terms of food (9:7,
cf. 1 Sam 2:5) and his dining at the royal table (9:7, 10, 11, 13; cf. 1 Sam 2:8). David
is treating the meek Mephibosheth as Yahweh treated him.626 This is the essence of
צְׁ דקה.627
The following chapter (2 Sam 10) shows David acting with  ִמ ְׁשפטtowards the
arrogant.628 Unlike the battles of 5:17–25 and 8:1–14, the narrator focusses upon the
motives of David’s opponents who humiliate (נִכְׁ ל ִמים, 10:5) the king’s servants with a
proud defiance of David.629 Joab’s words before the battle are uncharacteristically
pious (10:12) but frame the whole campaign as one consciously fought under
Yahweh. As such, David is rightly acting to bring down the arrogant king, just as he
has seen Yahweh debase the proud King Saul.630
Smith identifies the “corruption of justice and righteousness” in David’s kingdom
with the king’s adultery and murder (2 Sam 11).631 The narrator highlights this as a
tragic inversion of  צְׁ דקהas David arrogantly exalts himself over the humble.
Bathsheba’s marital status was clear to him (11:3),632 but he ‘takes’ her (11:4). The
reference to her ritual purification characterises her with a piety which heightens
David’s guilt in abusing one whom he ought to honour.633 David’s attempts to cover
over his sin compound his culpability: the contrast between the chastity of Uriah, a
non-Israelite, and David’s infidelity is marked, especially as Uriah’s self-control is
Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative, 94, is suspicious of David’s motives, but there is
little in the text to support this cynicism. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 248, correctly points out
that if this were an attempt to manage Mephibosheth it could easily have backfired.
627
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motivated by loyalty to the ark, the army and to Joab (11:11). David then invites
Uriah to his table (11:13) in a tragic parody of the hospitality extended to
Mephibosheth (9:10), for his intentions towards Uriah are entirely malicious.
Nathan is sent to convict David of his guilt, by means of a disguised parable (2 Sam
12:1–14). The righteous verdict issued by David about the parable is in line with
Yahweh’s ethic expounded by Hannah: within the economy of Yahweh’s  ִמ ְׁשפטthe
poor should be honoured and exalted and the arrogant rich should be debased (1 Sam
2:7).634 However, David has overturned  צְׁ דקהby humiliating the godly ‘poor’ and
exalting himself over them. He has not simply transgressed a principle, but has
despised Yahweh (בזה, 12:9, 10), a verb previously predicated of Goliath (1 Sam
17:42) and Michal (2 Sam 6:16). Exum rightly diagnoses this as an expression of
hubris.635 David’s arrogant abuse of justice will bring devastating judgment upon
him, and upon his house (בַ יִת, 12:10–12).636
Nathan’s oracle of judgment is worked out in the following narrative (2 Sam 12–19),
chapters Smith summarises as “the perversion of justice and righteousness.”637 The
narrator has shaped his material to highlight multiple connections between chapters
11–12 and 13–14. Both describe a sexual assault on a beautiful woman in a royal
house resulting in a murder, followed by a messenger indirectly confronting David
with a parable presented as a judicial scene requiring his verdict.638 However, Firth is
too general in saying that the central theme is “sin and punishment.”639 The narrator
is continuing to explore the nature of David’s rule in terms of ( ִמ ְׁשפט ּוצְׁ דקה8:15).640
As Yahweh’s anointed he is commissioned to act in line with the divine ethic, of
humbling the arrogant and exalting the humble. However, under his rule, the humble
are humiliated, and he fails to punish the self-exalting wicked.
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Tamar rejects Amnon’s proposition (13:11) describing it as a humiliation (ל־ת ַענֵּנִ י
ְׁ ַא,
13:12),641 permanently shaming her (13:13).642 As Hannah proclaimed, the humble
Israelite should be protected (1 Sam 2:9). Vulnerable women, especially, should be
vindicated in the face of their enemies (1 Sam 2:1–3). Conroy shows how the
narrator has elicited the reader’s sympathy for Tamar,643 causing one to long for this
ethic to prevail. David, as king, is appointed to safeguard such an outcome. However,
Amnon, the heir to his throne (3:2), overpowers (חזק, 13:14) and rapes his sister.
Hannah’s assertion that one does not prevail by strength ( ַּכח, 1 Sam 2:9) is being
challenged. Within the king’s house, arrogance is reigning. David’s failure in this
regard is compounded by the fact that he is the one who delivers Tamar into the
power of her abuser.644
David reacts to Amnon’s abuse with an anger reminiscent of his response to
Nathan’s parable (חרה ְׁמאד, 13:21, cf. 12:5). However, whilst in that instance, he
condemned the culprit, now he does nothing.645 Where the reader would expect
David, as king, to exercise justice, instead the focus is on Absalom, the man who has
compassion upon the humiliated woman (13:20–21).
The reader may agree with Absalom, that Amnon is a man deserving death,646 and
even recognise a chivalry in his actions, as he eventually enacts vengeance upon his
brother. However, David, as king, is entrusted with the responsibility for justice, not
Absalom. Absalom’s responsibility was to plead with his father for justice, an action
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notable for its absence in 13:20–22. 647 His violent intervention multiplies injustice
rather than resolving it.648
Still David fails to execute justice, with the reader left unsure whether David’s
mourning is for the dead Amnon or the fugitive Absalom (13:37).649 Either way, the
narrator presents David as failing to bring about the justice which is his duty as
Yahweh’s king. 650 The fact that, throughout chapter 14, David is identified forty
times by his title and never by his name, suggests that the narrator is particularly
concerned with his monarchical responsibility for justice.
David’s failure to enact justice continues with the Tekoite woman. First, her story
leads him to pardon an apparent murderer (14:8) without any kind of due process.651
Then she flatters his wisdom (14:17) as she suggests that God’s desire is for
Absalom to be restored rather than that he dies (14:14). Her words are typically
endorsed by commentators who see forgiveness as superior to vengeance.652
However forgiveness is not to be confused with injustice. Whilst David received
mercy for his egregious crimes,653 this followed repentance (12:13). Yahweh will
condemn those who defy him. Hannah’s Prayer reveals that the woman is wrong to
assert that Yahweh’s preference is always for life over death (14:14, cf. 1 Sam
2:6).654 He vindicates the humble but condemns the arrogant to Sheol. Even if it were
His counsel to Tamar ישי
ִ ( הַ ח ֲִר13:20) is strange, if, according to van Wijk-Bos, Reading
Samuel: A Literary and Theological Commentary, 205–6, it prevents her from seeking
justice from David. Perhaps he knows that David will not execute justice. Brueggemann,
First and Second Samuel, 290, suggests that this is evidence of “powerful ulterior motives”,
using Tamar to remove his rival for the throne, but that does not give adequate weight to the
narrator’s explanation in 13:22.
648
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appropriate for the king to pardon his murderous son (which arguably may be
Yahweh’s prerogative alone), the issue would be whether Absalom exhibits the
remorseful humility which is a necessary condition for that mercy. It is not incidental
that neither the woman nor Joab address the question of whether Absalom is
repentant.655
Absalom’s restoration is only partial, in that it does not grant him access to the king
(14:24),656 and so functions, perhaps, as a test: will Absalom humble himself? This
would explain the narrator’s inclusion of material about Absalom’s beauty and his
family (14:25–27). Far from being an aside,657 this content, framed by statements
about David’s snub, shows Absalom’s priorities for two years (14:28). Rather than
being known for his humble repentance, he attracts praise for his beauty (14:25),
especially concerning the hair on his head. He explicitly weighs his hair with the
“royal weight.”658 He is determined to regain his privileged status and achieves this
by violence (14:30) and a brazen claim that he has acted justly throughout but is
prepared to die if that should not be the case (14:32). This is a direct challenge to
David’s justice.  צְׁ דקהdemands that he confront his arrogant son, but David’s only
response is to kiss his son (14:33).659 The reader is left aware that David, within his
own house, has failed to enact  ִמ ְׁשפט ּוצְׁ דקה, leaving him a raped daughter, a butchered
son, and a pardoned, unrepentant murderer among his offspring.
Absalom’s absence of humility is confirmed in the following chapter as he launches
a protracted assault on the throne. He appoints an entourage fit for a king (15:1),660
and begins to undermine David’s rule. The narrator may have some sympathy with
his critique that David has failed to administer justice (15:3–4). However, Absalom,
likewise, fails this test of kingship, in that he justifies every plaintiff (15:4).661 The
However, the juxtaposition with 14d, about Yahweh’s purpose to restore those exiled, is less
obvious. Either way, her point is that David is not acting in line with Yahweh’s justice when
he fails to restore Absalom.
655
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ellipsis of the plaintiff’s comments demonstrates Absalom’s disregard for the justice
of the individual case. Rather he manipulates the situation for his own selfpromotion.662
Absalom’s successful coup climaxes with him sleeping with David’s harem לְׁ עֵּינֵּי ּכל־
( י ְִׁׂשראֵּ ל16:22). This act demonstrates the breakdown of  צְׁ דקהin Israel: the forceful
acquisition and humiliation of the vulnerable women perhaps serves, symbolically, to
highlight Absalom’s treatment of the nation. Smith rightly observes that it also fulfils
Nathan’s judgment oracle (12:11–12),663 indicating that this is the result of David’s
own failure to act with צְׁ דקה.
Whilst Absalom’s coup is short-lived, the narrative continues to raise questions about
David’s exercise of justice after the death of his son. Joab directly challenges David
for inverting the normal expectations of righteousness in his grief: he has honoured
his enemy and disgraced his army (19:6–7).664 This, perhaps, is the central issue of
justice with which the narrator intends his reader to wrestle. David, as anointed king,
is commissioned by Yahweh to oppose those who defiantly exalt themselves. His
defeat of Goliath was archetypal in this regard (1 Sam 17:26), and identified him as
the true king, rather than Saul. As such, David’s duty to execute justice upon
Absalom is clear.665 However, he appears reticent so to do, instructing his generals to
be gentle with Absalom (18:5), and expressing profound regret at his death (19:1–
2).666 This, in turn, brings “a collective sense of shame” upon his army,667 far
removed from the flourishing which the righteous king should bring about (23:4).
The reader may sympathise with David’s grief, as he sees the tragic consequences of
his earlier sin worked out in his own house. However, David’s reluctance to execute
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 460, is correct that, throughout all of this, Absalom’s motives
remain “opaque.” The reason for his self-exalting behaviour is not explored in detail.
663
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justice regarding Absalom is hard to reconcile with Yahweh’s requirement of a king
who fears him. Instead, we might find a resonance with the end of David’s Final
Words as he speaks of the damage done by a king who fails to deal righteously with
wickedness.
David’s return to Jerusalem reveals or, perhaps, aggravates a fracture between the
men of Israel and Judah (19:40–43).668 This leads, in turn, to Sheba’s rebellion
(20:1), a man characterised by בְׁ לִ ַיעַל. David’s response to the crisis backfires as Joab
ruthlessly assassinates Amasa, appointed by David to lead the army in the mission
(20:10), and then proceeds to brutally initiate an assault on a peaceful and faithful
city (20:15, 18–19), without any apparent attempt at negotiation. It takes the
intervention of a “wise woman” to avoid the destruction of part of “Yahweh’s
inheritance” (20:22). The episode exposes David’s kingdom as being marked by
division, brutality, and a breakdown in justice. Smith is probably right that the
execution of Sheba by the Abelites, rather than handing him over to David for
judgment, is a further failure of justice, and hardly an action of a peaceful and
faithful city. This only increases the sense that David has failed to administrate
justice in his kingdom.669
Joab returns to the king in Jerusalem (20:22) but the narrator notably fails to give any
comment about the way he is received.670 David should confront him over his
rebellious and violent behaviour, 671 and yet it increasingly seems as though Joab is
“indispensable to the preservation of David’s kingdom.”672
The narrator finishes the main body of the narrative, in preparation for the
Conclusion, with a second ‘officer list’ (20:23–26). The similarities to the previous
list (8:16–18) are clear, but the narrator’s primary message is communicated by the
differences.673 First, the narrator’s assessment that David reigned with ִמ ְׁשפט ּוצְׁ דקה
(8:15) is notable for its absence in the final summary of his rule. Following his sin
with Bathsheba, the narrator has raised profound questions about David’s justice, and
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about his willingness to exalt the humble and to bring down the proud. In fact,
David’s role as king is virtually absent from the list, and Joab instead heads the list as
general.
A further, disquieting element of the list is the inclusion of Adoniram over the forced
labour (מַ ס, 20:24). Whilst this, arguably, consisted of prisoners of war,674 its
emergence towards the latter part of David’s reign may point to a change in David’s
kingdom to endorse “institutionalized oppression.”675
Whilst Adoniram is added to the list, David’s sons are notable for their absence (cf.
8:18). The previous chapters have revealed that David’s house seems to be collapsing
in on itself, and thus the reader is caused to wonder whether any of David’s offspring
are suited to inherit his throne.
6.5.2

David’s Response to Wickedness

The second element of the narrative that is foregrounded in the Final Words concerns
the king’s response to wickedness (23:6–7). Kent has demonstrated that Saul’s spear
came to function as a motif used to “powerfully connote malevolence to David,”676
which may illuminate something of David’s association of the wicked man with a
spear (23:6). David’s assertion that the wicked should be burned with fire creates an
intriguing resonance with Saul’s death, in that he (with his sons) is the only person in
Samuel to be burnt (1 Sam. 31:12). These allusions to Saul may be subtle, but the
narrative context may serve to further condemn Saul, whilst also indicating that
Yahweh’s dealing with Saul is a pattern that the righteous king should imitate when
confronted with בְׁ לִ ַיעַל.
We have already observed that, when faced with the wickedness of Amnon, Absalom
and, perhaps, Sheba, David was passive, and failed to execute justice. David may
have these incidents in mind as he reflects on his reign. However, there are hints that
Joab is the principal character alluded to in the Final Words. Joab was appointed to
lead David’s men (2:13) but then mercilessly assassinated Abner (3:22–27). David
sought to exonerate himself of Abner’s blood and called down a curse on Joab (3:28–
29) but failed to take action against him. He claimed to be  ַרְך ּומשּוחַ מֶּ לְֶּךmaking him
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unable to restrain the evildoer Joab (3:39). However, the reader might recall that
David was able to stand against Goliath (1 Sam 17:34–37), and to execute justice on
the Amalekite (2 Sam 1:15–16), when he felt that they had transgressed against
Yahweh. It is not obvious why he was reticent in this instance, to deal with evil (רעה,
3:39).
David’s denunciation of Joab’s actions appears hollow when, but by failing to
remove him from office, the king is able later to co-opt the violent general to have
Uriah killed (11:14–17). David’s use of Joab’s immoral brutality leaves him deeply
compromised in the following narrative, and his relationship with Joab proves to be
extremely destructive for the nation, and for David’s house. Joab organises the return
of Absalom (14:1) but achieves this by persuading David to act without concern for
justice. Despite being told to treat Absalom gently (18:5), and being reminded
specifically of this instruction (18:12–13), Joab is unwilling to heed the king’s words
(18:14), in an act of clear insurrection.677 Joab’s trustworthiness is implicitly called
into question by the soldier who brings Joab the news that Absalom is caught
(18:13). Joab is characterised with a self-serving arrogance which will not submit to
David.678 The reader may hear, in David’s words about being pierced with a spear
(23:6), an echo of the fate of Absalom (18:14) and David’s subsequent grief (19:1,
5). Without denying David’s complicity in these events, the king may mourn the way
that his decision to use Joab’s brutality has ultimately brought devastation upon his
own house.
On his return, David attempts to replace Joab with Amasa as general (20:4), but fails
as Joab, with brazen insubordination, assassinates his successor (20:8–10). His men
then call the army to follow Joab, apparently as an expression of loyalty to David. It
may be significant that allegiance to Joab precedes that to David. Either way, Bergen
is right that this summons to follow a deposed officer is “technically treasonous.”679
The fact that Joab leads the list of officers (20:23), but that David’s name only
appears as the final word (20:26) hints at a tension in the power dynamic between the
two men. Klement suggests that the second list has lost the two elements which were
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priorities in the first, namely justice and “theocentricity.”680 David’s failures to deal
with Joab have contributed to the tragic failure of his kingdom after a promising
start.
6.5.3

Summary

The Final Words illuminate core elements of the preceding narrative. In particular,
the reader is caused to ponder the demise of righteousness under David’s rule, not
least within his own house. Despite a hopeful beginning, when his rule reflected
Yahweh’s priority, to exalt the humble and humble the proud, David’s own failure to
rule in the fear of God manifested itself in his abuse of Bathsheba and Uriah (2 Sam
11). Rather than honouring the humble, he exalted himself over them and abused
them for his own purposes. This led to an unravelling of the royal household and the
kingdom. The mess is compounded throughout by David’s failure to deal decisively
with the brutal wickedness of Joab.681 David reaches the Final Words with little
tangible evidence to suggest that his dynasty should survive. Through his own failure
to exercise justice three of his sons have died, two of whom committed rape. The
only one of David’s offspring who modelled the humility and righteousness which
Yahweh requires of his king was his abused daughter. Both ‘righteousness’ and the
sons of David have perished under David’s reign, an observation which harmonises
perfectly with David’s forlorn assertion “not so is my house with God” (2 Sam.
23:5). The only ground for hope is the covenantal promise made by Yahweh to
David. This, therefore, is all his “salvation and desire” (23:5).
6.6 The Poems in the Conclusion (2 Sam 21–24)
We have seen how the Thanksgiving and Final Words provide contrasting lenses
through which the Samuel narrative can be viewed. One highlights David’s humility
and thus his fitness for the role of Yahweh’s king. The second highlights his failure
to rule with justice, thereby bringing destruction to his house and his kingdom. What
remains is to consider whether these two perspectives on his rule can be held
together so as to offer a coherent, if complex, narrative, or whether the differences
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between the two perspectives are so profound that they expose the narrator as
confused and ultimately unintelligible. By way of an initial answer, we note a
number of signs that the narrator intended the two poems to be read together, and
thus, perhaps, seen as complementary rather than contradictory: first, there is a
grammatical link between the poems in the conjunctive-( ו23:1); second, a structural
link in their positioning at the centre of the chiasm (2 Sam 21–24); third, a stylistic
link in that both are poems; fourth, multiple lexical links (e.g. צּור, )בְׁ לִ ַיעַל, and, fifth, a
thematic link in the concern with the house of David (2 Sam. 22:51; 23:5) and the
anointed king (2 Sam. 22:51; 23:1). However, these connections merely invite the
reader to consider the relationship between the two perspectives on David’s rule. To
determine how the narrator means the twin perspectives to be related, it is necessary
to read the poems within the context of the entire conclusion (2 Sam 21–24) and
consider how its palistrophic shape relates the themes of humility, justice and
kingship.
6.6.1

The Gibeonite Genocide

The initial act of the Samuel conclusion (21:1–14) explores the contrast between
David and Saul. The fact that the narrator chooses to draw this contrast in the
narrative so long after Saul’s demise is significant,682 and foregrounds the
comparison between the two kings as an important concern for the narrator when the
overarching message of the book is being considered.
6.6.1.1 David Brings Blessing where Saul Brings Curse
The conclusion opens with an announcement of a starving people (21:1). The land
has experienced three years of famine ()רעב. This noun is found only twice in the
whole of Samuel (here and 2 Sam 24:13, which mirror each other as divine sanctions
for royal sin). Its related adjective occurs twice, most significantly in the prayer of
Hannah (1 Sam 2:5) which introduces the motif of God feeding the hungry but
causing the well-fed to hunger.683 The agricultural crisis facing David is to be
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interpreted theologically.684 The fact that it takes place during the days of David
might raise concerns about the nature of David’s rule. However, following David’s
enquiry, Yahweh reveals that the divine judgment is a response to Saul’s breach of
an oath guaranteeing protection to the Gibeonites (21:2). The episode thus contrasts
Saul, as the king whose abuse of justice brought curse upon the people, and David, as
the king whose supplication restored blessing (21:1,14).
6.6.1.2 David is More Righteous Than Saul
Saul causes the famine through his violence and covenant breaking. The extended
narratorial aside to clarify the details of Saul’s perfidy (21:2) is matched by the
explanation for David’s sparing Mephibosheth (21:7), thereby contrasting David and
Saul in terms of their faithfulness to sworn oaths. Moreover, the narrator’s emphasis
that the oath protecting Jonathan’s family was  ְׁש ֻבעַת יְׁהוהlocates David’s faithfulness
in his piety. David’s reference to the people, or land perhaps, as ( ַנ ֲחלַת יְׁהוח21:3) is
indicative of his piety. Saul’s zeal for Israel and Judah (21:2) lacked any equivalent
Yahwistic orientation that might temper or channel his aggression. He was a devious
man who attacked the helpless with violence (cf 22:27; 49), believing it to serve his
people, but tragically bringing them under Yahweh’s curse. The Conclusion opens,
therefore, by drawing a terrible contrast between David and Saul: Saul’s misplaced
zeal killed people he was oath-bound to protect and so bequeathed his people with
starvation under the judgment of Yahweh; David acts to protect a life which he had
sworn to guard, and so delivers his people from divine wrath.
6.6.1.3 Royal Sin Requires Royal Humiliation
The Gibeonites identify the reason for the severity of the curse, in that Saul was
acting as ( בְׁ חִ יר יְׁהוה21:6). This exclamatory, appositional identifier is juxtaposed with
the requirement that the bodies must be exposed לִ פְׁ ֵּני יְׁהוה. The Gibeonites require the
humiliation of Yahweh’s chosen king, in the person of his progeny, before God
himself, thereby foregrounding the tragic tension between Yahweh and his first king.
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Campbell observes that the Gibeonite request is for a limited number of deaths, and
he may be right to see in the number seven a sacral allusion.685 However, within
Samuel, the loss of seven sons is a conspicuous inversion of Hannah’s assertion that
the barren women is granted seven sons (1 Sam 2:5). Bereavement is not the only
motif of Hannah’s Prayer present in 21:1–14: Saul brings his household down to the
grave (1 Sam 2:6, 9), and causes his otherwise well-fed people to hunger (1 Sam
2:5). The bodies are left exposed in the most humiliating of deaths,686 reminiscent of
the Philistines’ shaming of Saul and his sons (1 Sam. 31:12).687 Saul’s defiance and
self-exalting has brought absolute humiliation upon his house.688
6.6.1.4 David’s Righteous but Unexpected Honouring of His Predecessor
The ending of the famine involves a complex, three stage process. First, the seven
corpses are exposed, presumably leading the Gibeonites to “bless the Lord’s
inheritance” (21:3). However, the famine is not yet over. Second, Rizpah guards the
rotting bodies (21:10) leading, most likely, to an “unseasonable shower” being
poured out ( ִמן־הַ שמַ ִים21:10).689 Her heart-breaking plight may be reminiscent of
Hannah’s humiliation in her childlessness.690 Still, the expiation is not complete, but
something about Rizpah’s actions prompts David to take further action. As a
righteous king, he must exalt the humble and not compound their humiliation. It is
right therefore that David act with compassion towards Rizpah. In so doing, he
demonstrates definitively his superiority over Saul, who executed his vulnerable
subjects. David resists the temptation to exalt himself over Rizpah, who represents
the house of Saul. The third stage in the ending of the famine involves the burial of
the bodies along with the bones of Saul and Jonathan in their family tomb (21:14).
Perhaps the burial marks the completion of the judgment upon Saul’s house, and is
thus the reason why the curse can now end. However, there also seems to be a sense
that blessing depends upon David’s actions towards those who are humiliated,
perhaps especially Rizpah and Jonathan, in contrast to Saul’s abuse of those in his
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power. The reader might also recall David’s Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27) when David
paid tribute to his deceased predecessor and resisted the temptation to humiliate Saul
further. Perhaps there is something similar in David’s honourable treatment of Saul’s
bones.
6.6.1.5 The Gibeonites and the Thanksgiving
The initial act of the Samuel Conclusion thus explores the contrast between David
and Saul. This contrast is then further illuminated by David’s Thanksgiving (22:2–
51), the poetic unit which completes the first half of the palistrophe. David’s
righteousness (22:21–25), as a covenant keeper, is resplendent over against the brutal
violence (cf. 22:49) of Saul. Whilst the Thanksgiving identifies Saul as an enemy of
David, who wanted to destroy him (22:18), the Gibeonite incident reminds the reader
that David did not reciprocate the malice, that he only authorised a limited judgment
upon Saul’s house, 691 and chose, ultimately, to honour Saul. David did not use the
judgment upon Saul’s house for his self-exaltation, but rather submitted himself to
Yahweh. Finally, the reader will note that the Gibeonite incident reminds the reader
of Saul’s shameful death at the hands of the Philistines, and the subsequent
destruction of his house (21:12). The Thanksgiving, in contrast, exalts David as
victorious, and anticipates his house being the recipient of Yahweh’s faithful love
forever (22:51).
6.6.1.6 The Gibeonites and the Final Words
The Final Words reveal David’s awareness that he failed to rule justly and thus cause
his people to flourish. The Gibeonite incident, however, demonstrates that in the
matter of righteousness, David did have periods where he ruled well, and restored the
nation to blessing. Saul, however, left the nation with a legacy of condemnation
because of his covenant breaking. I shall return to these points when I consider the
function of the final episode in the conclusion, 2 Sam 24.
6.6.2

The King’s Warriors and David’s rule

The Gibeonite incident (21:1–14) is followed by annalistic records of four victories
won by David’s men (21:15–22) against the Philistines. Each featured an individual
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Philistine warrior, described in a way reminiscent of Goliath.692 The first skirmish
risked overwhelming David because of his weakness (21:15). His importance to
Israel is affirmed by his men (21:17) when they forbid him from fighting again in
case he is killed in war. The reader has just been reminded of the death of Saul at the
hands of the Philistines (21:12). David’s weakness may surprise the reader, for David
fearlessly vanquished Goliath (1 Sam 17), a warrior who surpassed each of the four
Philistines of 21:15–22. Moreover, the poetic framing of the book, by Hannah’s
Prayer, asserted that Yahweh’s king would receive strength (1 Sam 2:10), the very
thing which David appears to lack. The gaps in these records could be filled by a
creative reader in various ways, which might characterise David either positively,693
as the enduring and victorious lamp of Israel (21:17) or negatively, as the weak hasbeen,694 or even arrogantly, taking credit for victories in battles he didn’t fight
(21:22).695 However, the palistrophic structure of the conclusion invites the reader to
complete the gaps in the records with reference to David’s Thanksgiving. His
weakness is not hard to harmonise with the Thanksgiving, for, as Klement
observes,696 David’s deliverance from overwhelming enemies is attributed to
Yahweh’s intervention (22:18).697
There is an interesting interplay between the Warrior List and the Thanksgiving, in
that I had suggested that David’s deliverance from Saul correlated with the first half
of the psalm, in which David is the passive recipient of salvation, whereas David’s
Philistine battles correlated with the second half, where David was divinely
empowered to defeat his enemies. The Warrior List, however, indicates that David
was, at least on occasion, victorious over the Philistines (21:22) vicariously through
Ishbi-Benob’s weapon ( קין- ?spear) is weighed at 300 shekels, where Goliath’s was 600
(1 Sam 17:7). Saph is merely identified as a descendent of Rapha; the enemy of v19
presents a notorious text-critical issue, however his name and spear (in the MT) are identical
to David’s former enemy; the opponent of v20 is associated with Gath and taunts Israel ()חרף
a verb only previously found in 1 Sam 17 where it is predicated five times of Goliath.
693
Cf. Campbell, 2 Samuel, 193–4.
694
Cf. Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 338–39.
695
van Wijk-Bos, Reading Samuel: A Literary and Theological Commentary, 241, draws
attention to this tension in the narrative.
696
Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 188.
697
Gunn, The Story of King David, 135, suggests that the Thanksgiving is “a touch
disingenuous” for not mentioning David’s assistance, described in 21:15–22, but this misses
the point of the two episodes — David was the recipient of Yahweh’s assistance, mediated
through his men. In fact, 21:15–22 makes very little mention of the Israelite heroes in
comparison to the details of the Philistine warriors.
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his troops. His weakness was met not by his personal empowering, but by means of
his warriors performing great acts. The Warrior List confirms that David’s victory
over Goliath was not ultimately attributable to his surpassing military ability, nor
were his pious comments modest banalities designed to serve his own reputation. He
was genuinely weak before Goliath, just as he was weak before Ishbi-Benob, and
only conquered through Yahweh’s intervention.
6.6.3

Summary of the First Half of the Palistrophic Conclusion (2 Sam 21–22)

The three elements of the first half of the Conclusion explore the triangular
relationship between David, Saul and the Philistines: the Gibeonite incident exposes
the profound problems with Saul in terms of his legacy, both for the kingdom and for
his house. His covenant breaking brought humiliation upon the people and was only
resolved by his own descendants falling under the condemnation that he merited.
David, in contrast, demonstrated covenant faithfulness, and a righteous concern for
the humble victim Rizpah. Crucially, David also honoured the house of Saul rather
than grasping the opportunity to exalt himself over his predecessor. The Warrior List
reveals David’s miraculous deliverance from the Philistines. Whilst it makes no
explicit mention of Saul, it is triangulated, first, with the reminder, in the Gibeonite
incident, that Saul was killed and humiliated by the Philistines (21:12), and second,
with the introduction to the Thanksgiving which identifies Saul as the pre-eminent
enemy of David from whom he was delivered (22:1). As such, the three elements
together demonstrate David’s superiority to Saul. David is the righteous, humble
king who brings blessing to his people and is delivered, by Yahweh, in battle to win
stunning victories. Saul, however, brought a curse upon himself and his household,
was humiliated by his enemies, did not experience Yahweh’s ultimate deliverance
(22:42) and was ultimately identified as an enemy of Yahweh’s anointed, and so,
also, of Yahweh.
6.6.4

The Second Warrior List (2 Sam 23:8–39)

The fifth element of the palistrophic conclusion is a collection of archival notes
recounting the victories of David’s ( גִ ב ִרים23:8). These records mirror those in 2 Sam
21:15–22, although they are longer and more varied in style. Significantly, unlike the
earlier notes, these later ones focus more on the mighty men rather than on their
enemies. The narrator is also more interested than previously in David’s relationship
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with these men. The reader, whose attention has been directed by the preceding
oracle to themes of righteous rule and a flourishing kingdom, will notice that many
men flourished under the rule of David (2 Sam 23:4). The narrator paints an
attractive picture of David’s warriors both in terms of their valour and their loyalty to
the king. Equally, David is characterised with a humble delight in his men, not least
in the fact that he was willing to share his honour with them.698 The initial impression
of the list is, therefore, that David’s rule was beneficent and marked by a
“democratising principle.” 699 However, the immediate positioning of this list after
David’s oracle about his house invites the reader to consider how David’s reign has
fallen short of the divine ideal. The surprising echo of Josheb Basshebeth’s name
with the final word of David’s oracle ( )בַ שֶּ בֶּ תmay be entirely coincidental.700
Nevertheless, it raises questions about the mighty men and whether they would, in
fact, cause trouble for David’s house. This ambiguity is only heightened when it is
recalled that Hannah warned about the need to rely upon Yahweh and not upon בֹורים
ִ ִג
(1 Sam 2:4).
6.6.4.1 Yahweh’s Miraculous Deliverance
The section begins with the account of three miraculous victories (23:8–12), not
unlike those in 2 Sam 21:15–22. However, unlike the previously mentioned battles,
the narrator makes explicit, twice, that the victories are attributable to Yahweh
(23:10,12). Eleazer’s likely weariness in triumph further accentuates Yahweh’s
miraculous intervention.701
6.6.4.2 David’s Godly Honouring of His Men
David’s desire for water from his home town is unlikely to be primarily an
expression of thirst,702 rather it is dismay at the Philistine occupation of the land.703
When three warriors return to him with the requested drink, he pours it out to
Yahweh in a symbolic action reminiscent of Israel’s confession of sin in 1 Sam 7:6.
Cf. Brueggemann, ‘2 Samuel 21–24’, 390.
Brueggemann, 390.
700
Following the MT rather than the LXX.
701
Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 534.
702
Note that David’s craving is not explicitly for water in the first instance (2 Sam 23:15)
and that the distance to Bethlehem is too great for him to identify its well as the way to slake
a burning thirst.
703
His question takes the form that would be used for an unattainable wish (e.g. 2 Sam 15:4),
cf. JM §163d.
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His prayer demonstrates a submission to Yahweh, for he recognises the men as
belonging to Yahweh and not to himself, and so refuses to be reckless with their
lives.704 Instead he devotes himself (and them) to Yahweh.
6.6.4.3 The Spear-wielding Warriors and Their Dubious Honour
The record continues with the account of Abishai and Benaiah, both of whom won
tremendous victories using a spear (חנִ ית, 23:18, 21) and both of whom were greatly
honoured (כבד, 23:19, 23): Abishai above the Three, and Benaiah above the Thirty.
However, their honour is then qualified with very similar statements that they didn’t
attain to ‘the Three’. Somehow, despite all their success, there is something lacking
in these two warriors. The reader might recall Abishai’s actions in the preceding
narrative: he was first introduced on a night-time mission when he was eager to
impale Saul with a spear (1 Sam 26:6–8) and needed to be restrained by David from
sinning against the Lord’s anointed (26:9). He then assisted Joab in the assassination
of Abner (2 Sam 3:30), leading David to call for God’s vengeance upon him (3:39).
During Absalom’s coup, Abishai made repeated requests to assassinate Shimei,
contrary to David’s wishes (2 Sam 16:9; 19:21). This ruthlessness reappears in his
involvement with Joab in the assassination of Amasa (2 Sam 20:9–10). A violent
man, who caused trouble for David, is being honoured.705 David’s Final Words
warned about the risk of a king failing to deal decisively with wickedness, but
instead looking to use a wicked, spear-wielding man and suffering the consequences
(2 Sam 23:6–7). The reader might begin to wonder whether this apparent honouring
of Abishai is covering over a tear in the fabric of David’s kingdom.
6.6.4.4 The Obvious Absence of Joab
There is one glaring omission from the Warrior List, namely Joab. Given Joab’s
status as David’s general (20:23), his absence from a list of honoured soldiers is
surprising. Moreover, the narrator repeatedly alludes to him: Abishai is introduced as
his brother (23:18), which is a superfluous identifier once his mother’s name is
provided. Asahel, like his brother, is introduced as brother of Joab (23:24),706 and
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Cf. Klement, II Samuel 21–24, 178.
The reader might recall that  כבדhas been used throughout the narrative to explore the
nature of true honour (1 Sam 2:30; 2 Sam 6:20, 22). Perhaps here there is a subtle question
being explored as to the nature of Abishai’s honour.
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Fokkelman, NAPS, 1990, 3:308, also notes the foregrounding of Joab’s brothers at the
head of their respective sections.
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Naharai is introduced as the armour-bearer of Joab (23:37). The narrator seems
determined to place Joab in the consciousness of his reader, through a type of
apophasis.707
The attentive reader may, therefore, wonder why Joab is missing from the list,
especially when it would have been very easy to have included him with Abishai and
Benaiah (23:18–23). Both warriors are associated strongly with Joab in the narrative:
Abishai, as Joab’s brother and accomplice (cf. 10:9–10); Benaiah is less prominent in
the narrative, being named in the two lists of David’s officials (2 Sam. 8:18; 20:23),
but in the second list he has been promoted, as commander of the Kerethites and
Pelethites, to second place after general Joab. Moreover, David seems to have a
propensity to organise his warriors in multiples of three.708 It would have been
extremely natural, therefore, to have included Joab at this point to complete the set of
three warriors who became high rank soldiers.
The mathematically minded reader may notice a strange feature of the Warrior List,
in that the narrator explicitly numbers the names at thirty-seven (23:39), but only
thirty-six warriors are mentioned by name in the chapter.709 It is far from implausible
that the narrator intends to signal that one name is missing, and that name would
have been Joab.710 The reader may well hear an echo of the Sheba incident, whereby
David apparently sacked Joab from his role as general, giving the commission first to
Amasa (20:4), then to Abishai (20:6), only to discover that the brutal Joab was not so
easily removed (20:10, 23).711
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Cf. Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 350.
Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 532, notes that the prevalence of  שלשroots has been well
attested and “textual emendation is widely practised to bring consistency.” The strengths and
weaknesses of the different emendations is not significant to this argument, given its
synchronic approach, so long as it is accepted that the narrator is foregrounding the number
three.
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Admittedly ( בְׁ נֵּי ישֵּ ן יְׁהֹונתן23:32) is capable of different interpretations and enumerations.
Cf. Auld, I & II Samuel, 601.
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Cf. Hertzberg, I & II Samuel, 408. Alexander Zeron, ‘Der Platz Benajahus in Der
Heldenliste Davids (II Sam 23:20–23)’, ZAW 90, no. 1 (1978): 20–27, makes an intriguing
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6.6.4.5 The Sobering Presence of Uriah
The record ends with Uriah (23:39), the ill-fated husband of Bathsheba. This final
position in the list accords him an unexpected honour, whilst also introducing a very
dark note into the preceding celebration of military achievement. David’s exercise of
his military power has not been unequivocally righteous. His humble concern for the
welfare of his men and his committal of them to Yahweh (23:17) has at some point
faltered tragically,712 an event once again associated with Joab (11:14–17).713
6.6.5

The Warrior Ring and the Conclusion

The two warrior lists (21:15–22; 23:8–39) serve as the second ring in the palistrophic
Conclusion. Both are concerned with the context of warfare and thus foreground
David’s Thanksgiving as the poem with which they are primarily in conversation.
Both lists recognise David facing and overcoming insuperable opponents, not
because of his military genius but through miraculous empowering. However, as
with parallel cola in poetry, the meaning of the two elements is perhaps clarified
when we consider how the second element develops or differs from the first. The
first list makes no explicit comment about David’s character or humility. The second
list reveals that David enjoys the loyalty of an impressive cohort of warriors, which
in turn reflects positively on him as king. His piety is more evident than in the first
list, as is the explicit statement that God was responsible for the victories (23:10, 12).
As such the second list appears to illuminate the dimension of the Thanksgiving
which speaks of David’s righteousness.
However, darker elements of the Warrior Ring are highlighted by its relationship to
the Final Words. Once again, it is the differences between the lists which, perhaps,
clarify the meaning. The first list has few resonances with the Final Words, although
it may be significant that the only spear-wielding warriors are the taunting enemies
who are quickly dispatched (21:19, cf. 23:7). Both lists mention Abishai, but only in
the second is his relationship with Joab identified (23:18) and now he carries a spear,
the weapon of the wicked in the Final Words. The second list has a greater interest in
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the individual warriors than the first, and, without explicit mention of David’s
failures, alludes to David’s problems with Joab and Abishai, and, especially, to his
heinous sin against Uriah. Perhaps the list even hints at David’s frustrated wish to be
rid of Joab. As such, whilst celebrating the military greatness of David’s reign, the
second Warrior List points to the demise of righteousness. These are the two themes
of the twin poems, which, I suggest, are the two-fold summary of David’s reign. The
second Warrior List, therefore, encourages the reader to attempt to hold both
together: that David was militarily great, because of his humble piety before
Yahweh, but that he failed to establish a kingdom marked by righteousness. These
two aspects of his characterisation are tragically interwoven in the way that he used
and abused his warriors.
6.6.6

David’s Census

The narrator concludes both the palistrophe, and the entire narrative, with the record
of David’s sin in conducting a census (2 Sam 24). The sophisticated structure of the
Conclusion means that it should be read in conversation with the Gibeonite incident
(21:1–14), as its palistrophic ring partner, and with the two poems at the centre of the
Conclusion. As with the second Warrior List, it quickly becomes evident that
David’s census combines the themes of the two central poems, namely David’s
military successes, and his failure to rule with righteousness to bring flourishing.
However, where the second Warrior List foregrounded his military success, with his
unrighteous rule serving as a secondary theme, those roles are inverted in the Census:
the central theme is about the nature of David’s rule, with his military success drawn
in as a subsidiary theme.
6.6.6.1 David’s Self-exalting Abuse of the Kingship
David is incited, by Yahweh, to take a census of Israel, because of Yahweh’s anger
against Israel. The modern reader may be puzzled as to why Yahweh’s anger with
Israel leads him to incite David,714 but this relationship between king and people
undergirds the logic of the narrative: the king is the gateway through which both
blessing (23:4) and curse (21:1) will flow from Yahweh to the people, depending
upon his own faithfulness to Yahweh.715 This explains why the narrator refers to
714

Cf. Borgman, David, Saul, and God, 212.
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David as  הַ מֶּ לְֶּךin 24:2–9. He is acting as king. Moreover, he is acting as a selfexalting king.
Whilst the narrator does not specify precisely why David’s census was so serious an
infraction,716 the text makes it clear that this is a military census: the verb ( פקד24:2)
is elsewhere restricted, in Samuel, to an army preparing for battle (1 Sam 11:8;
13:15; 14:17; 15:4; 2 Sam 2:30; 18:1). Joab is designated ( ׂשַ ר־הַ חַ יִל24:2) and returns
with a number consisting of the ( ִאיש־חַ ִיל24:9). This sheds light on the nature of
David’s sin, for there is no current threat to the nation requiring an army to be
assembled.717 This suggests that David is not driven by a fear of attack, but is rather
viewing the people of Israel as a measure of his own strength and status.718
Moreover, by positioning this record immediately after the second Warrior List
(23:8–39), and, perhaps, more importantly, the Thanksgiving (22:2–51), the narrator
expects the reader to recall that David’s military victories never depended upon the
size of his army, but upon Yahweh (cf. 22:40–41).719 David has, seemingly, lost his
trust in Yahweh for military security and is overly concerned with the size of his
army.
The reader might recognise some of Hannah’s motifs which identify David not with
the humble king, but with the arrogant opponent of Yahweh: he finds confidence in
warriors (cf. 1 Sam 2:4), and finds himself to be “full” and “rich” (cf. 1 Sam 2:5, 7),
without any acknowledgement of Yahweh’s part in his elevated status. The selfexalting nature of David’s transgression is further hinted at by the fact that he forces
( )חזקhis will upon the reluctant Joab (24:4). The reason for Joab’s hesitancy is not
given and is not important. However, the fact that David has previously struggled to
manage his general (cf. 3:39) is revealing. There is a forceful hubris in David’s
actions. Klement diagnoses the problem when he states that “it is not permitted to the
king, who rules by the will and approbation of Yahweh, to act autonomously with
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regard to the people who are Yahweh’s possession. Even as king he remains subject
to the one who is the real Sovereign, Yahweh.”720
6.6.6.2 David’s Self-humbling
Upon receiving Joab’s total, David is convicted by his own heart ()לֵּב, reminiscent of
his remorse at cutting Saul’s robe (1 Sam 24:6), an act which, likewise, represented
an inappropriate grasping after the kingdom.721 He promptly confesses both the
magnitude of his sin (אתי ְׁמאד
ִ  )חטand his foolishness ( )נִ סְׁ ּכַלְׁ ִתי ְׁמאדas well as
identifying himself as Yahweh’s servant (עַבְׁ דְׁ ָך, 24:10). Throughout 24:10–19 David
is never referred to as king ()מֶּ לְֶּך, perhaps indicating that he is orientated now
towards, and in submission to Yahweh, rather than over the people: in the presence
of Yahweh David can have no claim to authority but must rather “[repent] of his
foolish arrogance.”722
David requests that his guilt be removed (עבר, 24:10). However, Gad makes it clear
that Yahweh requires some retribution. David is offered three possible penalties
(24:13) and chooses to fall into Yahweh’s hands rather than human hands, because
Yahweh’s mercy is great (24:14). The response seems to exalt Yahweh’s mercy,
whilst also, perhaps, seeking to minimize the extent of the punishment. However, the
alert reader might notice a subtlety in the presentation of the penalties. The sentence
is directed against David (לְך, 24:12), but the first and third options are directed
against the land (אַ ְׁרצֶּ ָך, 24:13) and so will affect the nation collectively. David’s
choice leads to seventy thousand deaths, from Dan to Beersheba.723 David’s military
strength, a source of pride, has been visibly degraded, in a manner reminiscent of
Hannah’s Prayer: the warriors’ strength has been broken (1 Sam 2:4), the many
‘sons’ of David have perished and been brought to the grave (2:5–6), David has been
impoverished (2:7) and Yahweh has judged the ends of the land (אֶּ ֶּרץ, 2:10).
6.6.6.3 David’s Self-offering

Klement, 178. Contra Green, David’s Capacity for Compassion, 155, who suggests that
the apparent guilt of the census is inexplicable.
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David observes the devastating effect of the punishment and has a deeper insight into
his responsibility as king. He is a shepherd who should deliver his people from
danger (24:17, cf. 1 Sam 17:34–37).724 He is willing to die, and for his house to share
in that punishment, that the people might be delivered. His willingness for retribution
to fall upon himself is not an empty statement, especially when read in light of the
punishment inflicted upon Saul’s house in the scene’s palistrophic partner (2 Sam
21:1–14). The narrator’s structuring of the Conclusion invites such a comparison, as
does the similar content of the scenes: royal sin leading to national suffering
requiring kingly intervention to achieve atonement by propitiating the deity. The
reader will therefore recall that atonement for the land following royal transgression
required the virtual destruction of Saul’s ‘house’. David is inviting the same fate to
befall his house, bringing with it the effective dissolution of the covenant declared in
2 Sam 7 (although it is possible that these events preceded the arrival of the ark in
Jerusalem). Exum observes that “David offers himself and his house in expiation
[italics original].”725 His attitude towards his people has been entirely overturned: he
no longer treats them as his own standing army, an expression of his power, but
rather as vulnerable sheep for whom he is willing to die.726 This leaves him broken
and empty handed, not unlike Hannah, 727 which, as the reader knows, is the best
position in which to be.
6.6.6.4 David’s Effective Atonement
Despite Yahweh’s relenting over Jerusalem (24:16) the plague is not yet stopped
(24:25), suggesting that the mercy toward Jerusalem was either temporary or limited
to that city.728 Gad arrives to declare that David need not forfeit his life for sacrifice
will suffice (24:18), but this will test the nature of David’s repentance. As he
approaches Araunah, the Jebusite prostrates himself (24:20) and addresses David
with full courtly humility (24:21–23), even offering to absorb the full cost of David’s
sacrifice personally. Araunah is inviting David to behave in the manner of an
absolute monarch.729 However, David insists that he will incur the costs of the
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sacrifice personally (24:24). It is not simply that David must not abuse his power but
that the offerings substitute for his own death and the destruction of his house,
offered to Yahweh to end the plague (24:17). As king, he can only offer the sacrifices
for himself, and so supplicate Yahweh, if he pays for them (v24–25).
6.6.7

The Atonement Ring and the Conclusion

As we have already observed, the two stories contained in the outermost ring of the
palistrophic Conclusion have multiple connections. Both are concerned with the
flourishing, or not, of the nation as a result of the king’s actions, and so foreground
David’s Final Words (23:1–7). They both illustrate the profound, theological effect
that the king has upon the nation, both when he breaks covenant, and when he acts to
bring atonement.
However, where the first episode signalled David’s superiority to Saul, in that he
brought blessing to the nation, the second episode surprises the reader, and
complicates David’s characterisation, in that he reflects aspects of Saul as a king who
brings devastating judgment upon his people. As such, the episode confirms David’s
assessment of his house, as expressed in the Final Words (23:5–7). However, the
Census episode makes a further contribution, in that David recovers from his
transgression to demonstrate a deeper humility than seen at any point in the narrative.
Where, at first, he was willing to wait upon Yahweh to give him the throne, rather
than to grasp it himself, and where, in the Absalom coup, he was willing to concede
the throne and wait for it to be returned to him, now he offers not just the throne but
his own life to Yahweh in payment for his sin. The contrast with Saul is profound, in
that Saul defiantly refused to hand over the kingship to Yahweh’s chosen successor,
an arrogance which led, inevitably to his humiliating death and the defeat of the
nation. David, in contrast, offers himself for the deliverance of the nation. Yahweh’s
willingness to accept an offering from this humble monarch in place of his own death
ultimately brings blessing back to the people. As such, the Final Words are both
confirmed and nuanced: David has failed to rule with the consistent, righteous fear of
God which would have brought blessing to the people; he has failed to deal
decisively with wickedness in the land; but his humble repentance, and willing
submission to Yahweh’s punishment, distinguishes him definitively from Saul, and,
in fact, means that the land can enjoy something of Yahweh’s blessing, even whilst
being under a fallible king.
191

6.7 Conclusion
In the introduction to this chapter, it was suggested that three elements of the
Conclusion had not received adequate attention in previous studies: the chiastic
structure of David’s Thanksgiving, the fact that David’s Final Words should be read
as a negative assessment of his reign, and the possibility that the two halves of the
‘Samuel Appendix’ provide different but complementary messages.
The analysis above has attempted to demonstrate the significance of these three
elements for a right interpretation of the Conclusion. It suggests that the narrator
wishes to address two distinct but interrelated aspects of kingship: the first is the
ascent of the king to the throne in the context of hostility; the second is the nature of
his reign over his people. The two poetic sections at the heart of the Conclusion
explore these themes respectively and thus shape the message of the entire
Conclusion. David’s Thanksgiving characterises him as a man who looked entirely to
Yahweh for deliverance, empowering and exaltation. He knew that the throne was
solely in the gift of Yahweh and not for him to grasp. At the heart of this narratorial
message sits David’s jubilant cry: “You save the humble, but your eyes are on the
haughty to bring them low” (22:28). This ‘humility’ set David apart from Saul, who
misdiagnosed enemies, both in the Gibeonites (21:1–14), and in David (22:1, cf. 1
Sam 18:29) and sought to establish his throne against these wrongly-perceived
opponents through godless force and breach of covenant. David’s weakness and
humble neediness (21:15), far from undermining the royal ideology, 730 are the
essence of his righteousness.
David’s Final Words offer a more sober presentation of David. He is still identified
as the man exalted and anointed by Yahweh (23:1), but he confesses that his
subsequent reign has not lived up to the divine standard of righteousness and the fear
of Yahweh (23:4–5). Instead, wickedness has flourished. Violent men, who should
have been dealt with through righteous judgment, have been tolerated, or even
employed by the king, with devastating consequences (23:6–7). David thus pins all
his hope for the monarchy, and the nation, upon the eternal covenant made with him,
recognising that his house, through which God intended blessing to be mediated, has
failed.
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One might ask whether these two different aspects of David’s character can be
reconciled. How can he exercise a humility towards Yahweh with respect to his
receipt of the throne, but then fail to rule with the requisite righteousness which
exalts the humble and humbles the proud? A simplistic answer would privilege one
part of the dichotomy over another, and then seek to minimise or explain away the
apparent presentation of the complicating factors in the narrative. However, the
narrator will not easily permit that solution. The final two elements of the Conclusion
are carefully chosen so as to interweave both elements of David’s character: David’s
warrior list (23:8–39) demonstrates again his godly humility in the context of war,
leading to miraculous deliverances for himself and the nation. Nevertheless, it is
stained by allusions to his failure to rule justly. Abishai, a warrior honoured in the
list, proved a great challenge to his rule; Uriah was unjustly murdered on his orders,
and Joab’s presence is hovering throughout the list. The military success and the
unjust rule are not easily disentangled.
The final episode appears, at first, to suggest an easy resolution between the two
perspectives on David, as the king moves from humble submission to Yahweh, in a
military context, to an arrogant abuse of the kingship, as he numbers his people. The
reader might feel that the two aspects of David’s character can be reconciled through
a chronological evolution: he began in humility but became arrogant. However, that
solution is then refuted by David’s humble repentance: he regrets his hubris and
returns to identify himself as Yahweh’s servant, willing to concede not simply the
throne but his own life to save his people. This profound humility, in willing
submission to Yahweh, leads to his restoration, and perhaps points to the
sophisticated answer which the narrator provides. There is a tension within David’s
characterisation: whilst he is typically characterised by a humility which submits
willingly to Yahweh, and which qualified him to inherit the throne as Yahweh’s
anointed, there is a vulnerability in him which means he does not necessarily treat his
subjects with the righteous justice with which Yahweh dealt with him. When he
does, he mediates blessing to the nation; when he fails to do so, and begins to exalt
himself, then he does great harm. However, David accepts the rebuke, both of his
heart, and of the prophet of God, and will willingly repent when convicted of this
arrogance. Thus, he is shown to be a truly humble king, in alignment with Hannah’s
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depiction, but with the complicating capacity to rule with arrogance, which reveals
that he cannot entirely fulfil the divine ideal of godly kingship.
This recognition that David both fulfils Hannah’s portrait of the godly king, whilst
also failing to fulfil all that a king should be, may illuminate the final element which
binds the two poems together. Both have a central concern for David’s descendants:
the Thanksgiving assures the reader that the experience of David is intended for his
seed, forever. They, too, should experience Yahweh’s deliverance, empowering and
exaltation, so long as they imitate David’s humble righteousness. The Final Words
assure the reader that David’s line will continue despite his failures, whilst holding
out the promise of what righteous kingship might mean for the nation, and also the
warning of the damage that can be done by a king who, rather than dealing decisively
with wickedness, seeks to use it for his own purposes. As such, the Samuel
Conclusion, and by extension the entire book, shapes the desire of the implied
Israelite reader for a Davidic king who will imitate David’s humility, but surpass him
in modelling a righteous rule which exalts the humble and abases the proud. If the
two poems function in this way, to shape the reading of the entire narrative, then it
remains to be considered how the four poems function together to shape the overall
message of the book. This will be the concern of the final chapter.
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7. Conclusion: Reading Samuel through the Lens of the Poems

7.1 Introduction
The approach to reading Samuel adopted in this dissertation is not novel. The role of
inset poetry in shaping the interpretation of a text has been recognised as a literary
device used by the narrator in biblical narrative,731 and the strategic positioning of the
poems in Samuel has already been observed.732 However, with few exceptions, noone has explored the way the four poems of Samuel function together to shape the
message of the narrative.733
Following a brief introduction (chapter 1) I mapped the spectrum of different
readings of Samuel proposed by those who adopt a literary approach, with a
particular focus on their interpretation of David and Saul (chapter 2). As Johnson
rightly says, all texts are open to multiple readings, depending upon the approach and
presuppositions of the reader.734 In particular, the presuppositions of a reader will
affect the ways they attempt to fill gaps and resolve apparent tensions in the
narrative. However, a responsible reader will adopt a posture towards the text which
allows the narrator to challenge those presuppositions, and, ideally, reshape them.
The reader will be attentive to signals in the narrative that might indicate how it is to
be read, so as to produce a reading which approximates, as closely as possible, to the
narrator’s intent. In chapter 2, we, therefore, considered evidence that the poems of
Samuel: Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10), David’s Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27),
David’s Thanksgiving (2 Sam 22:2–51) and David’s Final Words (2 Sam 23:1–7)
were carefully positioned by the narrator to serve an overarching hermeneutic
purpose. The proleptic elements of Hannah’s Prayer, combined with the multiple
connections between the four poems, encourage the reader to explore such an
approach.
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Having established the plausibility of an approach which views the narrative through
the lens offered by the poems, chapter 3 provided a close reading of Hannah’s Prayer
(1 Sam 2:1–10). The poem describes Yahweh’s exaltation of the humble, and his
debasement of the proud, with a particular interest in the outworking of that ethic in
Yahweh’s exaltation of his king. Chapter 4 provides a reading of Samuel when
viewed through the lens of Hannah’s Prayer, attending to motifs and vocabulary from
the prayer that resurface in the narrative. The fact that much of the vocabulary of
Hannah’s Prayer is relatively rare in the narrative might, at first, cast doubt upon the
importance of the Prayer for reading Samuel. However, closer inspection reveals
that, when the vocabulary and motifs of Hannah’s Prayer are used by the narrator,
they are typically found at strategically important moments in the narrative, when the
contours of the plot make important turns, and when the characterisation of the kings
is particularly prominent.735 David’s humility is foregrounded as the characteristic
which distinguishes him from Saul as the man after Yahweh’s heart (1 Sam 13:14).
Chapter 5 explores the function of the Lament (2 Sam 1:19–27), as it brings closure
to Saul’s reign and contributes to the characterisation of both Saul and David. Saul is
honoured as a great man who has fallen, but he is eclipsed by his son Jonathan, and it
is significant that Saul’s greatness is not associated with Yahweh. He is thus shown
to have fallen short of the pattern of kingship described by Hannah (1 Sam 2:10). At
the same time, David’s words reveal him to be a man who does not exalt himself.
Finally, chapter 6 considers the hermeneutic function of David’s Thanksgiving and
David’s Final Words, standing at the heart of a palistrophic structure in the Samuel
Conclusion (2 Sam 21–24). These poems provided two contrasting perspectives upon
David, revealing him to be characterised by a humility that distinguished him from
Saul, whilst also failing to rule with the righteousness which would mediate blessing
to his people. The narrator thus invites the reader to hold together these twin aspects
of David’s portrayal in a tension which at once honours David, whilst also
recognising his failure to be the king whom Israel needed.

For example, outside of the poems,  קֶּ שֶּ תis found only in Jonathan’s abdication (1 Sam
18:4) and Saul’s death (31:3);  קֶּ ֶּרןis only found in David’s anointing (1 Sam 16:1, 13); רמה
only occurs at Saul’s anointing (1 Sam 9:24). ַ גבהis only applied to Saul (1 Sam 9:2), Eliab
at David’s anointing (16:7) and Goliath (17:4);  שפלis only found in David’s self-abasement
when the ark is brought to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:22).
735
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Chapter 7 will consider how the poems work in partnership with each other to shape
the reading of the text, and so, perhaps, indicate the sense-governing intent of the
narrative and, thus, the meaning that the narrator is inviting the reader to apprehend.
The poems have multiple connections with each other (as indicated in 2.5.3 and
2.5.4). Consequently, the poems should be treated not as individual ‘lenses’ giving
four different perspectives upon the narrative, but as a composite set of lenses which
function together to offer a more sophisticated reading of the narrative than any
individual ‘lens’ could achieve. Consequently, I shall take the poems in pairs, and
then provide a brief overview of the intervening narrative when viewed through each
‘pair of spectacles’. This approach, which is derived from the text itself, resolves
ambiguities in the narrative, which previously have led to a range of contrasting
readings.736
7.2 Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Lament
In chapter 5 we observed that Saul is presented in David’s Lament as a warrior ()גִ בֹור
who has fallen (2 Sam 1:19), which immediately identifies him with the selfexalting, self-sufficient warrior of Hannah’s Prayer who is broken by Yahweh (1
Sam 2:4). As such, Saul is recognised as having a greatness, but seems to lack the
true greatness which Yahweh grants to his humble king, for Saul’s reign ended in the
shame of Sheol. Saul’s trajectory is thus portrayed in the Lament as mirroring that of
the arrogant in Hannah’s Prayer who are humiliated by Yahweh. The narrative of
Saul’s life characterises him with a greatness that is tragically interwoven with a
defiance of Yahweh. Preston’s suggestion that Saul demonstrates a true lowliness
may be plausible at the start of his reign but is hard to maintain as the final
assessment of his character.737 Likewise, Edelman’s proposal that Saul’s failure
began with his inability to restrain his people is unpersuasive.738 Whilst Saul may
well demonstrate admirable qualities, the global critique highlights his failure to live
according to the portrait of humility articulated by Hannah.
Saul’s arrogance results in his rejection and death, and yet his death is not to be
celebrated, even though Hannah exulted in her enemies being silenced (1 Sam 2:1–
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3). Rather, Saul is to be mourned, for the demise of the anointed king leads to
Yahweh’s enemies exulting. The Lament confirms that the downfall of Yahweh’s
king is a tragedy, with profound consequences both for the nation, and for the king’s
offspring. The Lament reaches an emotional climax in its conclusion, in that
Jonathan, a man ideally suited to rule because of his true greatness in Yahweh, has
tragically joined his father in death. The Lament, therefore, begins to explore the idea
that arrogance in the king has consequences for his descendants, and invites the
reader to see the need for a king who is consistently humble, as foreseen by Hannah.
Finally, the Lament contributes to David’s characterisation as it reveals him to be
one who will not celebrate the death of his enemy, but even honours Saul, despite
Saul’s enduring hostility towards him. David’s circumspection concerning Saul’s
wickedness reveals that, even in this opportune moment, David will resist the
temptation to exalt himself and ensure that Saul is honoured in his role as Yahweh’s
anointed king.
7.3 Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Thanksgiving
Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–10) and David’s Thanksgiving (2 Sam 22:2–51) share
multiple elements, not least in terms of their motifs and vocabulary (see 2.5.3).
However, our study has revealed a deeper connection than simply shared language:
both have a central concern for Yahweh’s exaltation of the humble, and the specific
application of that to Yahweh’s king. Hannah’s Prayer exposes pride as a vice that
Yahweh opposes and which will lead, necessarily, to humiliation. Humility, on the
other hand, is the virtue that Yahweh values above all in his king. David’s
Thanksgiving has, at the centre of its chiastic structure, the generalised assertion that
Yahweh exalts the humble and brings down the proud (2 Sam 22:28). As Childs
observed, the two poems function together to provide a perspective on the whole
narrative.739 In particular, the Thanksgiving expounds more fully what ‘humility’
looks like for Yahweh’s king. It entails an entire dependence upon Yahweh for
deliverance from overpowering enemies, and a loyal submission to God in the
context of opposition. Moreover, it recognises that military victories are only
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achieved because of divine empowering, and it glories in Yahweh as the sole reason
for the king’s exaltation to the throne.
As we have seen in chapter 4, David is portrayed as having a consistent humility in
the narrative, evident in the differing contexts identified by Hannah (hunger,
bereavement, war, loss). This humility is further illuminated by the Thanksgiving.
However, this retrospect on David’s story focuses upon one motif of Hannah’s
Prayer, namely military victory and defeat. It thus suggests that David’s humility and
exaltation are, perhaps, best seen in the context of hostile opposition, as he waits
upon Yahweh to grant him the throne.
Having said that David exhibits a consistent humility, there are three moments in the
narrative, prior to Saul’s death, where he is arguably characterised in a negative way.
The frame provided by Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Thanksgiving may help to
interpret and integrate them within the global portrait of David as a humble king.
First, with Ahimelech he, seemingly, deceives the priest to obtain bread (1 Sam 21:2)
and then appears to show an unhealthy interest in Goliath’s sword as the secret to his
survival (21:8–9). These words jar with David’s prior rejection of weapons, and
specifically the Philistine blade, as the secret to victory (17:47). David’s plight then
worsens as he seeks refuge with Yahweh’s enemies (21:10–15) and is driven to
acting like a madman to save himself. This abjection is reminiscent of Saul’s
humiliation when he acted in opposition to Yahweh’s will (16:23; 19:23–24).
However, David then accepts both the prophetic instruction to return to Israel (22:5),
and his responsibility for the deaths of the priests (22:20–23). Rather than
condemning Saul for his violence, David shows a fitting humility by repenting.
The second occasion is that involving Nabal (1 Sam 25). David is slighted by an
arrogant man (25:10),740 who mirrors Saul,741 but David responds in a way which is
aggressively self-vindicating.742 This is not the behaviour of a man who relies upon
Yahweh for his vindication, empowering and exaltation (25:21). However, Abigail’s
words invite him to rediscover his confidence in Yahweh’s protection and thus to
wait upon Yahweh’s intervention for his deliverance (25:24–31). His willingness to
740
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listen to her words, even to accept her gentle rebuke, is instrumental in him
recovering the righteous humility which the Thanksgiving identifies as essential for
the man whom Yahweh will exalt.
On the third occasion, David appears to give his loyalty to Israel’s enemies, as he
prepares to join the Philistines in war against the anointed king (27:1–28:2; 29:1–11).
This coincides with an experience of great loss (30:3), in which the reader might
recognise certain of Hannah’s motifs, especially the loss of children and property
(2:5, 7). Without needing to explicitly state it, the narrator invites the reader to
interpret David’s crisis as humiliation from Yahweh for his failure to live in
dependence upon God. However, at that point, the narrator declares that David finds
strength in Yahweh his God (30:6) and leads the men to a swift victory.
These three occasions reveal that, at times, David’s humble dependence upon
Yahweh faltered, but each time he experiences a rebuke or humiliation that leads him
to recover his previous meekness. In each instance he faces a hostile opponent but
comes to see that he needs to trust in Yahweh’s deliverance rather than seek to
establish his own vindication. The poetic framing provided by Hannah’s Prayer and
the Thanksgiving ensures that the complexity introduced into David’s
characterisation by these episodes does not subvert his global portrayal. Rather than
challenging the narrator’s depiction of David as a humble man, these incidents reveal
that even when that assessment is most compromised, David responds to critique and
rebuke and, ultimately, demonstrates the humble trust in Yahweh that the
Thanksgiving celebrates.
The poetic framing also challenges interpretations that are sceptical of David and
suspect him of politicking, when for example he refuses to assassinate Saul (1 Sam
24:11).743 That reading inverts the narrative logic, for it suggests that David’s
reluctance to grasp the throne is a cunning ploy that would safeguard his future
throne from similar attack.744 However, the frame provided by Hannah’s Prayer and
David’s Thanksgiving makes it clear that kingship is the gift of Yahweh for those
whom he is pleased to exalt. It is not for a human to grasp the throne by force. Thus,
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the poems create a positive pressure to interpret David’s reluctance to depose Saul as
an expression of his humility.
Hannah’s Prayer and David’s Thanksgiving are, therefore, crucial for a right
interpretation of David’s character. Within the domain of military conflict and
exaltation to the throne, David fulfilled the portrait of humble submission to Yahweh
painted by Hannah. Whilst his humility faltered on occasion, the narrator
demonstrated that these are temporary aberrations. David is the humble king, who
looks to Yahweh for deliverance and vindication when he faces hostile enemies.
Just as Hannah’s Prayer initially appears to be retrospective, but has a clear proleptic
impulse, the final line of the Thanksgiving (2 Sam 22:51) shows that it, too, reflects
upon the past to create an expectation for the future. Hannah sees her experiences as
establishing a pattern for God’s exaltation of his king. David sees his experiences as
establishing a pattern for his progeny. As such, the Thanksgiving looks beyond the
end of the Samuel narrative to anticipate the exaltation of future kings. Garsiel
rightly recognises the pattern in the narrative of errant sons but his conclusion that
the narrator is opposed to hereditary leadership fails to read in the light of the frame
being considered here.745
7.4 Hannah’s Prayer and the Final Words
The main hermeneutic contribution of the pairing of Hannah’s Prayer (1 Sam 2:1–
10) and David’s Final Words (2 Sam 23:1–7) concerns the function of the king.
Hannah associates the exaltation of Yahweh’s king with the establishment of
worldwide justice, where his arrogant opponents are broken, the wicked are silenced,
and the righteous are preserved (1 Sam 2:8–10). Whilst the king himself is the
primary recipient of Yahweh’s exaltation, he will, presumably, be the agent through
whom Yahweh’s justice is mediated. David’s Final Words develop this theme with
the promise that a righteous king, ruling in the fear of God, will bring rich blessing to
his kingdom (2 Sam 23:4). However, David has failed to establish this rule and
instead has seen wickedness flourish (23:5–7). When read in tandem with Hannah’s
portrayal of a cosmic action that will establish worldwide justice (1 Sam 2:8–10), the
tragedy of David’s rule is clarified. His rule has fallen far short of that envisaged by
Hannah.
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The frame provided by these two poems serves to critique David and show that his
rule fails to achieve the justice foreseen by Hannah. This clearly resonates with the
chapters describing the impact of David’s reign upon his house and his kingdom (2
Sam 11–20). However, the Final Words also reveal that David is putting his
confidence in the ‘eternal covenant’ (2 Sam 23:5). This foregrounds the importance
of the promises made to David (2 Sam 7:5–16) for a right interpretation of the
narrative. In these promises, Yahweh appears to guarantee David a worldwide
greatness, perhaps achieved through his dynasty (2 Sam 7:9), which resonates with
Hannah’s prediction (1 Sam 2:8–10), but which fails to materialise in the narrative.
The Final Words reveal that David is humbly depending upon Yahweh and
recognises that his exaltation is due to Yahweh alone, in harmony with Hannah’s
portrait of ideal kingship, but then highlights the tension in the story that David, the
humble king, has failed to bring about the reign of righteousness that Hannah
anticipated.
The Final Words, identified as a ( נְׁ אֻם23:1) balance the  נְׁ אֻםthat immediately followed
Hannah’s Prayer, regarding Eli’s house (1 Sam 2:30). Both are divine indictments
upon households that have been marked by wickedness, despite having received
lasting divine promises (עֹולם, 1 Sam 2:30; 2 Sam 23:5). However, the eternal
covenant with David is secure (שמּורה,
ְׁ 23:5) and not contingent upon the godliness of
the royal household. Eli’s house may have come to an end because of the wickedness
within it. David’s, in contrast, has not. Consequently, the frame provided for the
narrative by Hannah’s Prayer and the Final Words has a proleptic aspect, looking
beyond the end of the Samuel story, mirroring the frame created by Hannah’s Prayer
and David’s Thanksgiving.
7.5 The Lament and the Thanksgiving
The tonal change from David’s Lament to the Thanksgiving is profound. The Lament
mourns the demise of an Israelite king; the Thanksgiving celebrates the exaltation of
an Israelite king. In the Lament God is entirely absent; in the Thanksgiving he is
honoured by David as worthy of absolute praise (2 Sam 22:2–3; 47–50).
Fokkelman’s suggestion that the Thanksgiving “is the compositional answer to the
lament” has much to commend it.746 He identifies, in particular, the concern with life
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and death. The Lament is motivated by the death of the royal house, and the centre of
the main body of the Lament asserts the union of Saul and Jonathan in life and in
death (2 Sam 1:23). David’s Thanksgiving is motivated by the king’s experience of
life granted in the face of death (22:4–6) and looks ahead to the victorious life of his
descendants (22:51).
The pairing of the Lament and the Thanksgiving, more than any other, invites
comparison between Saul and David, and consideration as to why David’s rule is
established enduringly. The contrast between the two poems, both of which reflect
upon the king’s participation in battle, invites the reader to see that Saul’s demise is
no accident, but is a divine judgment to bring low one who is haughty (22:28). The
introduction to the Thanksgiving (22:1) identifies Saul as an enemy of David, and
thus, suggests that Saul’s death is an ultimate consequence of his arrogance,
expressed in his opposition to David.
The fundamental contrast between the attitudes of Saul and David to the kingship is
foregrounded in the exchange between David and Michal (2 Sam 6:16–23), which
lies at the centre of the section describing David’s establishment as king in
Jerusalem. Where Michal sees kingship as a matter of status over one’s servants,
David perceives it to be the gift of Yahweh to unworthy servants. The poetic framing
confirms that David’s attitude is the one that Yahweh will exalt, as is revealed in the
contrasting fates of the two monarchies: Saul’s reign ends in death and humiliation,
David’s in victory and life.
The interest of the two poems with royal sons is also significant: both end with
attention to the fate of the royal scion, and thus invite the reader to see the
importance of the prince. The Lament reveals how even a great and humble son can
be affected by the demise of his father. The Thanksgiving promises a contrasting
exaltation to David’s sons, but, presumably, only if they imitate David’s humility.
This poetic framing thus turns the reader’s attention to consider the importance of
David’s sons in the narrative. This, perhaps, begins to make sense of David’s
desolation upon learning of Absalom’s death (18:33). The Thanksgiving asserts that
David expected his sons to share in his experience of exaltation (22:51), but instead
he sees his house beginning to mirror that of Saul’s, where the heir dies in battle as
an outworking of his arrogant attempt to exalt himself to the throne, contrary to
Yahweh’s revealed will.
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Consequently, the pairing of the Lament and the Thanksgiving calls upon David’s
sons to reject arrogance if they, and their descendants, are to be established as kings.
7.6 The Lament and the Final Words
The Lament and the Final Words offer reflections, by David, upon the reigns of Saul
and David. The introduction to the Final Words compares David with Saul, in that
both are identified as ( נְׁעִ ים2 Sam 1:23; 23:1), and are associated with anointing (משח,
1:21; 23:1) but the kings are also contrasted in that David is explicitly cited as one
elevated by Yahweh (23:1), where Saul has fallen (1:19). Consequently, the poetic
pairing confirms that David has replaced Saul, with an exaltation that Saul ultimately
lacked.
The poems have an intriguing connection with their interest in rain: the Lament calls
for a drought on Gilboa to reflect the state of mourning of the nation (1:21); the Final
Words associate rain with the flourishing of righteousness which the godly king
elicits in the nation (23:4). Both the death of King Saul and the failure of King David
to reign righteously are presented as devastating blows for the nation.
The tone of both poems is that of grief: the Lament reveals the catastrophe of Israel
being overrun by an arrogant enemy; the Final Words portray the damage done to
Israel by a king who uses wicked men to serve his own purposes. As Weitzman has
observed, David’s grief is a prominent theme in Samuel,747 and the Final Words
might cause the reader to reflect on the fact that David’s grief is typically connected
to his failure to rule with justice. He mourns Abner’s assassination by Joab but failed
to execute any judicial retribution (3:28–39), claiming that he was too weak to deal
with his general. However, this is juxtaposed with his execution of the killers of Ishbosheth. He declares his verdict upon the murderers by invoking Yahweh as the deity
who has delivered him from every distress (4:9). As king, he should have sought
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divine assistance to deal with the sons of Zeruiah,748 and his dispatch of IshBosheth’s executioners provides the model he could have followed.
Subsequent examples of David’s grief are associated with his failure to rule in
righteousness: Uzzah’s death was the consequence of the ark being transported,
under David’s instruction, without appropriate concern for Yahweh’s holiness (6:1–
8),749 revealing a lack of ( י ְִׁראַ ת אֱֹלהִ ים23:3). The death of each of David’s sons is an
outworking of David’s sin with Bathsheba, which prompted Nathan’s verdict that the
sword would be a constant experience for David’s house (12:10).750
The pairing of the Lament with the Final Words confirms that the narrator sees a
tragic dimension to David’s reign. Like Saul’s, it failed to be what it might have
been. However, in the face of this abjection, David speaks of finding salvation (כל־
י ְִׁשעִ י, 23:5) in the covenant. This salvation is absent from Saul’s experience (1:21).
Saul’s weapons fail him (1:21, 22, 27) but David puts confidence in the promises
given to him by Yahweh (23:5). This is the difference between the two kingships:
Saul fails the test of humility, leading to his own destruction and the devastation of
his house; David fails to rule righteously, but, in humility, continues to find his
security in Yahweh.
7.7 The Thanksgiving and the Final Words
The two final poems sit at the heart of the palistrophic Conclusion, and their
significance to the narrative has already been considered in chapter 6. They provide
two perspectives upon David. As complementary, if contrasting, lenses, they reveal
the complexity in David’s character. David humbly depends upon Yahweh in the
face of opposition as he waits to be given the throne. This humility identifies him as
the true king. However, he then fails to rule with the righteousness that imitates
Yahweh’s ethic of exalting the humble and humbling the proud.
Gunn recognised that David’s characterisation is sophisticated and is best understood
as presented from different perspectives. However, his preferred distinction, between
David’s ‘private’ and ‘public’ face,751 as a way of untangling the complexity is less
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Perhaps he might have felt that his curse sufficed (3:29, 39), although his protestations of
weakness suggest that he knew he was obliged to respond more actively.
749
Cf. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 376.
750
Cf. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 258.
751
Gunn, The Story of King David, 88–94.
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persuasive than that proposed here, for it is less clearly derived from the text itself. It
is not so much that David behaves one way behind closed doors and another before a
watching crowd. Rather, he is able to submit humbly to Yahweh when facing
enemies and hostility, but he struggles to exercise justice as king.
Whilst the Final Words function as a critique of David’s rule, they are not
devastating, within the overarching framework of the book, in that he demonstrates
the same humble attitude towards Yahweh that is evident in the Thanksgiving, and
that undergirded his elevation. David exalts Yahweh as his Rock (23:3; 22:3) and
acknowledges that his privileged position is given by Yahweh (23:1; 22:47–49). He
also confirms that Yahweh’s word is authoritative for him (23:1–2; 22:14, 23, 31).
This word is addressed to David and placed on his tongue (23:2), whilst those who
oppose David discover Yahweh to be silent (22:42). Within the palistrophic structure
of the concluding chapters, this qualification of David’s failure is seen in the
judgment following his census. David, having failed to rule rightly, submits to
Yahweh’s word, spoken through Gad (24:14), and demonstrates a genuine and
humble repentance which is willing to face Yahweh’s righteous sanction, even to the
point of death.
Finally, both poems explore the theme of salvation. The Thanksgiving declares
David’s experience of salvation to be historic, in the face of enmity (ישע, 22:3, 4, 28,
36, 47) and offers it as a template to his seed, if they imitate his humble submission
to Yahweh (22:51). The Lament looks ahead to a hope of salvation (יֵּשַ ע, 23:5) in the
face of the calamities that have beset David’s house. The ground for this hope is the
eternal covenant, but the enjoyment of it will depend upon a king who succeeds in
ruling with righteousness.
7.8 An Assessment of this Reading Strategy
I have argued that the four poems of Samuel are positioned strategically in the
narrative to frame it and thus shape a right interpretation. Each poem is in
relationship with each other poem, as shown in the analysis of this chapter, and thus
they together provide a composite lens through which the narrative is to be viewed.
The merits of this approach are best seen in the reading that it produces, which will
be summarised in the following section. First, however, I shall consider how my
reading strategy differs from, and is, perhaps, superior to other approaches.
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This reading strategy has treated the text as a coherent whole and finds support for
that in the presence of the poetic units at the key positions of beginning, middle and
end. Many readings of Samuel, and of the characters of David and Saul, examine
sections of the narrative, but without adequate consideration of the context provided
by the entire Samuel narrative. If, as I suggest, the poetic framing is given to shape
the interpretation of the text, then approaches which focus exclusively on one portion
of the text will inevitably be distorted, or, at least, partial. So, for example,
Edelman’s study of Saul has much to commend it,752 but by focusing on 1 Samuel 8–
2 Samuel 1 she fails to recognise the elements of Saul’s characterisation that are
foregrounded by the poems, especially his emerging arrogance.
Whilst some readings deal with small sections of the text, there are others, such as
that of Fokkelman,753 and Preston,754 that include 1 Kings 1–2 in their reading of the
text. There may be some merit in considering the obvious connections between
Samuel and the start of 1 Kings, however, this approach typically obscures the
function of 2 Samuel 21–24 as a conclusion to the narrative, and thus misses the
hermeneutic role of David’s Thanksgiving and Final Words.
The approach of this dissertation also differs from other readings in that it has sought
to be sensitive to the signals provided by the narrator’s organisation of his material as
the key hermeneutic tool, rather than to impose a poetics upon the text. Andersson’s
critique of many literary readings, perhaps especially that of Polzin,755 is correct in
that regard. Borgman’s reading is to be commended in his desire to identify
structural features in the text, typically in the form of patterns of repetition.756
However, he fails to recognise the primary function of the poetic material, and so,
perhaps, struggles to hold different parts of the text with appropriate weight. Klement
and Patrick have each identified possible chiastic structures within the narrative,757
but one might question whether at times they rely upon a forced application of the
device to reveal the supposedly intrinsic structure. Our reading strategy gives priority
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Edelman, King Saul in the Historiography of Judah.
Fokkelman, NAPS, 1981.
754
Preston, ‘The Heroism of Saul’.
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Andersson, Untamable Texts: Literary Studies and Narrative Theory in the Books of
Samuel, 35.
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Borgman, David, Saul, and God.
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Klement, II Samuel 21–24; Patrick, ‘The Prophetic Structure of 1–2 Samuel’.
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to the four poems as the clearest markers in the text in terms of establishing a global
structure, and so allows them to indicate the shape of the intervening narrative.
My approach also seeks to be sensitive to the sense-governing intent of the narrative,
as communicated, primarily, by the poetic material. Andersson correctly observes
that the text will be misread if this sense-governing intent is wrongly apprehended,758
but fails to consider the role of the poetic material in communicating this intent. As I
shall argue shortly, the poetry induces the reader to recognise the narrative as an
exploration of the nature of kingship within Israel that can cope with the complexity
of David’s character. It offers a way of holding together both the positive and
negative aspects of David without either collapsing one into the other,759 which
creates a simplistic reading, or asserting that the text is not ultimately coherent.760
In summary, the approach taken here merits serious consideration for it reflects the
shape of the text, especially regarding the poems, which may not be the case for
other readings. Thus, I can now finally summarise both the purpose and meaning of
the Samuel narrative, when it is read through the lens provided by the poetry.
7.9 The Purpose and Meaning of the Samuel Narrative
The conclusions which a reader draws concerning the meaning of a text are
inextricably linked to that reader’s perception of the purpose of the narrative in the
mind of the narrator. Readers will inevitably have some prior instinct about that
sense-governing intent, whether it is an apology for David, a critique of monarchy,
an honest biography, or historicised fiction, but these assumptions should be
acknowledged and then tested against the data of the narrative itself. If the narrative
is coherent (without requiring that it conform to the standards of modern literary
poetics), responsible reading should cause the reader to travel the hermeneutical
spiral, as repeated re-reading increasingly clarifies the internal relationships of the
narrative and focuses upon the intent and message of the narrator.
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Andersson, Untamable Texts: Literary Studies and Narrative Theory in the Books of
Samuel, 27.
759
For example, Westbrook, ‘And He Will Take Your Daughters ...’, 225, finds that David’s
negative side is dominant.
760
This, presumably, would be the implication of Andersson, Untamable Texts: Literary
Studies and Narrative Theory in the Books of Samuel, 264–65, when he warns against trying
to ‘tame the text’ but to let it simply reflect the unpredictable nature of life.
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By attending to the relationships between the four poems I have identified several
recurrent themes that are suggestive of the sense-governing intent of the narrative.
The four poems explore the nature of monarchy within Israel, recognising that the
kingship is the gift of Yahweh and thus a responsibility to be exercised in line with
Yahweh’s will. Yahweh will exalt the humble and humiliate the proud, and thus
requires his king to demonstrate a persistent humility. Moreover, the king is
Yahweh’s agent to execute his worldwide justice, whereby the humble are exalted
and the proud brought down.
The four poems reveal David to be the ‘man after Yahweh’s heart’ (cf. 1 Sam 13:14)
in that he demonstrates the requisite humility. David submits willingly to Yahweh,
where Saul, despite a promising start,761 proved ultimately to exalt himself, in
defiance of Yahweh’s charge and subsequent condemnation of him (28:16–19).
Whilst David does not demonstrate an unblemished submission to Yahweh as he
waits for the kingship to be given to him (cf. 1 Sam 21; 27), he does exhibit a crucial
capacity to repent and thus recover his humility when it has been lost.
Whilst the poems reveal that David surpasses Saul, they also offer a sophisticated
appraisal of David’s rule, recognising that his reign fails to execute the justice that
Yahweh requires of his king. David, as king, did not reflect to his people the
righteous rule which he himself has experienced from Yahweh. This brought
suffering to his people, as demonstrated in the final chapter of the narrative (2 Sam
24), and yet a chastened David demonstrates, in his failure, the same humility that
brought his initial exaltation. He willingly submits to Yahweh’s punishment on
behalf of his people.
The four poems thus reveal the superiority of David over Saul. However, they also
indicate that the narrative is not a closed unit but looks beyond itself.762 The proleptic
impulse of Hannah’s Prayer comes to a shuddering halt with the demise not just of
King Saul, but his noble heir as well, but is then gloriously picked up in the
Thanksgiving with the promise that David’s seed can experience the same exaltation
as David. The Final Words, likewise, look beyond David’s reign and find hope that
David’s house might provide a king who will surpass David by bringing about a
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Cf. Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 355.
This is confirmed by the interest in the narrative in the establishment of the temple (2 Sam
7:13).
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righteous flourishing. The composite lens offered by the four poems invites the
reader to find in the narrative neither an unmitigated celebration of David, nor a
trenchant condemnation of him. Rather, it identifies the quality in David which a
king should emulate, namely his humility before Yahweh, whilst foregrounding the
failing which a future king must evade, namely his inability to execute justice. This
is why analyses which classify the narrative as either pro-David or anti-David
(equally as either pro-monarchic or anti-monarchic) are unable to co-ordinate all the
contrasting aspects of the narrative, and so should be rejected as simplistic.763 The
narrative, I suggest, is composed to shape the imagination of the implied Israelite
reader and thus create a longing for a particular model of kingship over God’s
people: a son of David who will humble himself before Yahweh, willingly submit to
Yahweh’s purpose as he waits to be exalted, and depend entirely upon Yahweh’s
empowering to deal with his enemies. He will reign with a humility that resists the
temptation to abuse his kingship to serve his own ends and is willing even to submit
to God’s judgment for the sake of his people. He will ultimately establish a rule
characterised by perfect righteousness, where wickedness is banished absolutely, and
the humble are exalted to flourish, forever.

APPENDIX: Translation of 2 Samuel 22:2b-51

Borgman, David, Saul, and God, 216, recognises complexity in David’s characterisation,
and comes close to seeing the importance of humility with his recognition of the narrator’s
interest in David’s loyalty to Yahweh, and ability to repent. However, he overlooks the
tension we are exploring here between his humility and his exercise of justice.
763
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The analysis of David’s thanksgiving in chapter 6 is based upon the following
translation. Decisions about the interpretation and salient text critical matters are
addressed in the notes. However, where the translation decision makes minimal
difference to the interpretation of the psalm, as understood within this dissertation,
the notes are kept to a minimum.

י־לי׃
ַֽ ּומפלְ ט
ְ ּומצֻדָ ִ֖תי
ְ יְ הוָ ָ֛ה ַֽסלְ ִ֥עי

2b

Stanza 1 (Introduction)
Yahweh is my cliff and my stronghold, and my
deliverer — yes mine!764

ה־בֹו
ּ֑ ֶצּורי אֶ חֱס
ִ֖ אֱֹלהִ֥י
מָ ג ִּ֞ני וְ ֶ ֶ֣ק ֶרן י ְש ִ֗עי
נּוסי מֹ ש ִ֕עי
ִ֔ ּומ
ְ ֙מ ְשגבי
מחָ ָ ִ֖מס תֹ ש ַֽעני׃
ְמהֻלָ ִ֖ל אֶ קְ ָ ֶ֣רא יְ הוָ ּ֑ה
ּומאֹ יְבִ֖י אּו ַָֽשע׃

3a

My God,765 my rock, I take refuge in him!

3b

My shield and the horn of my salvation,

3c

My secure height and my refuge. My Saviour

3d

You save me from violence

4a

I call Yahweh “Worthy to be praised”766

4b

And from my enemies I am saved
Stanza 2 (Theophany) 767

י־מוֶת
ּ֑ ָ ִ֥כי ֲאפָפֻ ִ֖ני מ ְשבְ ר
נחֲלִ֥י בְ ליִ֖על יְבע ֻ ֲַֽתני׃
חֶ בְ לִ֥י ְש ִ֖אֹול סבֻ ּ֑ני
י־מוֶת׃
ַֽ ָ ק ְדמֻ ִ֖ ני מַֹֽ קְ ש
בצר־לי֙ אֶ קְ ָ ֶ֣רא יְ ה ִ֔ ָוה
וְ אֶ ל־אֱֹלהִ֖י אֶ קְ ָ ּ֑רא
קֹולי
ִ֔ ֙וי ְש ַ֤מע מ ַֽהיכָלֹו
וְ שוְ ע ִָ֖תי בְ אָ ז ְָנַֽיו׃

5a
5b

When the waves of death encompassed me

6a

The cords of Sheol surrounded me

6b

The snares of death confronted me

7a

In my distress I would call on Yahweh

7b

And to my God I would call out

7c

And he heard from his temple my voice.

7d

And my cry for help was in his ears

The torrents of destruction would overwhelm me768

 לִ יis superfluous given the pronominal suffix on the preceding participle. It may be
functioning either possessively, or to indicate advantage. Either way it may be taken to be
emphatic.
765
With Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 2009, 514, we revocalise the construct to the pronominal
suffix.
766
The Pual participle is taken as a gerundive, expressing what ought to be done. Cf. GKC
§116e, commenting on the equivalent Psa 18:4.
767
Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Poetry, 41–43, identifies vv8-16 (in the equivalent Psa 18)
as the ‘theophany’, and subdivides into five strophes. Whilst this central section is
distinguished by, e.g. the absence of any explicit mention of David, it seems unnecessary to
divide vv5-7 and vv17-20 from the theophany.
768
David moves freely between prefixed and suffixed verb forms. The prefixed forms might
be imperfective, expressing habitual or typical activity. Alternatively, they may be a form of
the preterite, which perhaps is found in old poetry. However IBHS §31.1.1g states, “Whether
or not the prefix conjugation … can serve as a preterite, especially in its unbound form in
Hebrew poetry, cannot be decided beyond reasonable doubt at present.” The details of our
current argument do not depend upon resolving this issue. With that in mind, the translation
offered has opted for a past tense expression of the prefixed verb forms, and, where possible,
has used a habitual aspect.
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 ות ְרעש֙ הָ ִ֔ ָא ֶרץ769וי ְתגָעַ֤ש
מֹוס ִ֥דֹות השָ ִ֖מים י ְרגָ ּ֑זּו
ְ
י־ח ִָ֥רה לַֽ ֹו׃
ָ ו ַֽי ְת ָגע ֲִ֖שּו ַֽכ
עָלָ ַ֤ה עָשָ ן֙ בְ א ִ֔פֹו
וְ ִ֥אש מ ִ֖פיו ת ֹאכּ֑ל
גֶחָ ִ֖לים בָ ע ֲִ֥רּו מ ֶ ַֽמנּו׃
ויִ֥ט שָ ִ֖מים וי ּ֑רד
וע ֲָרפֶ ִ֖ל ִ֥תחת רגְ ָ ַֽליו׃
וי ְרכִ֥ב על־כְ ִ֖רּוב וי ּ֑ ָֹעף
י־רּוח׃
ַֽ וי ָ ִ֖רא על־כנְ פ
ויָ ִ֥שֶ ת חָֹ֛ שֶ ְך ְסביבֹ ָ ִ֖תיו סֻכּ֑ ֹות
ת־מים עָבִ֥י ְשחָ ַֽקים׃
ִ֖ ַֽח ְשר
י־אש׃
ַֽ מ ִ֖ ֹנגּה ֶנגְ ּ֑דֹו בָ ע ֲִ֖רּו גחֲל
י ְרעִ֥ם מן־שָ ִ֖מים יְ הוָ ּ֑ה
וְ עֶלְ יִ֖ ֹון י ִ֥תן קֹולַֽ ֹו׃
וי ְשלִ֥ח ח ִ֖צים ויְ פיצּ֑ם
ויָהַֹֽ ם׃770 בָ ָ ִ֖רק
ו ַֽי ֵָּֽראּו֙ א ֲֶ֣פקי ִָ֔ים
יגָלִ֖ ּו מֹ ְס ֶ֣דֹות תבּ֑ל בְ גע ֲֶ֣רת יְ ה ִ֔ ָוה

8a

And the earth shook and quaked

8b

The foundations of the heavens trembled

8c

And quaked for he was angry

9a

Smoke ascended in his nostril

9b

And fire from his mouth would consume.

9c

Burning coals were kindled by it (his mouth)

10a

He parted the heavens and came down

10b

And thick darkness was under his feet.

11a

He rode on a ‘cherub’ and flew

11b

He appeared on the wings of the wind

12a

He set darkness around him as a canopy

12b

The dark clouds upon clouds were a sieve of water

13
14a

Out of the gleaming before him burnt fiery coals
Yahweh thundered from heaven

14b

And the Most High uttered his voice

15a

He sent arrows and scattered them

15b

מנ ְש ִ֖מת ִ֥רּוח אפַֽ ֹו׃
י ְשלִ֥ח ממָ ִ֖רֹום יקָ חּ֑ני
י ְַֽמ ִ֖שני מ ִ֥מים ר ַֽבים׃
יְבי עָ ּ֑ז
ִ֖ ֹיצ ִ֕ילני מא
נְאי ִ֥כי אָ ְמ ִ֖צּו מ ֶ ַֽמני׃
ִ֔ ש
ֹ ֶ֣ מ

16c

Lighting and routed (them)
The channels of the sea appeared
The foundations of the world were uncovered by the
rebuke of Yahweh
From the blowing of the breath of his nose

17a

He sent from the height; he took me

17b

He drew me from many waters771

18a

He delivered me from my strong enemy

18b

From those who hate me for they were stronger than
me772

ידי
ּ֑ יְק ְדמֻ ִ֖ני בְ יֶ֣ ֹום א
ויְ ִ֧הי יְ הוָ ָ֛ה מ ְשעָ ִ֖ן ַֽלי׃
ויֹ צִ֥א למֶ ְר ָחִ֖ב אֹ ּ֑תי
י־ח ִַֽ֥פץ ַֽבי׃
ָ יְ חלְ צִ֖ני כ

19a

They confronted me on the day of my calamity

19b

But Yahweh was my support

20a

He brought me out to a broad place

20b

He delivered me for he delighted in me.

16a
16b

Stanza 3 (Yahweh’s mercy towards righteous
David)773

יגְ ְמלִ֥ני יְ הוָ ִ֖ה כְ צ ְדקָ ּ֑תי

21a

Yahweh dealt with me according to my righteousness

769

This is the Qere, which is odd, for it is masculine, but with a feminine subject. The
Kethib, ו ִַתגְׁ עַש, retains the feminine.
770
The Qere lacks the pronominal suffix of the Kethib,  ַו ְׁיהֻמֵּ ם.
771
The only other use of the hifil of  משהis Exod 2:10 which describes Moses being drawn
from the water, cf. Auld, I & II Samuel, 587.
772
Auld, 587, observes that this verse identifies a singular and plural opponent, reflecting the
expression of v1.
773
Auld, 587, observes multiple internal connections in this stanza, between vv21, 23, 24,
25.
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כְ בִֹ֥ ר י ִָ֖די י ִָ֥שיב ַֽלי׃

21b

According to the purity of my hands he would repay
me

ִ֥כי שָ ִ֖מ ְרתי ד ְרכֶ֣י יְ הוָ ּ֑ה
ֱֹלהי׃
ַֽ ָ וְ ִ֥ל ֹא ָר ִ֖שעְ תי מא
מ ְשפ ָָטִ֖יו לְ נֶגְ ּ֑די774ִ֥כי כָל־
וְ חֻקֹ ָ ִ֖תיו ל ֹא־אָ ִ֥סּור מ ֶ ַֽמנָה׃
וָאֶ הְ יֶ ִ֥ה תָ ִ֖מים לּ֑ ֹו
וָאֶ ְשת ְמ ָ ִ֖רה מע ֲַֹֽוני׃
ויָ ִ֧שֶ ב יְ הוָ ָ֛ה ִ֖לי כְ צ ְדקָ ּ֑תי

22a

For I kept the ways of Yahweh

22b
23a

And I have not in wickedness departed from Yahweh

23b

And as for his statutes — I did not turn aside from it

24a

But I was blameless towards him

24b

And I kept myself from my sin
And Yahweh repaid me according to my
righteousness

כְ בֹ ִ֖רי לְ נֶ ִֵּֽ֥גֶד ע ָינַֽיו׃

25b

According to my blamelessness before his eyes.
Stanza 4 (Yahweh’s normative actions)

עם־חָ ִ֖סיד ת ְתח ָסּ֑ד
עם־ג ִ֥בֹור תָ ִ֖מים תת ָ ַֽמם׃
עם־נ ָָבִ֖ר תתָ ָבּ֑ר
וְ עם־ע ִ֖קש תת ָ ַֽפל׃
תֹושיע
ּ֑ וְ אֶ ת־עִ֥ם עָנִ֖י
ל־ר ִ֥מים ת ְש ַֽפיל׃
ָ וְ עינֶ ִ֖יָך ע

26a

With the faithful775 you act with faithfulness776

26b

With the blameless man777 you act blamelessly

27a

With the one who purifies himself you act purely.778

27b

But with the perverted you show yourself astute.779

28a

But a humble780 people you save

28b

And your eyes are on the haughty — you bring down
Stanza 5 (David celebrates Yahweh’s saving
righteousness)

ַֽכי־א ָ ִ֥תה נ ִ֖ירי יְ הוָ ּ֑ה
ויהוָ ִ֖ה יגִ֥יּה חָ ְש ַֽכי׃

29a

Indeed,781 you are my lamp, O Yahweh.

29b

And Yahweh causes my darkness to shine

25a

For all his ordinances were before me

This is the Qere. The Kethib, מ ְׁשפטו,
ִ is singular.
HALOT 337b.
776
The hithpael is taken as having a ‘“simulating” nuance’, cf. JM §53i, without any sense
that this is artificial. The parallel between the human and divine actions is preserved in the
translation.
777
Possibly “champion”, cf. HALOT 172a, though this may be an overtranslation.
778
Contra HALOT 163a, which suggests emending to ת ְׁתגַבר,
ִ the MT preserves the parallel
between human and divine activity, and takes the hithpael, as previously with a “simulating”
nuance.
779
With HALOT 990a, this is taken to be “either shortened form or textual error” for פתל
found in two Medieval Manuscripts, and in Psa 18:27: ת ְׁתפַתל.
ִ That said, the other uses of the
root (Gen 30:8, Job 5:13, Prov 8:8) have connotations of deception or twisting which, if
present here, might suggest a meaning “prove to be tortuous”, see HALOT 990a.  עִ קֵּ שand
 פתלare also found in Deut 32:5 and Prov 8:8 suggesting that their combination is not without
precedent.
780
Dickson and Rosner, ‘Humility as a Social Virtue in the Hebrew Bible?’, 476, argue that,
unlike the more normative connotation of ‘hardship’, the term is “used ‘metaphorically’ and
is virtually synonymous with the positive use of  ענוto mean ‘submissive/lowly’ toward God
(or people?).”
781
The poem has made a clear shift from the normative action of Yahweh in 22:26-28 to
David’s personal testimony in the remaining verses of the psalm. As such, by the criteria of
Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Poetry, 99, we have moved into a new structural element.
Consequently,  ּכִ יshould be asseverative rather than causal.
774
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ִ֥כי בְ כָ ִ֖ה אָ ֶ֣רּוץ גְ ּ֑דּוד
ֶג־שּור׃
ַֽ באֹלהִ֖י אֲדל
הָ ִ֖אל תָ ֶ֣מים ד ְרכּ֑ ֹו
א ְמ ַ֤רת יְ הוָה֙ צְ רּו ִָ֔פה
מָ ֶ֣גֵּֽן ִ֔הּוא לְ ִ֖ ֹכל החֹ ִ֥סים ַֽבֹו׃
י־אל מבלְ ע ֲֶ֣די יְ הוָ ּ֑ה
ִ֖ ִ֥כי מ
ֱֹלהינּו׃
ַֽ ּומי ִ֖צּור ַֽמבלְ ע ֲִ֥די א
ִ֥
הָ ִ֥אל מָ עּוזִ֖י ָחּ֑יל
ד ְר ַֽכי׃787 וי ִ֥תר תָ ִ֖מים

30a

Indeed, by you, I can run along a furrow782

30b

By my God I can leap a wall.

31a

The one true God,783 his way is blameless

31b

The word of Yahweh is refined

31c

He is a shield to all who take refuge in him

32a
32b

Indeed who is God apart from Yahweh?
And who is a Rock apart from our God

33a

The only true God784 is my refuge, power785

33b

He set free my way to be without fault.786
Stanza 6 (David’s experience of Yahweh’s
empowering)788

רגְ לִ֖י כָא ָילּ֑ ֹות789 ְמשּוֶ ִ֥ה
מֹותי יעֲמ ַֽדני׃
ִ֖ ָוְ עִ֥ל ב
ְמל ִ֥מד י ִָ֖די למלְ חָ ָמּ֑ה
חּושה זְרֹ עֹ ָ ַֽתי׃
ִ֖ ָ ְוְ נחִ֥ת ֶ ַֽקשֶ ת־נ
ן־לי מָ ֶ֣גֵּֽן י ְשעֶ ָּ֑ך
ִ֖ ֶותת

34a

He makes my feet like the deer’s

34b

And he caused me to stand upon the high places.

35a

Teaching my hands for battle

35b

And he bends the bronze bow in my arms790

36a

You have given me a shield of victory.

HALOT 177ab suggests this word could mean “wall” (but without other attestation) or
“furrow” (Psa 65:11). “Furrow” is preferable because of the use in Psa 65, and perhaps
creates a merismus with the wall of 30b for the whole spectrum of situations where David is
empowered.
783
The fronting of  האֵּ לand subsequent pronominal suffix draw attention to Yahweh as the
topic. The definite article emphasises his uniqueness, or, perhaps, distinctiveness.
784
See 31a.
785
Many translations treat the appositional noun  חיִלas an attributive adjective. This may be
possible, but, perhaps, loses the nuance of the term, as well as a possible connection with 1
Sam 2:4.
786
This verse has a number of complexities. Besides the Kethib/Qere, Auld, I & II Samuel,
583, suggests that  ת ִמיםis the subject, standing for Yahweh. Also, the meaning of  נתרis
difficult: HALOT 736b suggests “to leap away” but takes it as a qal rather than a hifil. The
verse is probably best taken to indicate that David finds his path in battle to be clear for him,
because of Yahweh, though the immediate context uses similar vocabulary to connote
blameless behaviour.
787
This is the Qere. The Kethib, דַ ְׁרּכֹו, has a third person suffix.
788
The division is located here because of the internal coherence of stanza 5. In particular,
33b uses  ת ִמיםand  דֶּ ֶּרְךin recollection of 31a. However, the wayyiqtol of 33b, could arguably
mark a transition from statements about Yahweh’s righteousness and David’s generalised
experience of assistance to the specifics of David’s divine empowering and equipping for
battle. The following stanza can be further subdivided by considering whether Yahweh is
being described in the third person, or whether he is the addressee, as in vv36-37, vv40-41
and vv44-46. However, it is not essential to pursue such a detailed structure for the sake of
this analysis.
789
This is the Qere. The Kethib, רגְׁ ליו,ַ has a third person suffix.
790
This verse is difficult, though the sense is clear.  נחתis pointed as a masculine singular
subject. As such only Yahweh qualifies to be the subject. ‘My arms’ is then an adverbial
qualifier.
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ועֲנֹ ְתָךִ֖ ת ְר ַֽבני׃

36b

And by your condescension791 you have made me
great.

ת ְר ִ֥חיב צע ֲִ֖די תחְ ּ֑תני
וְ ִ֥ל ֹא מָ ע ֲִ֖דּו ק ְרס ָ ַֻֽלי׃
ידם
ּ֑ אֶ ְר ְדפָ ִ֥ה אֹ יְבִ֖י וָא ְשמ
לֹותם׃
ַֽ ָ וְ ִ֥ל ֹא אָ ִ֖שּוב עד־כ
יְקּומּון
ּ֑
ָואֲכלִ֥ם וָאֶ ְמחָ צִ֖ם וְ ֶ֣ל ֹא

37a

You have broadened my path792 under me

37b
38a
38b
39a

And my ankles have not slipped

וֵַּֽֽיפְ לִ֖ ּו ִ֥תחת רגְ ָ ַֽלי׃
ותז ְִ֥רני חִ֖יל למלְ חָ ָ ּ֑מה
תכְ ִ֥ריע קָ ִ֖מי תחְ ַֽתני׃
יְבי ִ֥תתָ ה ִ֖לי ּ֑ ֹע ֶרף
ִ֔ ֶֹ֣וְ א

39b
40a
40b
41a

יתם׃
ַֽ נְאי וָאצְ מ
ִ֖ ְמש
י ְשעִ֖ ּו וְ ֶ֣אין מֹ ּ֑שיע
אֶ ל־יְ הוָ ִ֖ה וְ ִ֥ל ֹא ע ָָנַֽם׃
ר־א ֶרץ
ּ֑ ָ וְ אֶ ְשחָ ִ֖קם כעֲפ
יט־חּוצֹות אֲד ִ֖קם אֶ ְרקָ ַֽעם׃
ִ֥
כְ ט

41b
42a
42b
43a
43b

ו ְַֽתפלְ ִ֔טני מריבִ֖י ע ּ֑מי
גֹוים
ִ֔ ת ְש ְמ ֙רני֙ לְ ֶ֣ר ֹאש
עִ֥ם ל ֹא־י ִָ֖דעְ תי יעבְ ֻדַֽני׃
ֲשּו־לי
ּ֑
בְ נִ֥י נכָ ִ֖ר י ְת ַֽכח

44a
44b
44c
45a

I pursued793 my enemies and destroyed them
And I did not turn back until they were wiped out.
I destroyed them and broke them to pieces. They will
not rise again.
They fell under my feet
You girded me with strength for battle
You made those who rise against me kneel below me
And as for my enemies — you caused them to flee
for my sake794
Those who hate me — I destroyed them
They would look795 but there was no deliverer
To Yahweh, but he did not answer them
I would pulverise796 them like the dust of the earth.
Like mud of the streets I would pound them, I would
stamp on them.
You delivered me from the disputes of my people
You keep me as the head of the nations
A people I do not know serve me
Foreigners cower797 before me

ענה, as an infinitive construct, may simply denote Yahweh’s answering David’s call.
However, multiple manuscripts have  וענותךwith Psa 18:36. Arguably this makes better sense
of the  ת־prefix on the following verb, which otherwise needs to be a second person.
Contextually, the homonym meaning “lowering oneself” is plausible meaning that
emendation is not necessary. Dickson and Rosner, ‘Humility as a Social Virtue in the
Hebrew Bible?’, 468, are probably right to see this as describing “God’s act of humility, or
condescension, rather than to his humble nature” (italics original, commenting on Psa
18:36).
792
The singular ‘step’ is perhaps functioning metonymically for his path.
793
The cohortative form is difficult, especially considering the wayyiqtol in the second half
of the colon. I have taken it as a past action, from context, with minimal justification. Auld, I
& II Samuel, 583, succeeds in retaining the imperfective aspect in both cola, but struggles
with the wayyiqtol: “I would pursue my enemies and destroy them; and I shall not turn back
till finishing them off.” The decision does not fundamentally affect the interpretation.
794
The phrase “my enemies” is fronted as the topic. “Giving neck” is probably an idiom for
running away, cf. HALOT 888a.  לִ יis taken as a dative of advantage. Alternatively, it might
be a reference to submission, where the foot of the conqueror is placed on the neck of the
conquered.
795
Some translations follow one codex and the ancient versions, with Psa 18:41 and emend
to  יְׁשַ ּוְׁ עּוmeaning “cried out”. This is unnecessary.
796
The prefixed form with waw would normally have an imperfective aspect, hence, with the
surrounding prefixed verb forms this is taken to denote a habitual activity. Little hangs on
this.
797
HALOT 470, suggests “feign obedience”. It might, arguably, retain the nuance of
weakness or infirmity found in the qal, cf. Psa 109:24.
791
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ל ְש ִ֥מֹוע אִֹ֖ זֶן י ָ ִ֥ש ְמעּו ַֽלי׃
בְ נִ֥י נכָ ִ֖ר יבֹּ֑ לּו
רֹותם׃
ַֽ ָ ְוְ יחְ גְ ִ֖רּו ממ ְסג

45b
46a
46b

צּורי
ּ֑ חי־יְ הוָ ִ֖ה ּובָ ֶ֣רּוְך
וְ י ִ֕ ָֻרם אֱֹלהִ֖י ִ֥צּור י ְש ַֽעי׃
הָ ִ֕אל הנֹ ִ֥תן נְקָ מִֹ֖ ת ּ֑לי
ּומֹוריד ע ִ֖מים תחְ ַֽתני׃
ִ֥
יְבּ֑י
ָ ַֹֽיאי מא
ִ֖ ּומֹוצ
ֹומ ִ֔מני
ְ ּומקָ מי֙ ְת ֶ֣ר
ילני׃
ַֽ מ ִ֥איש חֲמָ ִ֖סים תצ
אֹודָךִ֥ יְ הוָ ִ֖ה בגֹויּ֑ם
ְ על־כָ֛ן

47a
47b
48a
48b
49a
49b
49c
50a

ּולְ ש ְמָךִ֖ אֲז ַֽמר׃
מגְ ִ֖דֹול יְשּועֶ֣ ֹות מלְ כּ֑ ֹו803
יחֹו
ָ֛ ה־חִ֧סֶ ד ל ְמש
ֶ ֶוְ ַֽ ֹעש
ד־עֹולם׃ פ
ַֽ ָ
לְ דָ וִ֥ד ּולְ ז ְרעִ֖ ֹו ע

50b
51a
52b
53

At the hearing of an ear, they attend to me798
Foreigners wither
And gird themselves from their “prisons”.799
Stanza 7 (Conclusion)
Yahweh lives!800 Blessed be my Rock!
Exalted be the God of the Rock of my Salvation!
The one true801 God who gives me vengeance
And brings down peoples under me.
And brings me out from my enemies
You lift me up from those who rise against me.
You deliver me from a man of violence802
Therefore Yahweh, I will praise you among the
nations
And I will sing praise to your name
The victories of his king are a tower
And he works unfailing love for his anointed
For David and for his seed forever.

HALOT 1572a, suggests that ְׁ שמע לcan connote obedience, though this is unusual.
Perhaps the sense is more that of genuine attention.
799
This verse is difficult, for the preceding context suggests weakening. Psa 18:46 reads
וְׁ יַחְׁ ְׁרגּו: trembled; one codex reads ויגחרו, otherwise unattested according to HALOT. Perhaps
the sense is that they are girding themselves for service to David, cf. 44c, and are emerging
from a place of imprisonment, whether literally or metaphorically.
800
This would typically introduce an oath, but such does not appear to be the case here.
801
As with previous verses (31, 33),  האֵּ לis taken to indicate Yahweh’s uniqueness, or at least
distinctiveness.
802
49bc revisits the parallelism of a singular and plural opponent, cf. v18, also v1.
803
Most translations follow the versions and retain the Kethib, ( מַ גְׁ ִדילwith pointing from Psa
18:51, which interestingly is itself a Qere). The Qere is harder to make sense of but is
attested in all codices. Perhaps this implies that Yahweh’s work of saving his king is like a
tower — both in terms of the security David feels, and the visible demonstration of
Yahweh’s action. Since this interpretation is not nonsensical we retain it, in line with our
presumption in favour of the MT.
798
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