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SAMUEL, FIRST AND SECOND BOOKS OF Samuel. The eighth and ninth books of the 

Hebrew Bible (ninth and 10th in most Christian versions of the Old Testament). Narrates events 

beginning with the birth of Samuel through the establishment of the monarchy—first and briefly 

under Saul, and then under David. Concerned primarily with extolling David as the ideal king of 

Israel. 

 

Introduction 

These two books originally comprised a single book—they were first divided by 

the Septuagint (LXX). In the LXX, the books of Samuel are included with the two books of Kings 

as a part of the four books of “Kingdoms.” It is unknown why translators divided it. Samuel—the 

namesake for the books—appears nowhere in 2 Samuel. 

Within the Hebrew Bible, 1 and 2 Samuel belong to the prophetic corpus, most specifically the 

Former Prophets (comprised of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings). This is because 

of the prevalence of prophetic figures and their interactions with others, including the monarchy. 

This textual unit—plus Deuteronomy—is also known as the Deuteronomistic History. 

Narrative Summary 

The story of 1 and 2 Samuel tells of ancient Israel’s experimentation with the monarchy, tracing 

the transition from the chaos and disorder of the tribalism of the book of Judges to the rule of a 

king. 

Outline of 1–2 Samuel 

The books have the following general outline, based largely around larger cycles tied to characters 

and events (adapted from McCarter’s seminal Anchor Bible Commentary volumes). 

• 1 Sam 1–7—The story of Samuel 

• 1 Sam 1–3—Birth and childhood 

• 1 Sam 4:1–7:1—The ark narrative 

• 1 Sam 7:2–17—Samuel as judge 

• 1 Sam 8–15—Saul’s election and rejection 

• 1 Sam 8:1–22—Requesting a king 

• 1 Sam 9–11—Electing Saul 

• 1 Sam 12—Samuel’s farewell 

• 1 Sam 13–15—Rejecting Saul 

• 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 8—The rise and reign of David 

• 1 Sam 16–20—David in Saul’s court 

• 1 Sam 21–30—David on the run 
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• 1 Sam 31:1–13—Death of Saul 

• 1 Sam 31–2 Sam 5—David becomes king 

• 2 Sam 6–8—The ark returns and the Davidic covenant is inaugurated 

• 2 Sam 9–20—The succession history of King David 

• 2 Sam 9—Mephibosheth reinstated 

• 2 Sam 10–12—The sin of David 

• 2 Sam 13–14—The downfall of David’s house 

• 2 Sam 15–20—Civil war: Father vs. son 

• 2 Sam 21–24—Concluding appendices 

The Story of Samuel (1 Sam 1–7) 

The story opens with a familiar problem for many biblical women: barrenness. Hannah vows to 

Yahweh that if she is given a son, she will dedicate the boy to Yahweh. The priest Eli then blesses 

her. When Samuel is born, she fulfills her vow, dedicating him to Yahweh’s service at the 

sanctuary at Shiloh (1 Sam 1). 

The narrative then describes Eli’s children as “scoundrels” who “had no regard for the Lord or 

for the duties of the priests to the people” (1 Sam 2:12–13). Amidst their failures as priests, Samuel 

grows in age and “stature”—and in “favor with the Lord and with the people” (1 Sam 2:26). Eli 

himself begins to lose his eyesight—this physical defect is accompanied by the statement that “the 

word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread” (1 Sam 3:1). Eli also 

becomes an object of divine anger (1 Sam 3:13–14). He breaks his neck and dies when he falls 

backwards off his seat at the news that his sons had been killed and the ark of God captured by 

the Philistines (1 Sam 4:17–18). 

Samuel’s story is interrupted for three chapters with what scholars typically identify as “the 

ark narrative” (1 Sam 4:1–7:1). He is mentioned nowhere in this narrative. In battle with the 

Philistines, the ark—the visible manifestation of the divine presence—is captured and held 

prisoner (1 Sam 4). The Philistines place the ark in the temple to Dagon, one of the Philistine gods. 

In the morning they discover the idol of Dagon fallen and lying on its face. After replacing the 

statue, they awake the next morning to again find the statue lying on its face—only this time also 

with its head and hands having separated from the statue (1 Sam 5:1–5). The presence of the ark 

proves disastrous—the Philistines begin to be afflicted with tumors. They then resolve to move 

the ark elsewhere within Philistia, this time to Gath, with the same result. They then transport the 

ark to Ekron, again with the same result. After holding the ark for seven months, the Philistines 

return it to the Israelites (1 Sam 6). 

Saul’s Election and Rejection (1 Sam 8–15) 

The people demand a king, desiring to be “like other nations.” This was a response to the corrupt 

leadership of Samuel’s sons (1 Sam 8:1–5) as well a desire to have a king to fight for them against 
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enemy threats (1 Sam 8:20). Samuel first tries to dissuade the people, pointing out that kings often 

exploit their people. They do not listen to him, and God agrees to grant the people a king (1 Sam 

8:6–9). Saul is then anointed in secret as the first king of Israel and successfully defends the people 

against military opposition from the Ammonites (1 Sam 9–10). Samuel then leaves his post as 

judge and encourages the people in their devotion and faithfulness to Yahweh (1 Sam 12). 

Saul’s fortunes quickly turn, however, and Samuel rejects Saul’s kingship after an occurrence 

in 1 Sam 13–14: Saul himself offers a sacrifice in preparation for battle with the Philistines. The 

decisive indictment of Saul’s reign, though, comes from God in 1 Sam 15, when Saul fails to 

adhere to and follow through with the required practice ofherem (“the ban”). That is, he fails to 

utterly destroy the spoils of the defeated Amalekites and fails to kill Agag, the Amalekite king. 

This disobedience leads to Yahweh’s rejection of Saul as king 

 

The Rise and Reign of David (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 8) 

David is important in both 1 and 2 Samuel, but he is not introduced until1 Sam 16. Samuel anoints 

him secretly as the future king, and David goes to Saul’s court as a musician (1 Sam 16). As David 

rises, Saul declines. David defeats the giant Goliath (1 Sam 17), befriends Saul’s son Jonathan, 

and marries his younger daughter, Michal (1 Sam 18). Saul’s own children turn their backs on their 

father, assisting and protecting David against Saul’s growing jealousy and murderous intentions. 

David is forced to flee and hides with the people of Judah. Saul pursues David, yet David twice 

spares Saul’s life in these exchanges. The rest of 1 Samuel is filled with various battles, and the 

book concludes with Saul’s suicide in battle with the Amalekites. In this battle, three of his sons—

Jonathan included—also die (1 Sam 31:1–13). An Amalekite comes to David, claiming 

responsibility for killing Saul. David kills the Amalekite messenger and sings a lament over Saul 

and his own dear friend Jonathan (2 Sam 1). 

With Saul dead, David is officially and publicly anointed king in Hebron. Saul’s son Ish-

bosheth (“man of shame”) becomes king in the north (2 Sam 2). Ish-bosheth is eventually killed 

by two of his captains, who are then killed by David when they request a reward (2 Sam 4). There 

are no potential threats to David’s rule remaining—Mephibosheth, son of Jonathan and grandson 

of Saul, is not a threat, and David later invites him to serve as a member of his own court. David 

assumes control of the north, Israel, as well. He establishes his capital in Jerusalem, and the ark is 

brought there (2 Sam 5–6). 

In 2 Samuel 7, David proposes to build a temple for Yahweh to house the ark. Yahweh rejects 

this but not out of animosity towards David. Instead, He makes him a promise: the Davidic 

covenant. God promises David political peace, and also the establishment of a Davidic Dynasty, 

promising that there will always be a Davidic heir on the throne (2 Sam 7:10–11a; 2 Sam 7:11b–

6). 
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The Succession History of King David (2 Sam 9–20) 

Second Samuel 7 and the Davidic covenant is a decisive moment forDavid, but the events of 2 

Sam 11–12 are equally decisive againstDavid. He commits adultery with the wife of Uriah, one 

of his soldiers. He then has Uriah killed in battle. God condemns David’s sin and promises that 

David’s own house will rebel against him. 

David’s kingdom begins to unravel after this. His house is shaken by scandal—rape, incest, 

murder, and civil war. David’s firstborn, Amnon, rapes his half-sister, Tamar. This causes her 

brother Absalom to respond by killing Amnon. After several years in exile, Absalom returns. He 

then plots rebellion against his father, and David is forced to flee Jerusalem (2 Sam 15). The 

succession history ends with several battles during this civil war and with the death of Absalom (2 

Sam 18). 

Concluding Appendices (2 Sam 21–24) 

The remaining four chapters of 2 Samuel appear to be a collection of miscellaneous texts and 

traditions. David hands over seven of Saul’s descendants to be impaled by the Gibeonites as a 

payment for Saul’s guilt. Chapter 21 ends by recounting David’s military exploits and battles (2 

Sam 21). Second Samuel 22 is a psalm David sings, echoingPsa 18. Chapter 23 recounts “the last 

words of David,” accompanied by a listing of David’s “warriors” and their successes. The final 

chapter of 2 Samuel recounts David’s census of Israel, which angers Yahweh and causes Him 

to send a disease that kills 70,000 people. David makes amends for his sin and placates God by 

building an altar on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 

Textual Problems and Possible Solutions 

The Hebrew text of 1 and 2 Samuel is one of the most defective, corrupt, and difficult in the entire 

Hebrew Bible. It has many text-critical problems, and the first is simply establishing the text from 

which to work. There are also significant differences between the Masoretic and Septuagint (LXX) 

manuscript traditions. There are some texts in the MT that are absent in the LXX (among them, 1 

Sam 17:12–31, 55–58; 18:1–5, 10–11, 17–19). The LXX appears to point to a variant Hebrew 

text—as also suggested by the three Hebrew manuscripts of Samuel found in Cave IV 

at Qumran (4QSama, b, c; see McCarter, 1 Samuel, 6f). 

Composition 

There have been many attempts to determine the original text of Samuel. Most of these try to 

identify the narrative’s sources. The same sort of evidence that made interpreters question how the 

Pentateuch was written is found in Samuel. Doublets and internal tensions or contradictions 

suggest that 1 and 2 Samuel were composed by multiple authors at different times. 

1. Saul anointed king three times (1 Sam 10:1 secretly; 10:21 and 11:15publicly). 

2. Samuel rejects Saul’s kingship twice (1 Sam 13:14; 15:23). 

3. Saul is introduced twice to David (1 Sam 16:21; 17:58) 

https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa9-20
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa7
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa11-12
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa11-12
https://biblia.com/books/lbd/article/AMNON.1
https://biblia.com/books/lbd/article/ABSALOM
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa15
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa18
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa18
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa21-24
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa21
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa21
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa21
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa22
https://biblia.com/reference/Ps18
https://biblia.com/reference/2Sa23
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa17.12-31
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa17.12-31
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa17.55-58
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa18.1-5
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa18.10-11
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa18.17-19
https://biblia.com/books/lbd/article/CITYOFSALT
https://biblia.com/reference/DSSSE.4Q51?resourceName=lbd
https://biblia.com/reference/DSSSE.4Q51?resourceName=lbd
https://biblia.com/reference/DSSSE.4Q52?resourceName=lbd
https://biblia.com/reference/DSSSE.4Q53?resourceName=lbd
https://www.logos.com/resource/LLS%24ANCHOR09SA1
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa10.1
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa10.21
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa11.15
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa13.14
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa15.23
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa16.21
https://biblia.com/reference/1Sa17.58


4. Goliath is said to be killed both by David (1 Sam 17) and Elhanan (2 Sam 21:19) 

5. David twice spares Saul’s life (1 Sam 24; 26) 

Eichhorn observed this evidence near the end of the 18th century (see Eichhorn, Einleitung in das 

alte Testament). However, the first real appreciation for the different sources belongs to Julius 

Wellhausen near the end of the 19th century. According to Wellhausen, 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–

2 stood out as a distinct literary unit that was also historically reliable (Wellhausen, Der Text der 

Bücher Samuelis untersucht). 

Leonhard Rost took this emphasis on 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2 and discussed it very 

thoroughly. Rost argued that this unit was the longest single source in the books of Samuel—the 

work of a single eyewitness who recorded these events very close to the time of the events 

themselves, with the purpose of glorifying Solomon (Rost, The Succession to the Throne of David). 

Rost further identified two other independent sources: the ark narrative (1 Sam 4:1–7:1; 2 Sam 

6:1–16) and the Ammonite war narratives (2 Sam 10:1–11:1; 12:26–31). He also saw these as 

historically reliable accounts penned very near the time of the events themselves. More recently, 

it has been suggested that a separate succession narrative of sorts exists in 2 Sam 15–20, before 

the main narrative in 2 Sam 9–1 Kgs 2 (Flanagan, “Court History of Succession Document?”). The 

majority of scholars understand the ark narrative scene to have its own narrative integrity, and was 

inserted into Samuel to legitimate the people’s request for a king. 

Martin Noth’s theory of the Deuteronomistic History (Deut–2 Kgs) provides potential insights 

into the compositional history of the books of Samuel. Noth argued that the Deuteronomistic 

History was a unified history that a single editor assembled during the exile (Noth, The 

Deuteronomistic History). Because the Deuteronomistic history contains Deuteronomy, some 

scholars have tried to follow some of the Pentateuchal sources—traditionally J and E—into the 

Deuteronomistic History of the books of Samuel. However, there is little evidence for continued 

and sustained sources running from the Pentateuch into 1 and 2 Samuel. Also, source-critical 

analysis of the Pentateuch is strongly criticized now by scholars such as Rendtorff (The Problem 

of the Process of Transmission of the Pentateuch) and Whybray (The Making of the Pentateuch)—

it is not clear that discussing different sources sheds much light on how the Pentateuch was written. 

Moreover, the traditionally defined Elohist source has more or less disappeared, and there is 

increasing skepticism and questions about the identity and existence of J (see most recently the 

essays in Dozeman and Schmid, A Farewell to the Yahwist?). 

The above interpretive approaches try to discover the historicalbedrock of these stories—the 

biblical text is a window into the historical experiences of ancient Israel and for some of the biblical 

characters—and to isolate the various sources that formed 1 and 2 Samuel. No consensus has 

emerged from these studies. Within the last quarter of a century there have been more literary and 

sociologically minded approaches in biblical studies. Many now focus on the unity of the text’s 
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final form and the social world lying behind it. This newer approach continues to use elements of 

the older approach. Many studies still focus on the sections of the text, especially the succession 

history. David Gunn notes connections between the succession history and 2 Sam 6–7—something 

Rost himself had noted. He further claims that the purpose of the narrative may be as simple as 

narrative entertainment (Gunn, The Story of King David). 

It has also been questioned whether the succession history is primarily interested in matters of 

succession at all, or whether the primary concern is instead David’s sin with Bathsheba, the death 

of Uriah, and the unwinding of David’s household (Alter, The David Story, xi). Carlson argues 

that the central pivot in the David story occurs in 2 Sam 11–12 with the David, Bathsheba, and 

Uriah incident—2 Sam 1–10centers on David under the blessing and 2 Sam 13–24 on David under 

the curse (Carlson, David, The Chosen King). 

Authorship and Date 

The question of authorship and date—which depend upon the uncertain issue of how the text was 

assembled—is also unclear. First and Second Samuel are most certainly a composite work, and 

the Deuteronomist likely edited it long after it was written; the date is unknown. However, it was 

probably written close to the actual time of David, in the first half of the 10th 

century BC (Alter, The David Story, xii). Gerhard von Rad has suggested the book was actually 

written and sanctioned by the court of Solomon—the prophet Nathan’s instruction to let Solomon 

build thetemple seems to support this. As a part of the Deuteronomistic History, it seems most 

likely that the books were edited circa the time of King Josiah’s reforms in the late seventh 

century BC. It is possible it was edited again after the Babylonian exile during the sixth century BC. 

Literary Features 

First and Second Samuel contain a highly intentional literary shape, design, and storyline—

gathered around Samuel, Saul, and David. The narrative seems artistically shaped to unite these 

different yet overlapping character cycles to form the canonical whole. Two songs frame the entire 

narrative: Hannah’s song in 1 Sam 2, and David’s song in 2 Sam 23 (Childs, Introduction to the 

Old Testament as Scripture,263–80). This frame puts all that comes in between—war, familial 

strife, death, and intrigue—in the context of the interaction and salvation of Yahweh 

(Brueggemann, David’s Truth). 

Cycles 

There are three distinct yet interrelated cycles in 1 and 2 Samuel, one each for Samuel, Saul, and 

David. The Samuel cycle depicts the namesake for the books in his three unique roles—priest, 

prophet, and judge. Samuel is the only figure in the entire Hebrew Bible other thanMoses to have 

all three roles. Samuel functions as intermediary between Yahweh and the people not only as a 

priest, but also as prophet and seer. He is Yahweh’s mouthpiece in multiple ways, and with the 
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advent of the monarchy Samuel plays the role of kingmaker (or king breaker). The Samuel cycle 

is oddly interrupted by the ark narrative (1 Sam 4:1–7:1), in which Samuel is not mentioned. 

The Saul cycle presents Saul as a tragic figure whose story and experience of God’s favor ends 

as quickly as it begins (see Gunn, The Fate of King Saul). Saul is anointed king in 1 Sam 10, and 

by 1 Sam 13:13–14 the kingship has been stripped from him. He is a transitional figure in the 

narrative, and sets the stage for the triumphant David. However, while the narrative vilifies Saul 

for his lack of faith and his disobedience, he seems initially to be exactly what Israel desired in a 

king. They had requested a king to protect them from enemies in the wake of the Philistine-ark 

crisis—immediately after being appointed king, Saul successfully protects the people and defeats 

his enemies. Whether a genuine historical memory is behind these texts about Saul or not, it seems 

likely that his tragic portrayal has more to do with the theological agenda of the Deuteronomist 

than it may with Saul himself. 

While First and Second Samuel is primarily focused on David and stories about him, he is not 

introduced until 1 Sam 16. David himself, however, is not immune to scandal, nor is his family 

immune to intrigue. From his introduction in the text to the moment before the rendezvous with 

Bathsheba, David is portrayed in sterling terms with a glowing evaluation at all points. He is 

Israel’s king par excellence, the barometer against which subsequent kings are to be judged. After 

his sin with Bathsheba and his murder of Uriah, David—the poster boy for Israel’s monarchy—is 

a tarnished figure. First and Second Samuel is a story of David’s ascendancy and failures as king. 

Even though he is not introduced until after 16 chapters, those 16 chapters serve as an introduction 

that sets the stage for David and his life. 

View and Assessment of the Monarchy 

First and Second Samuel contain texts that both defend and argue against the monarchy. These 

two views exist in a tense relationship in the final form of the text. It is the ascribed task of the 

monarchy to protect the people (or at least this is the reason the people give in requesting a king), 

and the first King, Saul, seems a fitting success. But circumstances quickly change—yet this is not 

a critique of the monarchy itself, but only of Saul, the failed first king (1 Sam 13:14; 15:10, 35). 

The glorious ascension of King David to the throne, along with the divine promise in2 Sam 7, 

where Yahweh grants permanency to the Davidic monarchy, would seem to suggest that the 

institution itself is not bad, yet individual kings may be. 

However, 1–2 Samuel may be read as depicting the monarchy in negative terms from the very 

beginning. The people ask for a king, and God grants their request—but only after relaying to 

Samuel in 1 Sam 8:7that Israel’s request for a king is a rejection of Yahweh as king. Samuel rightly 

warns the people that monarchy will subject them to exploitation and abuse, which further 

emphasizes the negative view of the institution itself. This negative view also shows in the David 

narrative. Though the Deuteronomist holds him in high esteem, David himself fails and abuses his 
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power as king. After David’s sin with Bathsheba and Uriah, the eternally promised Davidic 

Dynasty begins to look less positive. Second Samuel 11:27–12:1 relates Yahweh’s displeasure at 

David’s abuse of the royal office. While Yahweh remains true to his promises to David, David 

himself was not true to Yahweh—which furthers the negative assessment of the monarchy. 

Robert Polzin has the severe antimonarchical reading of 1 and 2 Samuel. He maintains that the 

entirety of 1 and 2 Samuel is a message to those in exile that calls into question the whole institution 

of the monarchy from the very beginning. Polzin contends that 1 Sam 1–7presents a sustained 

introduction to the monarchic history of Israel. This section negatively portrays the monarchy 

through a variety of literary features—such as the unflattering image of the rotund priest Eli 

perched atop his “throne” or taking up residence in his “palace.” Polzin sees Eli as a symbol of the 

royal figure, and his description as an aged, feeble, and blind character reveals 1–2 Samuel’s view 

of royalty. Eli’s sons are described as “scoundrels”—a criticism of dynastic succession (1 Sam 

2:12; Polzin, Samuel and the Deuteronomist). 

Frank Moore Cross sees the tension between positive and negativeassessments of the 

monarchy as a result of how the Deuteronomistic History’s final form took shape. Cross argues 

that there were two editions of the Deuteronomistic History—the first dates to the time of Josiah 

(seventh century BC) and was associated with his reforms. This version ended in 2 Kgs 23:25 and 

had a positive view of the monarchy. The second edition has its origins in the exile and is 

a theological response to it. It adds 2 Kgs 23:26–25:30 and other passages in the earlier sections 

and transforms the picture of kingship into a negative one (Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew 

Epic, 274–89). TheDeuteronomistic History ends with the destruction of the temple and the 

Judaean king Jehoiachin taken prisoner in exile. This may show that in the Deuteronomist’s mind, 

the monarchy was fated to fail ever since 2 Sam 11–12—David’s sin with Bathsheba and his 

murderous cover up. The Deuteronomist gives entirely positive evaluations only to two kings in 

the whole history of the monarchy—Hezekiah and Josiah. 

Theological Themes 

First and Second Samuel highlight a number of theological themes beyond the question of 

evaluating the monarchy. Yahweh is an elusive yet key character in the narrative—His will is made 

known through Samuel and other prophets. However, the books of Samuel do not present a 

comfortable image of God—they show a God who is free to transgress humanly defined 

boundaries and (perceived) morals. Saul’s sad reign looks more like a cruel joke than it does an 

earnest attempt to give the people a king (e.g., Yahweh’s anger at Saul manifests itself in a 

tormenting spirit that torments Saul and drives him insane; likewise the people are driven “insane” 

by Saul). The narrative also contains a theme from Genesis: the inscrutability of the divine choice. 

Yahweh chooses the youngest of Jesse’s sons, David, just as God had shown a repeated preference 

for the younger in Genesis: Abel, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. 
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The narrative also highlights the unique sovereignty of Yahweh. The ark narrative shows 

this—when the ark is placed before the statue of Dagon, the idol falls on its face twice, and the 

second time is broken in pieces. Yahweh alone makes and destroys kings, for He is the King of 

kings. Yahweh only grants the people’s request for a king after explaining to Samuel that the 

people’s request for a king is a rejection of Yahweh, their proper King. However, Yahweh goes 

along with their request—the divine—human relationship is not simply authoritarian. Yahweh 

rather takes His relationship with humanity seriously and honors their voice, even if they reject 

Him. The monarchy is then a sort of gift—Yahweh’s act of grace in protecting His people, though 

they only asked Him for this gift because they doubted. 
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