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Christ in Samuel51

The Promise to David (2 Samuel 7)
From the reign of David onward the most common association of the prom-

ised Messiah in the psalms and the prophets is with David.52 This connection 
was prompted by the events related in 2 Samuel 7. The chapter opens with David 
relating to the prophet Nathan his desire to build a house for God, which Nathan 
initially approves. However, that night God revealed to Nathan that David was 
not to build a house for God, but that God would build a house (dynasty) for 
David (2 Sam 7:11, 15–16).53 This oracle given to Nathan is the basis for the 
messianic hope connected with David and his house. Especially important are 
the last words of this oracle, “your house and your kingdom will be secured for-
ever before me, and your throne will be established forever” (2 Sam 7:16; cf. 
Is 9:6 [ET 9:7]; Heb 1:8). This promise to David came as a partial fulfillment 
of God’s promise to Abraham that kings would come from him (Gen 17:6). 
Moreover, God had provided regulations for kings in the laws given by Moses 
(Deut 17:14–20). Therefore, God’s promise of a kingdom to David and his 
house was not a new plan, but was part of God’s plan from the beginning. The 
raising up of David’s “seed” (2 Sam 7:12) for this purpose recalls the original 
Gospel promise of the “Seed” who would crush the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15).

In many ways this oracle is the high point of David’s reign and, therefore, 
also of the book of Samuel. Although David would sin and bring misery to him-
self and his kingdom, nevertheless, God’s promise remained with David and 
David remained confident of God’s promise to him, even in his last words (2 Sam 
23:5). In the Gospels the acclamation that Jesus is the “Son of David” makes 
the connection between this prophecy and Jesus as the Messiah.54 Moreover, 
the Gospels affirm that the general opinion of the Pharisees and scribes in the 
first century was that the Messiah would be David’s descendant (Mt 22:41–42; 
Mk 12:35).55 Likewise, the relationship between God as “Father” and the royal 
“son” from David (2 Sam 7:14) fits with the Jewish equation of “the Son of 
God” with “the Christ” (Mt 26:63) and “the King of Israel” (Jn 1:49).56

51 This section is adapted from Lessing and Steinmann, Prepare the Way of the Lord, 204–5.
52 E.g., Pss 18:51 (ET 18:50); 89:4–5, 21, 36–37, 50 (ET 89:3–4, 20, 35–36, 49); 132:10–18; 

Is 11:1–16; 55:3; Jer 23:5–6; 30:9; 33:15–18; Ezek 34:23–24; 37:24–25; Hos 3:5; Amos 
9:11–15; Micah 5:1 (ET 5:2).

53 The Hebrew noun tyIB', “house,” often refers to a “dynasty,” as is applicable in 2 Sam 7:11, 
15–16. In addition, “house” in 2 Sam 7:13 relates to the Solomonic temple and then suggests 
Jesus as the new temple (e.g., Jn 1:14; 2:19–21).

54 See “Son of David” in Mt 1:1; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30–31; 21:9, 15; Mk 10:47–48; Lk 
18:38–39; cf. Rev. 3:7; 5:5; 22:16.

55 In Mt 22:42–45 Jesus challenges the assumption that the Messiah would be only David’s son 
by citing Ps 110:1 to demonstrate that he is also David’s Lord.

56 See the quote of 2 Sam 7:14a in Heb 1:5b. For Jesus as the Son of God the Father, see also, 
e.g., Mt 11:27; 28:19; Lk 1:35; Jn 1:14; 5:19–23.
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Luther held that David understood this oracle (2 Samuel 7) as being about 
the Messiah, noting that in his response to Nathan’s oracle he said, “And this 
is the manner of the man” (µd:¡a;h̋; tr"è/T tazoÿw̋“, 2 Sam 7:19).57 Luther understood 
“the man” to be the promised Messiah. Perhaps there is support for Luther’s 
interpretation in the parallel in 1 Chr 17:17, which could be read to say: “And 
you have viewed me according to the teaching about the ascending man” 
(hl…[̀}M'h̋æâ µd:üa;h̋; r/téK̋] ynIt̋'%yair“W̋), meaning that God saw in David the longing to 
see the Messiah, the “ascending man” (Prov 30:4; Jn 3:13; Eph 4:10). This is 
the position endorsed in this commentary (see the commentary on 2 Sam 7:19).

On the other hand, many scholars understand “the man” (µd:üa;˝h;, 1 Chr 
17:17) to be used in a generic sense to mean “mankind.” David, then, compre-
hended this oracle as a “covenant/charter for mankind.” This passage would then 
point forward to God’s work through the house of David that would bring the 
kingdom to all people, something that is fulfilled in Jesus, who announced the 
arrival of the kingdom of God. Under this understanding David’s words continue 
to be relevant through the mission of the church to bring the Gospel of Christ 
and his kingdom to all people. There are several problems with this position, 
however, including that fact that it requires an impossible understanding of the 
word hl…[̀}M'h̋æâ (1 Chr 17:17; see the commentary on 2 Sam 7:19).

Other Messianic Passages in the Book of Samuel
While 2 Samuel 7 is central in the messianic focus of the book of Samuel, 

we can also see several other passages as signaling Israel’s messianic hope. At 
the very beginning of 1 Samuel, Hannah’s Song proclaims confidence that God 
would strengthen the coming King, “his Anointed One” (/̋jêyvim], “his Messiah/
Christ,” 1 Sam 2:10). Then at the end of the book David’s last words express 
confidence that God had made eternal provisions for an eternal covenant with 
him and for his salvation (2 Sam 23:5; cf. Heb 13:20). Thus, the book begins 
with a forward-looking confidence in God’s work in the coming Messiah, 
reaches a climax in God’s promise to David through Nathan, and then ends 
with David’s assertion that God will do what he has promised.

In addition, God promised through Samuel that he would raise up a faith-
ful priest (see the commentary on 1 Sam 2:35). This priest would act in accord 
with God’s will. He would have a house that would endure and would walk 
before God forever. Moreover, this priest will not be from the house of Aaron 
(1 Sam 2:27–33). In the book of Hebrews, Jesus is portrayed as this priest in 
words that echo God’s words to Samuel (Heb 2:17; 7:11–16).

Therefore, in Samuel we find the promise of the Messiah primarily in royal 
imagery but also in his portrayal as a priest. Because of Nathan’s prophecy, 
David becomes the paradigm that molds messianic expectations throughout 
much of the prophetic books. In addition, the coming faithful priest who will 

57 Luther, “The Last Words of David,” AE 15:291: “This is the manner of a Man who is the Lord 
God.”
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not be from the line of Aaron shaped prophecy when the Anointed One to come 
is proclaimed in both kingly and priestly language (Psalm 110). In Samuel we 
find the historical foundation for these later messianic prophecies.

David and the Messianic Promise
In light of the passages noted above, it is not an exaggeration to say that 

the messianic promise in the book of Samuel is filtered through the lens of 
David’s life. This should not be surprising, since from David’s introduction 
to the reader in 1 Samuel 16 to his last sacrifice in 2 Samuel 24, almost every 
narrative involves David in some way.58 David is the chosen king, Yahweh’s 
anointed (1 Sam 16:12–13). This naturally raises the question for readers as to 
why God chose David. While God need not justify his choices, it is interest-
ing to note that the book of Samuel does reveal something about God’s choice 
of David—something it does not do for the previous choice of Saul.59 When 
Samuel was sent to Jesse to anoint one of his sons, God told Samuel that he 
looks on the heart, not on outward appearance (1 Sam 16:7). What sets David’s 
heart apart from others, especially from Saul’s heart, is his trust in God, a trust 
God himself wrought in him by his Word and Spirit (see the commentary on 
1 Sam 16:1–13). This trust is exhibited in David’s defeat of Goliath (1 Samuel 
17). It also led David to a high respect for God’s Word (see the commentary on 
1 Sam 23:6–13). David also honored God’s decisions, even when it may have 
seemed more advantageous to him to have done otherwise. Thus, David twice 
refused to take Saul’s life, since Saul was still “Yahweh’s anointed,”60 the one 
God originally anointed as king (1 Samuel 24; 1 Samuel 26). David trusted that 
God would remove Saul when the time was right (1 Sam 26:10).

God’s work in David’s heart is also shown in his willingness to repent of 
his sins. Without prompting by others David was sorry that he cut off a corner 
of Saul’s robe (1 Sam 24:6–7 [ET 24:5–6]). After his decision to take a census 
(challenged by Joab, 2 Sam 24:3) he repented of this sin (2 Sam 24:10). When 
admonished by Nathan for his sin of adultery and murder, readers are shown 
how the prophetic Word worked in David’s heart—he immediately repented and 
did not deny or make excuses for his sinful actions (2 Sam 12:13). When his own 
anger may have led him into sin, David’s heart listened to Abigail (1 Samuel 25).

Therefore, the tracing of the arc of David’s life from his anointing by 
Samuel to his last years on the throne reveals something about God’s choice of 
David as king and as bearer of the messianic promise. As God enabled David to 
fulfill this messianic vocation, he was, in these ways, a prefiguration of Christ. 
Thus, reading about David in the book of Samuel is also instruction for us about 

58 Rare exceptions include Saul consulting the medium at Endor (1 Samuel 28) and Saul’s death 
(1 Samuel 31).

59 For a broad discussion of the biblical teachings of God’s choosing or election, see FC SD XI, 
“Eternal Foreknowledge and Divine Election.”

60 hw:hy“ j"yvim], 1 Sam 24:7, 11 (ET 24:6, 10); 26:9, 11, 16, 23.
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Christ. Even the ways in which David struggled and failed yet was brought to 
repentance and renewed faith teach us about the Christian life. Here we learn 
that Christ desires his people to trust him with their lives. We are instructed in 
repentance and in God’s grace in Christ Jesus toward us sinners—God forgave 
David. We see God’s favor toward all fallen humans in his choice of David as 
bearer of the messianic kingship culminating in Christ, who is not only King 
of Israel but also King of kings and Lord of all, who has opened the kingdom 
of grace to all people. We learn that Jesus earnestly desires that his people trust 
his Word and come to it for guidance in their lives as David did. We also are 
instructed by David’s example to trust God’s decisions as to what circumstances 
in this life will surround us and even beset us. By showing us how Yahweh inter-
acted with David, the author of the book of Samuel is showing us Christ and 
his gracious heart. By telling us how David interacted with Yahweh, the author 
is telling us how we, like David, can rely on Christ to bless our lives and to 
patiently deal with us as sinners who daily need to repent of our sins.

Law and Gospel in Samuel61

The author of Samuel does not avoid depicting the aftereffects of transgress-
ing God’s Law. He points out the sins of every major character in the book (with 
the possible exception of the prophet Samuel). Most obvious of these are Eli’s 
sin of not disciplining his sons (1 Sam 2:12–36; 3:11–14); Saul’s repeated sin 
of lack of trust and confidence in God (1 Sam 13:1–15; 15:1–35); and David’s 
sins, notably his adultery with Bathsheba (2 Sam 11:1–12:23) and his mistake 
in taking the census (2 Sam 24:1–25). All of these transgressions lead to conse-
quences as God judges the sin and as the sinner sets into motion a chain of events 
triggered by his sins. Even David’s repentance does not prevent an elaborate 
sequence of incidents that stem in some way from his adultery: the death of the 
child conceived with Bathsheba, the rape of Tamar, the murder of Amnon, and 
the rebellions of Absalom and Sheba. Clearly, the writer of Samuel wishes to 
demonstrate that sin often brings unintended and unanticipated consequences 
to the sinner and frequently to those around him. Even when the sinner repents 
and is forgiven and delivered from eternal death, the consequences of disobe-
dience in this life are not ameliorated.

Another aspect of the Law that is highlighted is accountability, stressing the 
first use of the Law: God holds those whom he has placed in positions of author-
ity especially accountable for their sins because their actions affect those whom 
they rule. Thus, Saul’s decisions have dire consequences for all Israel. His fail-
ure of leadership, largely due to his lack of confidence in God, leads Israel astray 
and ultimately to defeat in battle against the Philistines. Because of Saul’s sin, 
God punishes him with an evil spirit that vexes him (1 Sam 16:14–23; 18:10–11) 
and by giving the kingdom to young David (1 Sam 15:28; 16:1–13). Finally, 
Saul dies in battle as Israel is defeated by the Philistines (1 Sam 31:1–13).

61 This section is adapted from Lessing and Steinmann, Prepare the Way of the Lord, 205–8.
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It can be argued that Eli’s poor supervision of his sons leads not only to 
their deaths but also to the capture of the ark by the Philistines (1 Sam 4:11) 
and a long, dark period in Israel’s history (1 Sam 7:2) that ends only with 
Samuel’s intervention (1 Sam 7:3–17). God held Eli accountable for his sin 
(1 Sam 3:11–14), and Eli’s pitiable death (1 Sam 4:18) is an early step in God’s 
holding him and his house liable.

Even David, the greatest of Israel’s kings, is judged for his iniquitous 
actions. Because of his improprieties with Bathsheba, God humiliated him in 
the sight of all Israel (2 Sam 12:9–12; 16:20–22).

Despite the many sins of Israel and its leaders chronicled in Samuel, Yahweh 
continued to be merciful and gracious to his people—a frequent way in which 
the Gospel is proclaimed in Samuel. When Eli’s leadership failed, Yahweh raised 
up Samuel to prophesy and to deliver Israel. When the people rejected God as 
their king and requested a human king to rule over them so that they could be 
like the other nations, God was patient and granted their request (1 Sam 8:7). 
Through David he blessed Israel with victory over all the surrounding nations 
and ushered in a period of extended peace.

Most important, God never forgot his ultimate gracious pledge to Israel—
the messianic promise. Hope for this promise is evident in Hannah’s prayer at 
the beginning of the book: “Yahweh will judge the ends of the earth. He will give 
strength to his King and lift up the horn of his Anointed One” (i.e., his Messiah 
or Christ; 1 Sam 2:10). The messianic promise given to David in 2 Samuel 7 is 
the focus of David’s last words: “Because he has made an everlasting promise 
to me, with every detail arranged and secured” (2 Sam 23:5).

God’s grace is especially evident because of his blessings on the lowly. 
Hannah is given a child, and God supports her through the loving words of her 
husband, Elkanah (1 Sam 1:23). The boy Samuel, a mere servant at the tab-
ernacle, is called to be a prophet (1 Samuel 3). David, the youngest of Jesse’s 
eight sons and a common shepherd boy, is chosen to be king (1 Sam 16:1–13).

This gracious blessing of the poor and humble is explicit in Hannah’s 
prayer. By including her petition at the beginning of his work, the writer of 
Samuel is setting the tone for this theme in the rest of the book: “Yahweh kills 
and makes alive; he brings down to Sheol and brings up [again]” (1 Sam 2:6). 
In this way the book of Samuel points toward God’s grace in Christ, who sacri-
ficed himself for the sins of the world, but whom God made alive again for the 
saving of many that they might inherit a glorious throne in his eternal kingdom 
(2 Tim 2:11–12; cf. Rev 20:6).

From Hannah in 1 Samuel 2 to David’s census in 2 Samuel 24, Yahweh 
frequently reverses what is expected and thereby shows the dynamic interplay 
of Law and Gospel. Consider these events: Hannah overcomes ridicule and 
barrenness (1 Samuel 1). The young man Samuel replaces Israel’s supreme 
religious leaders, Eli and his wicked sons, Hophni and Phinehas (1 Samuel 
3). Unbelieving Philistines gain a military victory over God’s people because 
Israel is in such a woeful spiritual condition (1 Samuel 4). The idol of Dagon, 
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the Philistines’ God of grain who is credited with the triumph over the Israelites, 
falls flat on his face before Yahweh’s ark (1 Samuel 5). Because of renewed trust 
in Yahweh, Israel defeats the Philistines who have a superior military (1 Samuel 
7). Saul, a fearful man, becomes the first king in Israel (1 Samuel 9–11). 
Jonathan, Saul’s son, is distinguished over his father in battle (1 Samuel 14). 
Israel’s king Saul is embarrassed by Samuel, a mere prophet, who announces 
that Yahweh has taken the kingdom from Saul’s hand (1 Samuel 15). David, the 
youngest son of Jesse, is anointed to serve as Israel’s second king (1 Samuel 
16). The shepherd boy David with just a sling and a stone is triumphant over the 
mighty armored Goliath (1 Samuel 17). Saul, the king of Israel and Yahweh’s 
anointed one, dies and is mocked by the Philistines on Gilboa (1 Samuel 31). 
He is even beheaded (1 Sam 31:9).

This theme continues during David’s reign: Michal, the powerful daugh-
ter of Saul, is sent away, never to have children (2 Samuel 6). Mephibosheth, 
the crippled son of Jonathan, is given a seat at King David’s table (2 Samuel 9). 
Uriah, a Hittite soldier in the Israelite army, is more righteous than King David 
(2 Samuel 11). The prophet Nathan dares to condemn King David for his sin 
(2 Samuel 12). The wise woman from Tekoa knows more about the king’s fam-
ily troubles than he does (2 Samuel 14). Finally, David confesses that when 
God’s people are in the dark, Yahweh will light their way (2 Sam 22:29). These 
reversals are all anticipated in Hannah’s observation: “Yahweh makes poor and 
makes rich; he humbles, and he also elevates” (1 Sam 2:7).

This is not a new theme in the OT. Sarah (Gen 11:30), Rebekah (Gen 25:21), 
and Rachel (Gen 30:1) were all barren for a time after being married. They went 
on to become Israel’s beloved matriarchs. Like Hannah (1 Sam 1:2), Leah was 
one of two wives, and though Leah initially was despised (Gen 29:23–31), she 
became an ancestress of the Messiah (Gen 29:35). The people of Israel, who 
had been slaves in Egypt, saw Pharaoh’s army drowned while they escaped 
from his mud pits and straw bins (Ex 14:28). Moreover, in the NT Paul picks 
up this motif again: “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the 
wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the 
lowly things of this world and the despised things and the things that are not to 
nullify the things that are” (1 Cor 1:27–28). Christ crucified is a foolish stum-
bling block (1 Cor 1:23), but “God was pleased through the folly of preaching 
to save those who believe” (1 Cor 1:21).

This theme of reversal is most evident in Jesus and his ministry. He chose 
fishermen instead of Pharisees, sinners instead of Sadducees, and prostitutes 
instead of the princely line of Herod. Ultimately, Jesus wore thorns instead of 
silver and gold for a crown. His choices lead to torment and torture, darkness 
and death.

Jesus’ work led to the greatest inversion of all. He rose and overturned 
death, replacing it with resurrection life. His ministry continued through his 
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apostles, of whom some Jews in Thessalonica declared, “These men who have 
turned the world upside down have also come here” (Acts 17:6).62

Other Theological Themes in Samuel63

The book of Samuel is so large that it is difficult to speak of only a few other 
theological themes that characterize it. However, several stand out among the 
many that are found within this work.

Prosperity and Success Come Only from God
The book of Samuel repeatedly emphasizes that God provides prosperity 

and success by his grace alone and that when humans look to their own devices, 
they are turning their backs on God and will ultimately fail. This is seen first 
in the acts of Eli’s sons, who corrupt the sacrifices and the priesthood (1 Sam 
2:12–17), seeking to provide for themselves and satisfy their desires by their 
own efforts. Eli, who refused to discipline his sons (although he did rebuke 
them; 1 Sam 2:22–25), received a prophecy that he and his sons would die and 
the high priesthood would be taken away from his family (1 Sam 2:27–36).

Saul’s initial success came from God’s work in him (1 Sam 11:6). His ulti-
mate failure also is ultimately tied to his rejection of God’s Word. When God’s 
displeasure over Saul’s refusal to exterminate the Amalekites is announced by 
Samuel (1 Sam 15:1–31), the reader is being prepared for the fall of Saul’s house 
that eventually leads to David’s installation as king over Israel. It is because 
Yahweh was no longer with Saul that Saul would give way to David (1 Sam 
16:14; 18:12). Saul’s ultimate demise is prefixed by the condemnation of him 
for his unfaithfulness in consulting a medium rather than God (1 Samuel 28), 
again pointing out that without trust in God, Saul cannot succeed.

David was successful because “God was with him” (1 Sam 16:13, 18; 18:12, 
14, 28; 2 Sam 5:10). Moreover, God remained with David, despite his sin with 
Bathsheba and against Uriah, as he confessed his sin and was forgiven (2 Sam 
12:13). David specifically acknowledged his utter dependence on grace in his 
last words (2 Sam 23:1–7). Noting that when one rules with “the fear of God” 
(µyhiâløa‘ taæàr“yI, 2 Sam 23:3)—that is, in a relationship characterized by divine 
favor and by one’s repentance and trust in God—he brings prosperity to his 
people. This happened with David because God made it happen in his prom-
ise of an everlasting covenant (2 Sam 23:5; see the discussion of 2 Samuel 7 in 
“Christ in Samuel” above).

62 The biblical theme of “reversal” or “inversion” is related to what Luther, in the German ver-
sion of The Freedom of a Christian, called “the joyous exchange” (der fröhlich Wechsel, WA 
7.25). See the translation of the Latin version of that work in AE 31:327–77 (see especially 
31:351–52). See also, for example, AE 26:172–79, 276–91; 30:225; 31:297–99; 48:12–13; 
51:316. Christ takes our sins on himself and in exchange gives us his own righteousness (2 Cor 
5:21).

63 This section is excerpted from Lessing and Steinmann, Prepare the Way of the Lord, 202–3.
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The Philistines Capture  
the Ark of the Covenant

Translation
4 1When the word of Samuel was for all Israel, Israel went out to meet the 
Philistines for battle. They camped at Ebenezer, and the Philistines camped in 
Aphek. 2The Philistines drew up battle lines to meet Israel, the battle became 
fierce, and Israel was defeated before the Philistines. They slew about four thou-
sand men in the battle line in the field. 3When the troops came into the camp, the 
elders of Israel said, “Why has Yahweh defeated us before the Philistines today? 
Let’s take the ark of the covenant of Yahweh for ourselves from Shiloh. It will 
come among us and save us from the grip of our enemies.”

4So the troops sent to Shiloh and took from there the ark of the covenant of 
Yahweh of armies, who is enthroned [over] the cherubim. Eli’s two sons—Hophni 
and Phinehas—were there with the ark of the covenant of God. 5As the ark of 
the covenant of Yahweh came into the camp, all Israel gave a loud shout, and the 
earth shook.

6When the Philistines heard the sound of the shout, they said, “What is the 
sound of this loud shout in the Hebrews’ camp?” They realized that the ark of 
Yahweh had come into the camp.

7The Philistines were afraid, because they thought that God had come into the 
camp. They said, “Woe to us, because nothing like this has ever happened before. 
8Woe to us! Who will save us from the power of these majestic gods? These are the 
gods who struck Egypt with utter defeat in the wilderness. 9Be strong! Be men, 
Philistines! Otherwise you will serve the Hebrews as they have served you. So be 
men, and go to war!”

10The Philistines fought and Israel was defeated, and each man fled to his 
home. The slaughter was very great, and thirty thousand infantry troops fell from 
Israel. 11Moreover, the ark of God was captured, and Eli’s two sons—Hophni and 
Phinehas—died.

Textual Notes
4:1 lá–r:c]yIAlk;l̋] là́Wmv]Arb'd" yhiày“w̋"—This is translated as “when the word of Samuel 
was for all Israel.” Many commentaries take this first part of the verse to be a completion 
of the thought of the previous chapter, i.e., the Word of Yahweh came to Samuel, and 
the word of Samuel came to Israel.1 It is best, however, to understand 4:1 as parataxis 

1 E.g., Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 28; Fokkelman, Vow and Desire, 158; Smith, 
The Books of Samuel, 30.
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and this first clause as temporal.2 (For other examples in this context of a verse begin-
ning with a paratactic temporal clause, see 4:3, 6.) Thus, during the time when Samuel 
was prophesying to all Israel (rather than just to Eli, as in 1 Samuel 3), Israel went to 
war.

At this point the LXX has a different text: καὶ ἐγενήθη ἐν ταῖς ἡμέραις ἐκείναις 
καὶ συναθροίζονται ἀλλόφυλοι εἰς πόλεμον ἐπὶ Ισραηλ, “in those days the Philistines 
gathered themselves for war against Israel.” Some commentators take this to be the orig-
inal text, along with the extended ending of LXX 1 Sam 3:21.3 However, this appears 
to be a secondary insertion that explicitly makes the Philistines the aggressors and also 
provides an explanation of why Israel went to war.

tar"Ÿq]l̋i—This is the Qal (G) infinitive construct of ar:q… II, “to meet, encounter,” 
with the preposition l]. It recurs in 4:2 and is used over thirty times in Samuel, often for 
engaging in battle. Thus, it appears together with the noun hm;j;l]mi, “war,” in 1 Sam 4:1, 
2; 17:2; 2 Sam 10:9; 18:6; and elsewhere in the OT.

.qṕâa}b̋'—This means “at Aphek.” Aphek was in the Plain of Sharon, just east of 
modern Tel Aviv.

4:2 WkŸr“['Y"w̋"—This is translated as “drew up battle lines.” The Qal (G) of Jr"[; means 
“to arrange” and in this context refers to arraying troops in a line to meet the enemy in 
combat. This verb is the root of the noun hk;r:[}m', “battle line, array,” used later in 4:2 
(also, e.g., 4:12, 16; 17:8, 10, 20–22).

hm;+j;l]Mih̋' v~FoTiw̋"—In form the verb is the third feminine singular Qal (G) preterite 
(imperfect with waw consecutive) of vf'n:, which usually means “to leave, abandon, give 
up” something, but such a meaning does not fit this context with hm;+j;l]Mih̋' as its sub-
ject and no direct object. McCarter retains the consonantal text but proposes emending 
the vowels to vf'Tuw", a form that would be parsed the same way but from a Qal passive 
(Gp) stem, “and the battle was deployed.”4 A second proposed emendation is to fTew", 
the Qal of hf;n:, which often means “to spread out” (transitively, with a direct object) 
or “turn aside,” which appears to have support from ἔκλινεν, “inclined, turned,” in the 
LXX.5 However, there is no other use of hf;n: in the OT meaning “to spread out” in the 
intransitive sense. Yet a third emendation is to vq,Tiw", “became fierce,” the third femi-
nine singular Qal preterite (imperfect with waw consecutive) of hv;q… (cf. v~q,YIŸw̋" in 2 Sam 
19:44 [ET 19:43]); those who advocate this emendation appeal to the cognate adjective 
hv;q… in 2 Sam 2:17, hv…àq; hm…öj;l]Mih̋' yhiáT]w̋", “and the battle became fierce.”6 The emenda-
tion to vq,Tiw" is adopted for this commentary’s translation: “the battle became fierce.”

πg<ƒN:èYIw̋"—The identical form recurs in 4:10. The Niphal (N) of πg"n: has the passive 
meaning “be struck, defeated.” The Qal (G) of πg"n: in 4:3 (Wn̋p…ág:n“ is the masculine singular 

2 Spina, “A Prophet’s ‘Pregnant Pause,’ ” 66; Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, 185; see 
Joüon, § 166 a.

3 See the textual note on 3:21. Advocates of this view include McCarter, I Samuel, 102–3; Klein, 
1 Samuel, 36–37.

4 McCarter, I Samuel, 102–3.
5 See already BDB, s.v. hf;n:, 3 a.
6 Smith, The Books of Samuel, 32; Klein, 1 Samuel, 36–37.
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perfect with first common plural suffix) has the corresponding active meaning “to 
strike” or “defeat.”

WK•Y"w̋"—This Hiphil (H) preterite (imperfect with waw consecutive) of hk;n:, “to strike, 
smite,” is translated as “they slew.” The Hiphil participle and cognate noun hK…m' occur 
in 4:8 (see the third textual note there).

4:3 µÌ[;h̋;—While this often simply means “the people,” in military contexts this word 
denotes “the troops,” as here and also in 4:4, 17.

hw:±hy“ tyrI∞B] ˜Ÿ/ra}—This three-word construct chain, “the ark of the covenant of 
Yahweh,” serves as a title for the ark thirty times in the OT (sometimes with additional 
wording appended). It recurs in 4:5 and in a unique expanded form in 4:4; see the sec-
ond textual note on 4:4. See also the analogous µyhiløa‘˝h; tyrIB] ˜/ra}, “the ark of the 
covenant of God,” in 1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 15:24. The “ark” was introduced in 1 Sam 3:3. 
Shorter phrases designate it elsewhere, e.g., hw:±hy“ ˜/r§a}, “the ark of Yahweh” (4:6), and 
more often µyhiløa‘(h;) ̃ /ra},̋ “the ark of God” (4:11, 13, 17–19, 21–22). The LXX omits 
“covenant” here and three more times in 4:4–5.

.Wn̋yb́ây“ao πKæàm̋i Wn̋[̀́viyOw̋“ Wn̋Be+r“qib̋] abo∞y:w̋“—The verb Wn̋[̀́viyO,̋ the suffixed Hiphil (H) imperfect 
(with conjunctive waw) of [v'y:, is a synonym of Wn̋le+yXiy", the suffixed Hiphil imperfect of 
lx'n:, in 4:8. The subject of the two imperfect verbs here could be Yahweh, but the trans-
lation considers the “ark” to be the subject, “it will come … and save us,” since the 
Israelites are treating it as a talisman that can give them victory. The Israelites’ think-
ing is then inferior to that of the heathen Philistines, who conclude that “God” (4:7) or 
“gods” (4:8), not just his/their ark, had entered the Israelites’ camp.

The prepositional phrase πKæàm̋i is literally “from [the palm side of] the hand of.” It 
is a synonym of dY"üm̋i, “from the hand of,” in 4:8.

4:4 µv;|w̋“—The second instance in this verse of the adverb “there” is omitted in the 
LXX.

µybi–rUK]˝h' bv´¢yO t/a¡b;x] hw:ühy“AtyrIB] ˜/ría}—“The ark of the covenant of Yahweh of 
armies, who is enthroned [over] the cherubim,” is a four-word construct chain with an 
additional two-word appositional phrase modifying hw:ühy“. This is the only instance of 
this full title in the entire OT. This long title emphasizes Yahweh as a warrior (cf. Ex 
15:3) and a king at the head of his army (cf. 2 Sam 6:2). See the fourth textual note on 
1 Sam 1:3. The LXX omits “of armies.”

4:5 hl…–/dg“ h[…¢WrT] … W[rIèY:w̋"—Literally “they shouted a big shout,” this is a cognate 
accusative construction. See the first textual note on 1:6 (see also, e.g., 1:11, 17, 21; 
2:13, 24).

.≈r<a…âh̋; µho¡Tew̋"—The feminine noun ≈r<a,, “earth,” is the subject of the Niphal (N) 
third feminine singular preterite (imperfect with waw consecutive) of µWh, “be in an 
uproar,” hence “reverberate, shake.”

4:6 h[;+WrT]h̋' l/q∞—This construct phrase, “the sound of the shout,” occurs twice in 
this verse, but the LXX omits “sound” both times.

µyrI=b][ih̋;—“The Hebrews” is the way that Philistines referred to Israelites (1 Sam 
13:19; 14:11; 29:3). It may have been a derogatory term (cf. 14:11). The designation 
is repeated in 4:9 (µyrI+b][il̋;).
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4:7 WŸar“ƒYIêw̋"—If one ignores the accents, this form would be the third masculine plural 
Qal (G) preterite (imperfect with waw consecutive) of ha;r: “to see,” which is common 
in the OT, e.g., 5:7; 6:13; 10:11. However, the metheg beside the hireq (ÎƒYIêÎ̋) indicates 
this is the defective, or ḥaser, spelling of War“yƒYIw", the Qal imperfect of the stative verb 
arEy:, “be afraid.”

Wr+m]a;—This is translated as “they thought.” The verb rm'a; is used not only for 
“speak,” but also for internal dialogue, “say to oneself,” i.e., “think” (cf. HALOT, s.v. 
rma, 4).

µyhi`løa‘ aB…à—Literally “God came.” The form aB…à could be the singular Qal (G) 
masculine participle, but the context indicates that it is the singular third masculine per-
fect. The LXX incorrectly emends the verb to a plural, οἱ θεοὶ ἥκασιν, “the gods had 
come,” in anticipation of the plural forms that modify µyhiløa‘ in 4:8 and indicate that it 
means “gods” there (µyKiáM'h̋' µyhi%løa‘h̋; µh́¢ hL,áá hL,á–h̋; µyrI¡yDIa'h̋; µyhiàløa‘h̋;). However, 4:7 is 
reporting on the internal thought of the Philistines from a monotheistic Israelite view-
point. When the polytheistic Philistines’ speech is reported in 4:8, their words reveal 
their conception of Israelite “gods” in a pantheon.

tazo™K̋; ht…öy“h; aløè—Literally “there has not been [anything] like this.” Hebrew often 
expresses abstract ideas, such as events or circumstances, in the feminine singular, 
including the demonstrative tazo (GKC, § 122 q).

.µvoêl]vi l/mèt]a,—Literally this is “yesterday [and] a third day,” i.e., the two previ-
ous days, since what we call “the day before yesterday” is the third day ago, counting 
inclusively (starting with today as the first day). This idiom means “before, previously.” 
It also occurs in 1 Sam 10:11; 14:21; 19:7 (cf. 2 Sam 5:2).

4:8 Wn̋le+yXiy"—This is a synonym of Wn̋[̀́viyO ̋in 4:3; see the third textual note there.
dY"üm̋i—Literally “from the hand of,” this means “from the power of ” and is a syn-

onym of πKæàm̋i in 4:3; see the third textual note there.
hK…m̀'Alk;B̋] µyIr"üx]miAta, µyKiáM'h̋'—This is translated as “who struck Egypt with utter 

defeat.” The masculine plural participle µyKiáM'h̋' (with the definite article functioning as a 
relative pronoun) is the Hiphil (H) of hk;n:, “to strike, smite.” This verb is the root of the 
following noun hK…m', which, depending on context, can be translated as “plague” (4:8), 
“blow” (6:19), “slaughter” (4:10), “attack” (14:14), or “defeat” (14:30; hl;/dG“ hK…m', 
“decisive defeat,” 19:8; 23:5). Because of the allusions to the exodus by means of 
“Egypt” (µyIr"üx]mi) and “in the wilderness” (rB…âd“MiB̋'), this singular could be treated as a 
collective and translated as “plagues.” However, this Hebrew term is not used in the 
Torah for any of the ten plagues in Egypt. In the Torah hK…m' occurs only in Num 11:33 
regarding a plague that the Lord sent against the complaining Israelites in the wilder-
ness; in Deut 25:3 regarding the punishment to be given to an individual Israelite found 
guilty of a crime; and in Lev 26:21; Deut 28:59, 61; 29:22 regarding future blows or 
plagues that the Israelites would experience if they were unfaithful to Yahweh. See fur-
ther the next textual note.

.rB…âd“Mi˝B'—This means “in the wilderness.” If the word hK…m' (see the preceding 
textual note) is interpreted as a reference to the ten plagues in Egypt, then this phrase 
might appear to be a contradiction, since those ten plagues took place in Egypt itself, 
not “in the wilderness.” However, this commentary’s translation takes hK…m' to refer to 
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the “defeat” of the Egyptians when they pursued Israel into the “wilderness” (rB…d“mi in 
Ex 13:18, 20; 14:3, 11–12) and then drowned in the Red Sea. The LXX ameliorates the 
possible difficulty of translating hK…m' as “plagues” by adding a conjunction, καὶ ἐν τῇ 
ἐρήμῳ, “and in the wilderness,” so that there would be no contradiction if the plagues 
(LXX: ἐν πάσῃ πληγῇ) referred to the ones in Egypt. It is also possible that the refer-
ence could be to other foes of Israel who were defeated as the Israelites passed through 
the wilderness toward the promised land (e.g., Numbers 21; 32:33; Deut 2:18–3:11). On 
the other hand, the MT text may reflect that the Philistines were only generally famil-
iar with Israel’s history and were in error about the ten plagues having occurred “in the 
wilderness.” Some propose emending rB…âd“MiB̋' to rb,D:b'W or rb,d<A/mb]W, either of which 
would mean “and with pestilence.”7

4:9 .µT≤âm]j'l]nIw̋“ µyviǹ:a}l̋' µt≤àyyIh]w̋I—This Qal (G) perfect of hy:h; with waw consecutive and 
this Niphal (N) perfect of µj'l; with waw consecutive are parallel to the two preceding 
imperatives (Wyªh]w̋Iê Wq|Z“j't]hiâ) and so function as imperatives: “so be men, and go to war!”

4:10 µyTi%v]lip] Wm∞j}L;YI˝w"—“The Philistines fought.” The LXX reads καὶ ἐπολέμησαν 
αὐτούς, “they fought them.”

w̋yl;+h;aol̋] vyai¢—“Each man … to his home” is the distributive use of the noun vyai 
plus “to his tent.” This is a stock idiom.8

.yliâg“r"—This is translated as “infantry troops.” The singular adjective is formed from 
the noun lg<r<, “foot,” with the gentilic suffix y. It denotes someone who travels by foot. 
In a military context it denotes an infantryman.

Commentary
Late fall/early winter 1069 BC

The Ark in the Plotline of the Book of Samuel
In 1926 Leonhard Rost proposed that the portions of Samuel in which 

the ark played a major role (1 Sam 4:1–7:1; 2 Samuel 6) were originally part 
of a separate ark narrative written by a priest for visitors to Jerusalem’s tem-
ple who wanted to know how the ark had arrived there.9 Rost’s thesis went 
largely unchallenged among critical scholars for almost half a century. More 
recently, the idea of a separate independent ark narrative has met with skepti-
cism, although it still has its defenders.10

There are a number of problems with the thesis of an independent ark nar-
rative. For instance, the deaths of Hophni and Phinehas (4:11) and the account 
of Eli’s death and Ichabod’s birth (4:12–22) make no sense without the material 

 7 See McCarter, I Samuel, 104; Klein, 1 Samuel, 38.
 8 Judg 7:8; 20:8; 1 Sam 13:2; 2 Sam 18:17; 19:9 (ET 19:8); 20:1, 22; 2 Ki 14:12; 2 Chr 25:22; 

cf. 2 Chr 10:16.
 9 Rost, The Succession to the Throne of David.
10 See Bodner, “Ark-Eology: Shifting Emphases in ‘Ark Narrative’ Scholarship.” See also 

Smelik, “The Ark Narrative Reconsidered,” and Gitay, “Reflections on the Poetics of the 
Samuel Narrative: The Question of the Ark Narrative.”
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in 1 Samuel 1–3. This suggests that one using this methodology ought to go 
farther than Rost and also excise 4:11–22 from the ark narrative. Yet without 
this poignant account of the ark’s capture and its effects, the narrative in 4:1–10 
becomes insipidly one-dimensional.

Another problem is that when David brings the ark to Jerusalem in 2 Samuel 
6, there is no mention of Kiriath-jearim (1 Sam 6:21–7:2), the place from which 
he fetches the ark.11 Instead, the alternate name of the place, Baalah in Judah, is 
used (2 Sam 6:2; cf. Josh 15:9). If 2 Samuel 6 was part of a coherent ark narra-
tive, one would at least expect an explanation of the place-name Kiriath-jearim 
in 1 Sam 6:21–7:2 or of the place-name Baalah in 2 Sam 6:2.

Instead of looking for separate sources that contributed to the book of 
Samuel,12 it is much more fruitful to ask why Samuel disappears from the nar-
rative after 1 Sam 4:1 and does not reappear until 1 Sam 7:3. The reason for 
this ought to be obvious: The ark’s story is the story of the failure of the leader-
ship among the Elide priests, which leads to Israel’s misuse of the ark (abetted 
by Eli’s sons, 4:4, 11) as well as Israel’s turning to idolatry and its continued 
twenty-year subjugation to the Philistines even after the return of the ark (7:2–3). 
During this time the Israelites were not listening to the prophecies of Samuel 
(3:19–4:1a) but were turning to the gods of the nations around them. In fact, 4:1 
implies that the Israelites did not value Samuel’s prophecy, since they went to 
war without first consulting the prophet or committing their hearts to Yahweh 
and serving only him (7:3). Thus, the accounts of the capture and return of the 
ark are presented by the author to illustrate the consequences of the crisis of 
leadership triggered by the failure of the high priest Eli and the corruption of 
his priestly sons.

Israel Attempts to Defeat the Philistines (4:1–5)
The author begins this section by noting that at the time Samuel was proph-

esying to Israel, Israel went to war (4:1). The implication of this is that the 
Israelites did not consult God through his prophet Samuel before seeking to free 
themselves from the Philistines (see Judg 10:7; 13:1; 1 Sam 4:9). Instead, Israel 
marched out to Ebenezer. Interestingly, the author uses the name of this place 
proleptically, since this place would not be called Ebenezer for another twenty 
years (7:12). The effect is subtle, but the implication is that Israel would have 
victory at Ebenezer only after it had repented and turned to Yahweh to hear his 
Word through his prophet (7:3–17).

11 However, 1 Chr 13:5–6 and 2 Chr 1:4 mention David bringing the ark from Kiriath-jearim.
12 See “Critical Theories of Samuel’s Composition” in “Authorship, Composition, and Date” 

in the introduction.



Figure 11

Movements of the Ark of the Covenant

1. The ark, which was in Shiloh, is taken to war (1 Sam 4:1–4).

2. The ark is captured by the Philistines, who were camped at Aphek (1 Sam 4:1, 11).

3. The ark is taken to Ashdod (1 Sam 5:1).

4. The ark is moved to Gath (1 Sam 5:8).

5. The ark is moved to Ekron (1 Sam 5:10).

6. The ark is returned to Israel, coming first to Beth-shemesh (1 Sam 6:11–16).

7. The ark is taken to Abinadab’s house in Kiriath-jearim (1 Sam 7:1).

8. The ark is brought by David to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:1–23).
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The exact location of Ebenezer is unknown, though it is often identified 
as modern ʿIzbet Sartah, about ten miles (sixteen kilometers) east of Tel Aviv. 
The Philistine camp was at Aphek, called Antipatris in Hellenistic and Roman 
times. It is modern Tell Ras el-ʿAin, about eight miles (thirteen kilometers) 
east of Tel Aviv.

The account of the first battle is told in brief, focused clauses without elab-
oration. The result is that four thousand Israelites were killed (4:2). In this 
way credit is withheld from the Philistines for any tactics or superior military 
might that may have played a role in the battle. In 4:2 the author most point-
edly does not use an active construction to say that the Philistines defeated 
Israel (he does not use the active Qal [G] of πg"n:, “to defeat,” which the Israelites 
will use in 4:3). Instead he uses a passive construction: “Israel was defeated 
before the Philistines” (4:2; the passive Niphal [N] of πg"n:, “to be defeated,” as 
also in 4:10). Who was responsible for defeating Israel? Israel’s elders knew 
the answer—it was not the Philistines but Yahweh (“Yahweh defeated us,” 
hw:ühy“ Wn̋p…ág:n“, 4:3). Therefore, the elders’ solution to this problem was an attempt 
at coercing Yahweh into giving them victory: they would take his ark of his 
covenant into battle. This is a form of idolatry—trusting in the ark instead of 
the one enthroned on it, who revealed his Word through his prophet Samuel. 
Their indifference to Yahweh’s prophet is matched by their pagan use of the 
ark as a talisman.

Much of the message of the narrative concerning the ark is found in the ques-
tions of various persons. “Why has Yahweh defeated us before the Philistines 
today?” (4:3). The answer to the elders’ question should have been obvious to 
them: “Because we have not listened to his Word through Moses and Samuel.” 
Why did Israel not know this? The Formula of Concord tells us:

If such a person [one who “will not hear preaching or read the Word of God”] 
despises the instruments of the Holy Spirit and will not hear, no injustice is 
done him if the Holy Spirit does not illuminate him but lets him remain in 
the darkness of his unbelief and be lost, as it is written, “How often would 
I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her 
wings, and you would not!” (Matt. 23:37).13

The elders may not have been able to perceive the answer to their question, 
but the author of Samuel expects his readers to perceive it. By not listening to 
God’s Word and by abusing the ark that bore his name (see 2 Sam 6:2), Israel 
was breaking the entire First Table of the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1–11; 
Deut 5:1–15). Luther reminds us: “Since so much depends on God’s Word 
that no holy day [and we might add no holy object such as the ark] is sancti-
fied without it, we must realize that God insists upon a strict observance of this 

13 FC SD II 58. The wording “will not hear preaching or read the Word of God” comes from FC 
SD II 57.
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commandment and will punish all who despise his Word and refuse to hear 
and learn it.”14

The title for the ark when it was taken from Shiloh is unique and one of 
the most complete in the OT: “the ark of the covenant of Yahweh of armies, 
who is enthroned [over] the cherubim” (4:4).15 This emphasizes that Israel was 
seeking to use the ark to make Yahweh into the king they would later request: 
a king to judge them, go out before them, and fight their battles (8:20). There 
is an ironic anticipation of that request here. In all their idolatrous actions they 
rejected Yahweh as their king, and so they would eventually seek to be ruled 
by a human monarch (8:7).

The text emphasizes that when the ark was retrieved from Shiloh, Eli’s sons 
Hophni and Phinehas were with it (4:4). They must have accompanied the ark 
as it was transported into the camp and then into the battle because they were 
killed on the battlefield when the ark was captured (4:11). These two unfaith-
ful priests were complicit in the idolatrous use of the ark, demonstrating their 
lack of faith in Yahweh (2:12). The presence of these priests and the ark gave 
the Israelite army a false confidence, as evidenced by their loud shout when the 
ark entered the camp (4:5).

Throughout these verses the ark is called “the ark … of Yahweh” or “the 
ark of God.”16 Using the ark was using God’s name. The elders of Israel and 
Hophni and Phinehas by their actions—and Eli by his inaction of not prevent-
ing the ark’s misuse—were all guilty of breaking the Second Commandment 
(Ex 20:7; Deut 5:11). Luther reminds us: “If you are asked, ‘How do you under-
stand the Second Commandment? What does it mean to misuse or take the 
name of God in vain?’ you should answer briefly: ‘It is a misuse of God’s name 
if we call upon the Lord God in any way whatsoever to support falsehood or 
wrong of any kind.’ Therefore what this commandment forbids is appealing to 
God’s name falsely … when our heart knows or should know that the facts are 
otherwise.”17 And in a passage that applies to the priests Hophni and Phinehas 
and to pastors today, Luther reminds us: “The greatest abuse, however, occurs 
in spiritual matters, which pertain to the conscience, when false preachers arise 
and peddle their lying nonsense as the Word of God.”18 The Israelite misuse of 
the ark reminds us that in addition to deceiving others by using God’s name 
in vain, we can also deceive ourselves (2 Tim 3:13; 1 Jn 1:8). His is the only 

14 LC I 95.
15 See the second textual note on 4:4; cf. the second textual note on 4:3. A somewhat differ-

ent but even longer designation appears in 2 Sam 6:2: “the ark of God that is called by [the] 
name, [the] name of Yahweh of armies, who is enthroned [over] the cherubim on it.”

16 See the second textual notes on 4:3 and 4:4.
17 LC I 51.
18 LC I 54.
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saving name (Acts 4:12), and both the deceivers and the deceived will be cast 
into the lake of fire (Rev 19:20; 20:10).19

The Philistines Capture the Ark (4:6–11)
While 4:1–5 focuses on the Israelites and their words and actions, 4:6–11 

shifts the emphasis to the Philistines and their words and actions. Their first 
reaction to the Israelite shout is fear. They have heard of Israel’s God whom, 
in good pagan fashion, they take to be a consortium of gods in a pantheon (see 
the third textual note on 4:7). They may or may not have had an accurate his-
torical knowledge of Yahweh’s work in saving his people through the exodus 
from Egypt (see the third and fourth textual notes on 4:8; see also the second 
and third textual notes on 6:6), but they know of his overwhelming power. So 
they instead motivate themselves by their fear of being enslaved to Israel (4:9).

Once again the battle is related in summary fashion (4:10–11). Israel lost 
thirty thousand infantry, the ark, and two priests. The lack of detail as to how 
the battle was won once again minimizes any Philistine accomplishment in 
order to lead the reader to conclude that God himself controlled the outcome 
of the battle (as in 4:3).

19 Deadly deception by the devil is a potent theme in Scripture; see 1 Kings 22; Mt 24:4–5, 11, 
24; 1 Cor 6:9; 15:33; Gal 6:7; James 1:16; 1 Jn 2:26; 3:7; Rev 2:20; 12:9; 13:13–14; 20:2–3, 
7–8.
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David Ministers to Saul with Music

Translation
16 14Now Yahweh’s Spirit had left Saul, and an evil spirit from Yahweh began to 
terrify him. 15Saul’s servants said to him, “Look, an evil spirit from God is terri-
fying you. 16Let our lord tell your servants who are in your presence to seek a man 
who knows how to play the lyre. Then when an evil spirit from God is upon you, 
he will strum and you will be better.”

17Saul said to his servants, “Please find for me a man who is good at playing 
stringed instruments and bring him to me.”

18One of the servants replied, “Look, I have seen a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite 
who knows how to play stringed instruments, a prominent man, a warrior, elo-
quent, a handsome man, and Yahweh is with him.”

19So Saul sent messengers to Jesse and said, “Send to me your son David, who 
is with the sheep.” 20Jesse took a donkey loaded with bread, a skin full of wine, and 
one young goat and sent them with his son David to Saul.

21David came to Saul, and he stood before him, and he loved him very much, 
and he became his armor bearer. 22So Saul sent [a message] to Jesse: “Please allow 
David to serve me because he has found favor in my eyes.”

23Whenever a spirit from God came to Saul, David would take his lyre and 
strum it. Then Saul would be relieved and be better, and the spirit—the evil one—
would turn from upon him.

Textual Notes
16:14  lWa=v; µ[i¢m̋e hr:s… ̀hw:ühy“ j"Wríw̋“—Literally “and the Spirit of Yahweh departed from 
with Saul,” this Hebrew word order is unusual since the subject precedes a perfect verb. 
It can be a pluperfect or anterior construction, “the Spirit of Yahweh had left Saul.” See 
Joüon, § 118 d; GKC, § 106 f; Waltke-O’Connor 33.2.3a. The feminine noun j"Wr is the 
subject of the Qal (G) perfect third feminine singular of rWs. The same verb form (but 
with waw consecutive) recurs in 16:23.

WTtæà[}biâW̋—“And it began to terrify him” is a Piel (D) third feminine singular perfect 
of the verb t['B; (with a conjunctive waw and a third masculine singular object suf-
fix). The expected form would be Wht]tæ&[}biW, but the h is assimilated and marked by the 
daghesh in ÎTÎ (see GKC, § 59 g). In the D stem this verb most often denotes causing 
fright or terror,1 as does its participle discussed in the second textual note on 16:15. 
The LXX reads καὶ ἔπνιγεν αὐτόν, “and it choked him.” See also Josephus: πνιγμοὺς 
αὐτῷ καὶ στραγγάλας ἐπιφέροντα, “inflicting choking and strangulation on him.”2

1 Is 21:4; Job 7:14; 9:34; 13:11, 21; 15:24; 18:11; 33:7.
2 Josephus, Antiquities, 6.166.
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.hw:êhy“ táàm̋e h[…r̀:Aj"Wrî—Literally this means “an evil spirit from with Yahweh.” The 

combination of prepositions táàm̋e (˜mi plus tá, “with”) clarifies that the “evil spirit” is 

not the Spirit of Yahweh, the Holy Spirit.

16:15  h[…r̀: µyhiöløa‘Aj"Wrî—Literally this means “a spirit of God, an evil (one).” Here 

and in 16:16 this phrase is translated as “an evil spirit from God” to match the word-

ing of 16:14 and to clarify that this does not refer to the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit. 

h[…r̀: lacks the definite article. Normally µyhiöløa‘Aj"Wrî would be considered definite, “(the) 

Spirit of (the) God,” since µyhiløa‘ denotes the one true God, but the indefinite feminine 

adjective h[…r̀: modifying j"Wrî shows that is “a spirit.” See Joüon, § 139 c. See also the 

third textual note on 16:23. Here in 16:15 the LXX has “an evil spirit of the Lord”; in 

16:16 it has only “an evil spirit.”

.Ú̋T≤â[ib'm]—This is the feminine singular Piel (D) participle of t['B;, “to terrify” (as 

in 16:14), with a second masculine singular suffix. The older form of the feminine sin-

gular Piel (D) participle was T][‡'b'm], and it was developed to tt,[‡,b'm], but with the suffix 

the second t is assimilated and marked by the daghesh in ÎTÎ. See GKC, § 80 d.

16:16  Ú̋yn<±p;l̋] Ú̋yd<∞b;[} WŸn̋nEŸdoa} an:•Arm'ayo—Literally “please let our lord say—your servants 

are before you.” The verb rm'ayo is the Qal (G) jussive of rm'a;. The “servants” address 

their king in the third person as “our lord.” Normally with rm'a;, “say, speak,” the Hebrew 

preposition l] or la, introduces those to whom the speech is directed, but no preposition 

is used here with Ú̋yd<∞b;[}. No English preposition is required in the translation “tell your 

servants.”

ƒ̃GE∞n"m] ["dE¡yO—These are participles, literally a man “knowing, playing,” i.e., “knowing 

how to play.” The second participle is the object complement of the first (GKC, § 120 

b). The Piel (D) of ˜ƒg"n:, “to play” a stringed instrument, often denotes playing the r/NKi,̋ 
“lyre,” as here. The verb occurs in 16:16 (twice), 17, 18, 23. Instead of two participles, 

the expected construction would be a participle with an infinitive construct, as in 16:17 

(˜GE±n"l̋] byfi¢yme) and 16:18 (˜GEn"· ["dE∞yO).
/̋d™y:B̋] ˜ƒGEènIw̋“—Literally “and he will play with his hand.” The expression is translated 

with “strum.” It recurs in 16:23.

.J̋l…â b/fèw̋“—This is an impersonal construction (Joüon, § 152 d), literally “and it 

will be good for you.” See also /̋l+ b/f∞w̋“ in 16:23. The verb is the Qal (G) perfect of b/f, 

translated in a comparative sense, “be better.” J̋l…â is the pausal form of Ú̋l], with a (second 

singular) masculine suffix. The LXX adds καὶ ἀναπαύσει σε, “and he will refresh you.”

16:17  an:∞AWar“—Literally “please see,” this is translated as “please find.”

˜GE±n"l̋] byfi¢yme—This is translated as “good at playing stringed instruments.” The first 

verb is the Hiphil (H) participle of bf'y:, which can mean “to do something well, skill-

fully” (see BDB, Hiphil, 3). The second verb is the Piel (D) infinitive construct of ˜g"n:, 
for which, see the second textual note on 16:16.

16:18  yÙv'yIl̋] ̃ B́¢—This means “a son belonging to Jesse.” The construction with a noun 

followed by a prepositional phrase is used in place of the construct phrase yv'yI˝A˜B,, 
“Jesse’s son,” since Jesse had other sons besides David (16:1–13).
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lyIj'⁄ r/BŸgIw̋“—This construct phrase means “a prominent man” (see the third textual 
note on 9:1), but since David himself had not yet risen to prominence, it is most likely 
an affirmation of the high standing of Jesse’s family. See further the commentary.

hm…öj;l]mi vyaiáw̋“—This construct phrase, “a man of war,” is rendered as “a warrior.”
rb…D̀: ̃ /bèn“W̋—“Eloquent” is literally “discerning of word.” The verb ̃ /bn: (in construct: 

˜/bèn“) is a Niphal (N) participle masculine singular of ˜yBi.
ra'To= vyai¢w̋“—This construct phrase, “a man of [physical] form,” means “a handsome 

man.” For similar construct phrases signifying a handsome appearance, see the second 
and third textual notes on 16:12.

16:20  µ~j,l,! r/mèj}—If the first noun in this construct phrase is r/mj} II, then “a don-
key of bread” must mean “a donkey loaded with bread.” However, that noun might be 
a unit of measure.3 A homograph r/mj} I, “a heap,” occurs only in Samson’s saying in 
Judg 15:16. Alternatively, one might read with the LXX γομορ ἄρτων (= µjl rmwj), 
“a homer of bread.”

16:21  dao+m] Whêb́̋¢h;a‘Y<w̋"—“And he loved him very much.” The subject of the verb (Qal 
[G] of bh'a;) and the referent of its object suffix are left ambiguous. See the discussion 
in the commentary.

.µyliâke aćànO—For “armor bearer,” see the second textual note on 14:1.

16:22  yn"±p;l̋] d~wId: an:•Adm;[}y""—Literally “may David please stand before me.” The verb is a 
Qal (G) jussive masculine singular of dm'[;. (In the closed unaccented syllable the vowel 
Îm;Î is qamets chatuph, a short “o,” reduced from holem, ÎmoÎ.) The idiom of dm'[; with 
ynEp]li in 16:21, 22 (“stand before”) means “attend upon, be(come) servant of ” (BDB, 
s.v. dm'[;, Qal, 1 e). A servant would stand before his master, who could be seated or (if 
a king) enthroned. Cf. the second textual note on 17:15.

16:23  µ~yhiløa‘Aj"Wrî—This is translated as “a spirit from God.” See the first textual note 
on 16:15. The LXX reads πνεῦμα πονηρόν, “an evil spirit,” which is an assimilation to 
the phrase τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ πονηρόν later in the verse (see the third textual note on 16:23).

l~Wav;l̋] jw"•r:w̋“—Literally “and it will be wide for Saul,” this is another impersonal 
construction; see the fourth textual note on 16:16. The verb is the third masculine singu-
lar Qal (G) perfect of jw"r: ̋with waw consecutive, denoting frequent action (GKC, § 112 
oo), hence “whenever … then Saul would be relieved.” Generally in the OT the idea of 
narrowness or constriction implies distress, whereas the idea of spaciousness implies 
relief (see Joüon, § 152 d). This verb jw"r: ̋occurs only twice elsewhere in the OT. The 
Qal (G) appears in a similar impersonal construction in Job 32:20. The Pual (Dp) par-
ticiple in Jer 22:14 refers to “spacious” rooms.

.h[…âr:h̋; j"Wrì w̋yl…[̀;m̋e hr:s…àw̋“—Literally “and a spirit—the evil (one)—would depart 
from upon him.” The identical verb hr:s… (but without waw consecutive) referred to the 
departure of the Holy Spirit from Saul in 16:14a; see the first textual note on 16:14. But 
this verse refers to an evil spirit (cf. 16:14b, 15–16). The adjective h[…r: is marked as def-
inite by the article, but the noun it modifies, j"Wrì, does not have an article. The lack of 

3 Tsumura, “Hamôr Lehem (1 Samuel xvi 20),” who adduces evidence from Akkadian to sup-
port this theory.
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an article on j"Wrì calls special attention to Saul’s being possessed by an evil spirit rather 
than the Spirit (of Yahweh/God).4 This is the only example of j"Wr in such a construc-
tion. The construction draws attention to two contrasts: (1) Saul was originally indwelt 
and under the influence of the Holy Spirit (10:10; 11:6; cf. 16:14) but now is vexed by 
an evil spirit. (2) David is now indwelt by the Holy Spirit (16:13), while Saul is pos-
sessed by an evil spirit.

Commentary
c. 1019 BC
This section begins with Yahweh’s Spirit departing from Saul (16:14) in 

direct contrast with Yahweh’s Spirit rushing upon David (16:13). Saul had 
repeatedly disobeyed the Word of God spoken directly to him.5 God freely 
forgives all who repent and turn to him in faith, but persistent sinning is incom-
patible with faith. A life of willful violation of God’s Word can eventually drive 
out the Holy Spirit,6 and this is what happened to Saul. After the departure 
of the Spirit, a person becomes vulnerable to evil spirits (Mt 12:43–45). We are 
told that after the Spirit left Saul, God sent “an evil spirit” (h[…r̀:Aj"Wrî, 16:14), 
which began to terrify him. This statement has led to much discussion, since 
God cannot be the author and originator of evil in the sense of his making or 
endorsing something opposed to his holy nature and will. God made every-
thing “very good” (Gen 1:31). However, Satan rebelled against God, and many 
of the originally good angels fell when they joined in his rebellion (cf. Rev 
12:3–4). Everything is under God’s dominion. God allows the demonic forces 
some latitude to carry out their evil in this fallen world (cf. the “lying spirit” in 
1 Ki 22:19–23; Satan himself in Job 1–2; the dragon chained and then set loose 
for a “little while” in Rev 20:1–10). Nevertheless, God’s overarching purpose 
is always to lead people to repentance (e.g., Rev 9:20–21; 16:9–11) since he 
desires all people to be saved (1 Tim 2:4).

The Hebrew word translated as “evil” (h[…r:, 1 Sam 16:14–16, 23) has a 
wide range of meanings, and here it denotes a spirit that is opposed to God and 
his work (cf. Eph 6:12). Its visitation upon Saul was meant to punish him, and 
it did bring terrors upon him (16:14–15).7 That it truly was an evil spirit and 

4 The LXX adds an article to the noun to match the article with the adjective, resulting in a nor-
mal Greek phrase τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ πονηρόν, “the evil spirit.”

5 1 Sam 10:7 implies that God expected Saul to eradicate the Philistine garrison in Gibeah, 
which he failed to do. See the discussion in “Samuel Anoints Saul (9:26–10:8)” in the com-
mentary on 9:26–10:16. See also the beginning of the commentary on 10:17–27a. Moreover, 
in 13:7–14 he disobeyed Samuel’s instructions to wait at Gilgal for the prophet to come to 
offer the sacrifices. His rash oath in 14:24 inflicted hardship on the Israelite troops, prevented 
a complete victory over the Philistines, and brought a curse on his son Jonathan. In chapter 
15 he did not carry out Samuel’s instructions to completely destroy Amalek.

6 See, e.g., Ap IV 142–44, 219; Ap XX 13; SA III III (“Penance”) 43–45; FC Ep IV 19.
7 For example, see Amos 3:6, where the noun h[…r:, “evil,” denotes a disaster brought upon a 

city by God, and Lev 26:6; Jer 23:17; Ezek 34:25, where the noun or adjective h[…r:, “evil,” 
is contrasted with µ/lv;, “well-being, peace.”
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that God’s will permitted it to afflict Saul ought not to be denied, since the pas-
sage is clear that even Saul’s servants recognized that this spirit was evil and 
came from God (16:15–16). This is affirmed again in the author’s summary 
statement (16:23).8

There are several passages that speak of God controlling evil spirits in order 
to punish those who reject him and bring the curse of his Law upon them (Judg 
9:23–24; 1 Ki 22:19–23; 2 Ki 19:7; Is 19:13–14).9 One might also include the 
incident related in Acts 19:13–16, where some Jews who were not believers in 
Jesus tried to cast out an evil spirit in Jesus’ name and the demon-possessed 
man turned on them and beat them. Nevertheless, the evil spirits are subject 
to God, and in the NT Jesus’ power over them demonstrates that he is the true 
God Incarnate.10 In addition, as God the Son, Jesus gave authority to his disci-
ples to drive out demons (Mk 3:15; Lk 9:1).

It is important to note that evil spirits cause torment and harm to those whom 
they possess.11 The manifestation of possession by the evil spirit sent by God 
was a twofold torment for Saul: it brought him terror (1 Sam 16:14) and eventu-
ally a paranoid fear and loathing of David, who had Yahweh’s Spirit (18:11–12; 
19:9–10). The evil spirit even caused Saul to “prophesy,” that is, to engage in 
some form of supernatural utterance (18:10), but because this action took place 
under the influence of the evil spirit, any words uttered by Saul would have been 
false prophecy (as in 1 Ki 22:19–23). Thus, Saul “prophesied” both under the 
control of the Holy Spirit (10:10–11; 19:23–2412) and under the control of an 
evil spirit sent by God (18:10).

The reaction of Saul’s servants to his misery is noteworthy (16:15–16). 
Twice they stated that Saul was suffering because of an evil spirit and that the 
spirit was from God. Moreover, they prescribed music therapy for Saul, a treat-
ment to which he readily assented (16:17).

As soon as Saul commissioned his courtiers to find a music therapist, one 
of them volunteered information about David, whom he described with seven 
characteristics (16:18):

 8 Note that Luther apparently also understood this to be an evil spirit (LC II 36). Alternate expla-
nations include the proposals that the spirit was destructive—perhaps a holy angel meant 
to punish Saul, but not an angel who was evil in himself (e.g., Tsumura, The First Book of 
Samuel, 427–28; Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 182), or that the spirit was actually a psychosis in Saul 
(e.g., Williams and Le Roux, “King Saul’s Mysterious Malady”).

 9 See the discussion of these passages in Hamori, “The Spirit of Falsehood,” 18–24.
10 Mt 9:32–34; 10:8; 12:22–28; 17:14–18; Mk 1:34, 39; 3:22; 7:26–30; 16:9; Lk 4:33–36, 41; 

7:21; 8:1–3, 27–39; 9:38–42; 11:14–20; 13:32.
11 Mt 12:43–45 || Lk 11:24–26; see also Mt 9:32–34; Mt 17:14–18 || Mk 9:14–27 || Lk 9:37–42; 

Lk 8:27–39.
12 It does not seem likely that in 19:23–24 Saul was regenerated to become a believer once again 

for a day and a night before relapsing into his apostasy. Rather than being indwelt by the Spirit 
to utter inspired prophecy, it appears more probable that the Spirit overcame Saul to thwart 
his intent to harm David and that Yahweh demonstrated his control over Saul by the ecstatic 
utterance. See further the commentary on 19:18–24.
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1. He is “a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite” (cf. 16:1).

2. He knows how to play stringed instruments well.

3. He is a “prominent man” (lyIj' r/BGI)̋, which is a statement about the high social 
standing of Jesse’s family (see the third textual note on 9:1). Note that David’s 
ancestor Boaz was also described this way, demonstrating the long-standing prom-
inence of this Ephrathite family (Ruth 2:1).

4. He is “a warrior” (hm…öj;l]mi vyaiá)̋, which may refer to David’s training. Before he 
met Goliath in battle he already knew how to use a sling (17:40, 49–50) and had 
slain formidable animals (17:34–36).13

5. He is “eloquent” (rb…D̀: ˜/bèn“)̋ and thus able to adorn his musical talent with words.

6. He is “a handsome man” (ra'To= vyai¢)̋. Note that the noun ra'To is used to describe 
other good-looking persons in the OT: the physique of the men Joseph (Gen 39:6) 
and Adonijah (1 Ki 1:6) and the comely figures of Rachel (Gen 29:17), Abigail 
(1 Sam 25:3), and Esther (Esth 2:7).

7. “Yahweh is with him.” This last quality is the most important feature of David and 
is repeated a number of times (1 Sam 18:12, 14, 28–29; 2 Sam 5:10; cf. 1 Sam 
17:37; 20:13; 2 Sam 7:3 || 1 Chr 17:2) to emphasize that he was indwelt by God’s 
Holy Spirit (cf. Rom 8:9–11; 1 Cor 3:16; 2 Tim 1:14; James 4:5) and that God 
perpetually remained with him. The statement is ironic in that Yahweh’s Spirit had 
left Saul (1 Sam 16:14), and the courtier’s statement was the first hint to Saul that 
David was the designated ruler to replace him. However, at this point Saul did not 
negatively react to Yahweh’s grace upon David as he would later.

Saul sent a message to Jesse asking for David to come to the royal court 
(16:19). Apparently, he or the courtier who composed the message had been 
informed of David’s status as the one who tended Jesse’s sheep, which provides 
a tie back to David’s anointing (16:11) and forward to David’s confrontation 
with Goliath (17:15, 34–37, 40).

The gifts Jesse sent with David are noted by the author (16:20). There might 
seem to be little reason in this context for the author’s recording of the specific 
items that Jesse gave to Saul—bread, wine, and a goat. However, it ought to 
be noted that the same three items came to Saul immediately after his anoint-
ing by Samuel (10:3–4). Thus, the author is subtly signaling to the reader that 
David’s anointing superseded Saul’s.

The next verb begins with David as the subject: “David came to Saul” 
(16:21). The author then follows with three ambiguous statements: “he stood 
before him”; “he loved him very much”; and “he became his armor bearer.” In 
the first and third statements the subject must be David and the antecedent of the 
other pronouns is Saul. Most English versions and many commentators reverse 

13 Note that this was David’s reply when Saul implied that David was no warrior like Goliath 
(17:33).
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the persons in their interpretations of the middle statement: Saul loved David.14 
However, this reversal seems peculiar for two reasons:15

First, there is no good reason to think that the subject referenced by the 
third person verb of the middle statement is any different than the subject of 
the third person verbs in the first and third statements. Some interpreters appeal 
to Saul’s following statement to Jesse that David “has found favor” with him 
(16:22). However, finding favor with the king is much different than being 
beloved by the king.

Second, Saul is never depicted as showing love for David. He displayed 
favor toward David (16:22), jealousy of David (18:8), suspicion of David (18:9), 
hostility toward David (18:11), and fear of David (18:15). On the contrary, it 
was David who demonstrated his love for Saul in his bafflement over why Saul 
tried to kill him (20:1), in twice sparing Saul’s life (24:2–23 [ET 24:1–22], 
especially 24:22–23 [ET 24:21–22]; 26:1–25, especially 26:22–24), and in his 
lament over Saul (2 Sam 1:19–27, especially 2 Sam 1:23–24).

Therefore, it is best to understand David as the subject of all four Hebrew 
verbs in 1 Sam 16:21. David came to Saul. David stood before—that is, served—
Saul. David loved Saul, a statement of his loyalty to the king throughout Saul’s 
life, and even afterward (2 Sam 1:19–27). David became Saul’s armor bearer. 
This last statement might seem premature, since David has not yet experienced 
war and his first taste of combat has yet to be presented to the reader (1 Sam 
17:1–58). It may simply mean that David became one of Saul’s menial ser-
vants—a squire or adjutant—and the notion of his assisting Saul in battle is 
not yet entailed at this point in the narrative.16 If Joab later had ten armor bear-
ers (2 Sam 18:15), it is likely that David was simply one of many such servants 
of King Saul.

Upon seeing David’s service, loyalty, and utility (1 Sam 16:21), Saul 
requested Jesse to allow David to serve him permanently (16:22). Then the 
narrator emphasizes that this service was used to bring Saul relief from the evil 
spirit that afflicted him (16:23). This last statement involves a play on words: 
“be relieved” (jw"r:, rawach) from the “spirit” (j"Wr, ruach), as both words have 
the identical consonants (jwr). This adds an ironic twist to the words since David 
is under the influence of “the Spirit of Yahweh” (h~w:hy“Aj"Wrî, 16:13) as Saul’s suc-
cessor. He provides relief from the “spirit from God” (µ~yhiløa‘Aj"Wrî), that is, “the 
spirit—the evil one” (h[…âr:h̋; j"Wrì; see the third textual note on 16:23).

14 HCSB; ESV; GW; NET; NIV; Keil, The Books of Samuel, 172; Smith, The Books of Samuel, 
149; McCarter, I Samuel, 279–80; Klein, 1 Samuel, 167; Bodner, 1 Samuel, 174; Bergen, 
1, 2 Samuel, 183; Auld, I and II Samuel, 190.

15 See Wong, “Who Loved Whom?”
16 Note that the Hebrew term is µylike acenO, “bearer of equipment” (also, e.g., 14:1), which does 

not necessarily refer to armor or weapons exclusively. For this interpretation, see Keil, The 
Books of Samuel, 172; Smith, The Books of Samuel, 149; McCarter, I Samuel, 282; Klein, 
1 Samuel, 167; Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, 432.
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