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Bible 101:  1 and 2 Samuel 
March 9, 2022 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Important sections in 1 and 2 Samuel:   
 1 Sam. 1:1--2:10 = Story of Hannah and birth of Samuel; Hannah’s prayer 
 1 Sam. 3:1--4:1a = Call of Samuel by God 
 1 Sam. 8 = People’s desire for a king  
 2 Sam. 7 = God’s covenant with David (high point of the two books) 
 2 Sam. 11:1--12:25  = Bathsheba/Uriah; Nathan’s story for David 
 
Authorship/time period/scope: 

• A single book in the Hebrew Bible, it was split into two books when the Greek translation (the 
Septuagint) was completed in the 2nd century BCE 

• It appears in the series of “history” books (Joshua through Kings) after the interlude of the 
book of Ruth; it covers another period of transition for the Israelites: from a loose federation 
of tribes to the monarchy of David. It is based on history but told how people understood 
what happened in the past. 

• Many sources are merged but not always harmonized (e.g., two stories of Saul’s anointing); 
they are expanded and edited in stages, from 8th century BCE to about 550 BCE; different 
sources had different points of view about kingship and especially about David. Writers were 
not afraid to show their ancestors in a bad light. 

 
Four main characters: 

• Hannah: a devout woman and mother of Samuel 

• Samuel: a priest, prophet, and last of the ruling judges 

• Saul: the first but eventually unworthy king 

• David: Saul’s successor as king 
 
Hannah: 

• The barren wife of Elkanah; when they make their annual visits to worship and bring sacrifices 
to the tabernacle (at that time in Shiloh, not yet in Jerusalem), she prays over and over for a 
son. 

• She makes a vow: if God would give her a son, he would be a Nazirite from birth and she 
would give him back to God. (Being a Nazirite meant abstaining from alcohol, letting the hair 
grow, and avoiding defilement by contact with corpses.) Only Samson the judge (Judges 13-
16) and Hannah’s son Samuel were Nazirites from birth in the Old Testament; John the Baptist 
(Luke 1:13-15) was also a Nazirite.  

• Samuel is born; Hannah keeps her promise and brings him, likely when he is just 3+ years old, 
to the chief priest Eli in the tabernacle. 

• Appearing again is the theme of a barren woman who becomes pregnant, after appealing to 
God, and the son who will have an important role in the story of the Israelites; before now: 
Sarah and son Isaac, Rachel and son Joseph. 

• The Song of Hannah (I Sam. 2:1-10) has three themes that are seen in the lives of Samuel (God 
is supreme), Saul (reversal of human fortunes), and David (kingship: good and bad). 
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o Her song is similar to Psalm 113 and to the Magnificat (Mary’s song when she visits her 
cousin Elizabeth after the angel told her she would bear a son to be named Jesus: Luke 
1:46-55) 

 
Samuel: 

• Name derives from a Hebrew phrase meaning either “God has heard” or “name of God.” 

• He is brought for service to the chief priest Eli by his mother when he is 3+ years old. When he 
is eight years old, one night he hears someone say, “Samuel! Samuel!” He thinks Eli is calling 
him and runs to him. After this happens two more times, Eli realizes that the Lord is calling 
Samuel and tells him to respond by saying “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” (1 Sam. 
3:1--4:1a)   

• At this time, there were not many instances of God speaking to His people (as He spoke to 
Moses and Joshua) or visions from God. But God continued to speak to Samuel throughout his 
lifetime. 

• Eli’s two sons are also priests at Shiloh, but they sin against God’s law and His people; they are 
killed in battle. So, Samuel becomes the chief priest in addition to being a prophet and the last 
of the ruling judges in his role as a military leader. 

• Even though Samuel’s leadership in battle results in the defeat of the Philistines, the people 
still want a king because Samuel’s sons are also corrupt. Samuel prays to the Lord: 

and the Lord said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to 
you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over 
them. Just as they have done to me, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt to 
this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so also they are doing to you. Now then, 
listen to their voice; only—you shall solemnly warn them, and show them the ways of 
the king who shall reign over them.”  (1 Sam. 8:7-9) 

• Samuel warns the people (1 Sam. 8:10-18) but they still want a king.  God uses Samuel to 
anoint both Saul and David as kings and to advise Saul.   

• Samuel served from 1094-1014 B.C. (approximately 80 years); he died when he was 
approximately 90 years old.* 

• He is considered a model of trust in God and absolute obedience to the commands of God. He 
is understood to be the person meant when Moses said: 

  The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among  
  your own people. You shall heed such a prophet. (Deut. 18:15) 
 
Saul: 

• We don’t know much about his backstory other than he was from the tribe of Benjamin (the 
smallest of the tribes) and that he was tall and handsome (he looked like a king!). 

• He is anointed by Samuel as king (two different stories in 1 Samuel chapters 9 and 10, from 
different sources). He is faithful at first but begins to fall away as early as in chapter 13 when 
he decides he can offer sacrifices as if he were a priest instead of waiting one more day for 
Samuel to arrive. 

13 Samuel said to Saul, “You have done foolishly; you have not kept the commandment 
of the Lord your God, which he commanded you. The Lord would have established your 
kingdom over Israel forever, 14 but now your kingdom will not continue; the Lord has 
sought out a man after his own heart; and the Lord has appointed him to be ruler over 
his people, because you have not kept what the Lord commanded you.” 
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• Saul defeats the Amalekites but spares their king and he/his men save some of the animals (all 
opposite to what Samuel told him the Lord had said) 

  The word of the Lord came to Samuel: “I regret that I made Saul king, for he has  
  turned back from following me, and has not carried out my commands.”  (1 Sam.  
  15:10-11) 

• Saul as king does the same thing as the people did before they had a king: he trusts in himself 
rather than in God; so, he loses the “spirit of the Lord” with which he was anointed (ch. 16) 
and now an evil spirit from God torments him. The story from one source is that David, the 
young musician, is brought to the palace to play the lyre for Saul to soothe his soul. 

• His position of faithfulness continues to deteriorate in chapters 18-26. He is so jealous of 
David: tries to kill David; tries to kill his son Jonathan for siding with David; kills all the priests 
of Nob for giving provisions to David; pursues David even as David spares his life.   

• In 1 Samuel chapter 28, Saul consults a medium and asks her to summon the spirit of dead 
Samuel to advise him; the spirit Samuel tells Saul that he and his sons will be dead the next 
day. The sons die in battle; Saul falls on his own sword in shame (chapter 31). 

• Saul is mourned by David with a song of lamentation (2 Sam. 1); the young man who brings 
Saul’s crown from the battlefield and tells David falsely that he helped Saul kill himself is killed 
on David’s command because the young man had killed “the Lord’s anointed.” 

• Saul was 30 years old when he was named the king of Israel; he served from 1052-1010 B.C. 
(approximately 42 years). He died when he was approximately 72 years old.* 

 
David: 

• We also don’t know much about his backstory either. It is after Saul’s disobedience related to 
the Amalekites that God sends Samuel to Jesse the Bethlehemite, telling Samuel that one of 
Jesse’s sons will be king; God rejects the older sons: 
 for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance,  
 but the Lord looks on the heart.” (1 Sam. 16:7b) 

• God selects David, the youngest son, who is taking care of the sheep as the next king (even as 
Saul continues to act as King). Samuel anoints David, the spirit of God comes upon David, and 
then David goes back to taking care of the sheep until he is called to the palace to play his lyre 
for Saul. 

o Again, we see the theme of someone other than the eldest son being used by God in 
His plan for His people:  Isaac, Jacob, Joseph. 

• In chapter 17, in a story from a different source from that used for chapter 16, Saul doesn’t 
meet David until another battle with the Philistines. David is bringing food to his older 
brothers who are fighting for Saul; he hears the soldiers talking about the giant Goliath and 
who would be willing to fight him. David volunteers and refuses Saul’s offer of armor and 
weapons. He uses just his slingshot and a stone to kill Goliath. 

• After Saul’s death, David asks God where he should go. God answers that he should go to 
Hebron and there the people of Judah (the Southern Kingdom) anoint him as their king. 
Meanwhile, Abner (the commander of Saul’s army) takes Saul’s son Ishbaal to a city in Israel 
(the Northern Kingdom) and make him king of Israel. 

• Ishbaal is king of Israel for only two years until he is killed by two men who take his head to 
David; David has them killed. But now the people of Israel (the Northern Kingdom) approach 
David to ask him to be their king: 
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Then all the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron, and said, “Look, we are your bone 
and flesh. For some time, while Saul was king over us, it was you who led out Israel and 
brought it in. The Lord said to you: It is you who shall be shepherd of my people Israel, 
you who shall be ruler over Israel.” So all the elders of Israel came to the king at Hebron; 
and King David made a covenant with them at Hebron before the Lord, and they 
anointed David king over Israel. (2 Sam. 5:1-3) 

• Now David is ruler of the United Kingdom. He and his army take Jerusalem from the Jebusites 
and make it the capital, calling it the “city of David.” 

• The remainder of 2 Samuel alternates between the two sides of David’s life: (1) military and 
political battles, revenge killings, broken agreements, desertions by some of David’s people 
and even by his son Absalom; and, (2) personal and spiritual high and low points.  David is a 
complex character who played many roles, good and bad, in his life. 

• 2 Samuel chapter 7 is the high point of both books. David has brought the Ark of the Covenant 
to Jerusalem from the latest place where it had been kept after it was taken by the Philistines 
and then rescued from them. He tells his advisor Nathan that he wants to build a house 
worthy for the Ark because now it is in just a tent.   

o But then God tells Nathan to tell David that He/the Ark hasn’t lived in a house since 
God took the people out of Egypt and He hasn’t asked for anyone to build a house -- 
and that David isn’t the one to build such a house. 

o God then tells Nathan that instead God will build a “house” for David, meaning that it 
will be David’s lineage that will eventually reach to Jesus. 

o God makes this promise to/for David: “But I will not take my steadfast love from him, 
as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. Your house and your kingdom 
shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.” 

o Nathan tells David all that God had said; David responds with the prayer in v. 18-29. 

• The unconditional promise of God not to take his steadfast love from David proves true even 
when David is not faithful as he should be in his personal life. One example: 

o He commits adultery with Bathsheba; when she becomes pregnant, he has her 
husband Uriah killed in battle. (In ch. 11, he breaks three commandments: covets his 
neighbor’s wife, commits adultery, causes a murder.) 

o In ch. 12, Nathan tells him the “story” of the rich man and the poor man: how the rich 
man took the only lamb the poor man had and prepared it for his guest.  Then Nathan 
tells David he is the rich man. David’s prayer for pardon is recorded  in Psalm 51. 

• The child born to Bathsheba and David becomes ill; David prays and fasts, but the child dies. 
Later, Bathsheba and David have another son:  Solomon. 

• 2 Samuel 21-24 are stories that are not part of the chronological narrative of Saul and David. 
That narrative picks up again in 1 Kings: as David is dying, Bathsheba and Nathan work 
together to ensure that Solomon becomes David’s successor as king. 

• Connections/comparisons with Jesus in addition to the establishment (promised by God in 2 
Sam. 7) of the “house of David,” making David an ancestor of Jesus as recorded in the 
genealogies in Matthew 1 and Luke 3; David was a shepherd boy and became a “shepherd of 
people” (metaphor then for kingship); Jesus referred to himself as the Good Shepherd in the 
Gospel of John; David was a Bethlehemite and Jesus was born in Bethlehem. 
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Messages for us in 1 and 2 Samuel: 

• We may think that God’s presence has disappeared from our lives, especially if our “world” is 
troubled, because we don’t hear Him speaking to us; but He is always there with His steadfast 
love for us. 

• God’s words for David, given to Nathan in 2 Samuel chapter 7 for him to pass on to David, are 
grace (“gift from God”). It was also a reminder that everything the Israelites had accomplished 
by that point had been a “gift” from God. That gift has also been given to us. 

• In the book of Judges, the people would remember to repent when there was trouble but 
then would forget God after He had saved them. Perhaps now they and we would know that 
God forgives us, showering us with His love, even before we repent and that reality would 
teach us how we should love. 

 
*Time periods are from Pastor Kessinger’s Nov. 2017 handout: these time periods are more realistic 
time spans than reported for people earlier in the Old Testament. 
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