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Assumptions 

Scripture assumes the existence of God. 

People in Scripture have a conscious relationship with God. 

How the people interact with God has a direct connection with how they interact with each other. 

What Scripture says about God and his people has meaning for us today. 

 

Review 

We started our study with Exodus which is the great watershed moment in the history of Israel. 

It is the time and place where the people of Israel became aware of their national identity. 

From the exodus we looked back to the promises made to Abraham and to others called by God. 

Stories included Moses and how his call was central to the rise of Jewish monotheism.  

 

Exodus experience became a persistent memory and a recurring reference for Israel. 

Moving forward from the exodus the people followed a consistent pattern: 

People sinned against God and each other 

As a result they underwent oppression 

People cried to the Lord for help 

The Lord saved them through a human deliverer called a judge 

 

Throughout the 12th and 11th centuries BC there were numerous threats to Israel. 

As political pressures increased it was apparent that Israel could not cope with the situation. 

Judges were to serve as military leaders in times of crisis (before a monarchy was established).   

Office of judge was non-hereditary and was a result of the spirit of the Lord coming upon them.  

Charismatic leaders included people like Gideon and Samson and Deborah. 

 

Samuel  
As 1 Samuel opens, the Israelites were without a leader and disconnected from God. 

Closest thing they had to a national leader was the priest named Eli. 

Along with his sons he managed and supervised the shrine of Shiloh. 

Political, military, and economic prosperity depended on the faithfulness of the people to God. 

So the people brought their offerings and sacrifices to God at the shrine. 

But the sons of Eli were not trustworthy and they did not honor God. 

 

After this narrative we will read how the people of Israel wanted their new leader to be a king. 

But for now we are catching a glimpse into the inherent dangers of inherited authority: 

No guarantee that descendants of even the greatest leaders would be competent and faithful.   

Being born to power was often a corrupting influence in and of itself. 

It often resulted in complacency or (as in the case of the sons of Eli) entitlement. 

Sons expected from a young age to inherit the privileges afforded their father. 

They thought it gave them a claim to divine authority over the people. 

 

 



In the midst of their disobedience, God lifted up young Samuel to succeed Eli. 

Samuel was called by God but it was not a call to a specific type of work or ministry. 

It was a call to tell Eli that God would punish him and his sons for their unfaithfulness. 

Samuel did as God instructed him and he continued to serve under Eli. 

He succeeded Eli at the time of his death. 

 

It is unclear whether the corruption of Eli caused the corruption of the people or vice versa. 

1 Samuel 4-6 describes the disaster that ensues.   

Israel had been in a centuries-long struggle with the Philistines. 

A new attack was made by the Philistines and they defeated the Israelites. 

Israelites recognized the defeat as a sign of God’s disfavor. 

Instead of repenting and coming to the Lord for guidance, they devised their own plan. 

Israelites took the Ark of the Covenant and charged into battle against the Philistines. 

Assumption was that the ark would make them invincible. 

Philistines slaughtered Israel in the battle, captured the ark, and killed the sons of Eli. 

Despair after the loss of his sons brought about the death of Eli. 

 

From this point on in the account of 1 Samuel, there is no more reference to Shiloh. 

Archaeological evidence suggests that Shiloh was destroyed in a great catastrophe. 

Destruction could have been caused by the Philistine invasion and the fire that raged there. 

In any case, Shiloh disappeared from the history of Israel. 

 

Ark of the Covenant became a dangerous property for Philistines until it was returned to Israel. 

Samuel called Israel to recommit themselves to the Lord. 

People heeded the call and turned back to worshiping the Lord. 

Role of Samuel as priest soon grew into that of a judge (military governor). 

He was the one who led a successful defense against the Philistines. 

He was a trustworthy prophet of the Lord. 

 

As Samuel aged, he repeated the errors of Eli and appointed his own sons to succeed him. 

Like the sons of Eli, they turned out to be greedy and corrupt. 

Seeing the unsuitability of his sons, the Israelites asked Samuel to appoint for them a king. 

Part of the rationale was that they wanted to be like the other nations. 

 

Two Traditions 

Scholars believe the leadership role of Samuel is given to us through two different traditions. 

In both, Samuel played an important role in the fateful decision to establish a monarchy. 

One tradition (Saul Tradition) is found in 1 Samuel 9:1-10:16 and 1 Samuel 11. 

Samuel recognized in Saul a man who could save Israel from the power of the Philistines. 

Samuel (a seer) took the initiative and secretly anointed Saul as prince over the people. 

Saul was not publicly acclaimed king until he was victorious in a battle with Ammonites. 

Spirit of God came upon Saul in a manner reminiscent of the judges. 

Inspired by his charismatic leadership the Israelites defeated the enemy. 

People offered the crown to Saul and he accepted and became king in Gilgal before the Lord. 

 

 



Other tradition (Samuel Tradition) is found in 1 Samuel 7:3-8:22 and 10:17-27 and 1 Samuel 12. 

Samuel is not called a seer but a judge (the last and the greatest judge of Israel). 

His leadership led the people to victory over the Philistines. 

In this tradition, his victory was accomplished through prayer and sacrificial rites. 

 

There is nothing in these verses that give divine approval for anointing a king. 

Samuel did take the initiative in selecting Saul but the idea of a monarchy displeased him. 

Samuel warned the people that kings would lay heavy burdens on a nation (1 Samuel 8:10-18). 

People insisted that they wanted a king and Samuel grudgingly consented.  

Saul was selected by lot from all the tribes of Israel. 

 

In this tradition, God agreed with Samuel that asking for a king was a bad idea. 

Lord told Samuel that the people did not reject him but they rejected God as their king. 

Nonetheless, the Lord decided to allow the people to choose their form of government. 

Some note that there are times when God permits institutions to exist that are not part of his plan. 

Monarch of Israel is one of the most glaring examples. 

 

It is assumed that the Saul Tradition was written first. 

Samuel Tradition bears the marks of a Deuteronomistic revision.   

Deuteronomistic History is from 7th to 6th Century BC. 

It interprets the history of Israel as a cycle of forgiveness and renewal of the covenant. 

Pattern is followed by the failure of the people to live in the covenant. 

In his writings the bad things that happen to the Israelites is seen as punishment. 

 

Cultural situation seemed to demand that Israel should become like the nations. 

Although expedient, it threatened to undermine the distinctive character of the community. 

From the start, Israel was bound together by its relationship to God. 

At first Israel was not a nation but a people. 

In view of that history, the request for a king was shocking. 

It threatened to destroy the true identity of Israel as the people of God.  

In becoming like the nations, Israel would become a powerful state. 

However, it would be no different from any other nation. 

 

 

 
 

 

 



King Ahab and Elijah 

Ahab was the 7th king of Israel and ruled the Northern kingdom for 22 years (874-853 BC). 

Deuteronomistic historian judged Ahab as having done evil in the sight of the Lord.  

His troubles started when he married Jezebel. 

She encouraged him to abandon the worship of God and he then promoted the worship of Baal. 

Immediately after his marriage, Ahab built a temple for Baal in Samaria. 

He also erected an altar to Baal in the temple. 

He also made a sacred pole that represented the goddess Asherah. 

 

 Baal was the Canaanite god of rain and storm (and fertility). 

Baal eventually became the king of gods by defeating a god called Sea. 

In Hebrew the name means lord, master, or husband. 

 Baal’s sister/wife was Anat.   

Mot was the god of death (and lover of droughts) who killed Baal. 

Anat brought Baal back to life. 

 Asherah was worshiped as the Canaanite mother of all the gods. 

She represented all that was life-giving and also the primeval sea (the deep). 

She was sometimes mentioned as Baal’s mother and sometimes his wife. 

She was often represented on a pole and placed on high places. 

To destroy Asherah was actually to destroy a cultic object of worship. 

 

In response to the disobedience of Ahab, God sent the prophet Elijah to pronounce judgment. 

Elijah announced to Ahab that his worship of idols would cause God to send a drought. 

Ironically, when the drought took place Ahab blamed it on Elijah. 

Drought became a direct challenge by God to Baal. 

Intent by God was to demonstrate that God was supreme over Baal and the other deities. 

 

Elijah ordered Ahab to summon the 850 prophets of Baal and Asherah to Mount Carmel. 

Carmel was the highest peak in a mountain range and known for its lush, fertile forests. 

It was the sacred site of Baal worship. 

 

 

 

Elijah wanted the Israelites to choose whom 

they would serve: Baal or the Lord 

 

Elijah accused them of limping (verse 21): 

From the Hebrew word pasach 

It means to pass over, leap, or limp 

 

Implication was that their worship was half-

hearted because they were not fully 

committed to either deity.   

 

 

 



Some question why the people could not obey the command to worship only the God of Israel. 

At the time many diverse religions peaceably coexisted. 

Prior to the 8th Century BC the ancient Israelites practiced henotheism. 

People pledged their allegiance to a single god while acknowledging the existence of other gods. 

With each religion having attractive features, it may have been difficult to choose. 

As a result, the people were silent when Elijah asked them to choose between God and Baal. 

It is likely they were waiting for the outcome of the contest between the two deities. 

 

Contest was set up with the prophets of Baal outnumbering Elijah 450 to one. 

Deuteronomistic historian represented this competition as between male opponents. 

Although Jezebel was the source of the trouble she was not involved in the contest. 

Prophets of Asherah were present but they did not participate. 

 

Prophets of Baal went first. 

They called upon Baal from morning to noon but there was no response. 

They took to limping (same Hebrew word) or dancing around the altar they had made. 

No matter what the prophets of Baal did, there was silence. 

 

When it came time for Elijah, he saturated the wood and bull with water. 

He offered a prayer to God and petitioned God to answer him. 

Elijah wanted the people to know that the Lord was the God of Israel and they needed to repent. 

God responded by sending fire that consumed the bull, the wood, the altar, and all the water. 

People fell down in obedience and declared the Lord as their God.   

Yet it was another indictment of their wavering faith. 

People needed evidence of God’s power before they believed. 

 

Historical Background 

Some scholars believe the Elijah stories were added to the Deuteronomistic History in 4 stages. 

First stage dates from about 560 BCE. 

Intent was to emphasize the reliability of God’s word. 

It also documented the cycle of Baal worship and religious reform in the Northern kingdom. 

 

Narratives about the house of Omri could have been added shortly afterwards. 

1 Kings 17-18 could have come from the early post-exilic times (after 528 BCE). 

Intent was to demonstrate the possibility of a new life in community with God after judgment. 

1 Kings 19:1-18 and remaining Elisha stories could then have been inserted even later. 

Intent was to give prophecy a legitimate foundation in the history of Israel. 

 

 

In Judaism, the Chair of Elijah is used during the circumcision 

ceremony.   

 

Hebrew inscription reads:  

This is the chair of Elijah, remembered for Good. 

 

Chair is set aside so that Elijah can be a witness to all circumcisions  



Rationale: At the contest at Mt. Carmel the 450 prophets of Baal were killed. 

King Ahab and Jezebel sent a message to Elijah that his life was now in danger. 

Out of fear Elijah fled and 40 days later he arrived at a cave on Mount Sinai. 

It was there that God revealed himself to Elijah and asked him why he was there (twice). 

Elijah replied that he was zealous for the Lord. 

He also told God that the children of Israel had forsaken the covenant and sought his life. 

 

Midrash states that Elijah was referring to circumcision when noting the covenant. 

According to one Midrash, Elijah complained and asked God to punish the sinners of Israel. 

God rebuked Elijah and told him that he would henceforth be present for every circumcision. 

By attending every ceremony Elijah was given the opportunity to rectify his error. 

His presence testified that the people do indeed keep the covenant. 

 

 

At the Passover Seder wine is served during the four expressions of 

redemption.  In practice the fifth cup has come to be seen as a 

celebration of future redemption.   

 

A place is reserved at the Seder table and a cup of wine is put at the 

place setting for Elijah.  During the Seder the door of the house is 

opened and Elijah is invited in.   

 

Cup is viewed as belonging to Elijah and is used for no other 

purpose. 

 

 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints acknowledges Elijah as a prophet. 

Church teaches that the Malachi prophecy of the return of Elijah was fulfilled on April 3, 1836. 

At that time Elijah visited the founder of the church, Joseph Smith. 

 

Elijah is also mentioned as a prophet in the Quran. 

In the Quran the Elijah narratives resemble the stories in the Hebrew Bible. 

His prophecies take place during the reign of Ahab and Jezebel and Ahaziah. 

He is also seen as the prophetic predecessor to Elisha. 

Some scholars of Islam believe he came from the priestly family of the prophet Aaron. 

Elijah is expected to come back along with a figure known as Khidr during the Last Judgment. 

 

Sources 

The Hebrew Bible (A Translation with Commentary) by Robert Alter 

Understanding the Old Testament (Fourth Edition) by Bernhard W. Anderson  

 

Assignment for September 11 

1 Maccabees 1 and 2  


