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With critical scholarship and theological sensitivity, Walter Brueggemann traces the people of

God through the books of Samuel as they shift from marginalized tribalism to oppressive

monarchy. He carefully opens the literature of the books, sketching a narrative filled with

historical realism but also bursting with an awareness that more than human action is being

presented.

From Publishers WeeklyBorg follows up two of his previous releases about the Bible and Jesus

with a volume that could easily have played on those titles, because this highly readable book

is essentially about looking at Christianity again for the first time. In that respect, it provides a

valuable glimpse into the essence of Christianity for those who have left the faith because they

no longer believe its doctrines and those who are trying to remain in the faith while questioning

its doctrines. With those people in mind, Borg emphasizes the transformational aspect of

Christianity by examining the "emerging paradigm" that is gradually replacing the belief-

centered paradigm of the last several hundred years. The new paradigm, Borg writes, is about

loving God and loving what God loves, rather than rigidly adhering to a specific set of beliefs. In

exploring this new way of "being Christian," Borg offers a middle ground for conservative and

liberal Christians, though it's unlikely conservatives will conclude, as he does, that Jesus was

not really the Son of God, nor are liberals likely to begin using the term "born again," as he

advocates. Still, there's much here that both sides can agree on, possibly helping to bring them

a step closer to the unity that has eluded them for centuries. As always, Borg writes with clarity

and precision, which should also help the ongoing conversation.Copyright 2003 Reed

Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this

title.From BooklistChristianity appears to be at a crossroads, and religious historian Borg draws

a distinction between what he calls an emerging paradigm and an earlier paradigm. The

distinction is important because Christianity, he says, still makes sense and is the most viable

religious option for millions. He contends the earlier paradigm, based upon a punitive God and

believing in Christianity now for the sake of salvation later, simply doesn't work for many

people. It also doesn't take into account the sacramental nature of religious belief; that is,

religion as a vessel wherein the sacred comes to the faithful. Borg's emerging paradigm is

based upon the belief that one must be transformed in one's own lifetime, that salvation means

one is healed and made whole with God. He feels the new paradigm allows more people to be

and become Christians. In his compelling proposal Borg consistently aligns the emerging

paradigm with God, Jesus, the Bible, tradition, and religious practice, which constitute the heart

of Christianity. Donna ChavezCopyright © American Library Association. All rights reserved --

This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review“Marcus Borg brings

expert knowledge, insight, and warmth to this revisiting of Christianity’s heart and soul. He

makes absolute sense.”From the Back CoverNow in paperback, renowned and beloved author

Marcus Borg presents a renewed way of being Christian for the twenty-first century.Borg

reveals that, when properly understood, the vital elements of Christian faith are more

compelling than ever. Borg offers a practical guide to thinking about God, Jesus, the Bible,

faith, and Christian practice. He shows how faith in God and Jesus has never really been about

believing certain propositions but rather about a dynamic relationship. He shows that being

“born again” is at the center of Christian life and that the “kingdom of God” is a matter of



transforming society into real world values of justice and love. And that the Christian life is

essentially about opening one’s heart—to God and to others. --This text refers to an out of print

or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorMarcus J. Borg is Hundere Distinguished

Professor of Religion and Culture at Oregon State University and author of the bestselling

Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, The Heart of Christianity, Reading the Bible Again for

the First Time, The God We Never Knew, and Jesus.--This text refers to an out of print or

unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Z39.48-1992.SERIES PREFACEThis series of commentaries offers an interpretation of the

books of the Bible. It is designed to meet the need of students, teachers, ministers, and priests

for a contemporary expository commentary. These volumes will not replace the historical

critical commentary or homiletical aids to preaching. The purpose of this series is rather to

provide a third kind of resource, a commentary which presents the integrated result of

historical and theological work with the biblical text.An interpretation in the full sense of the

term involves a text, an interpreter, and someone for whom the interpretation is made. Here,



the text is what stands written in the Bible in its full identity as literature from the time of “the

prophets and apostles,” the literature which is read to inform, inspire, and guide the life of faith.

The interpreters are scholars who seek to create an interpretation which is both faithful to the

text and useful to the church. The series is written for those who teach, preach, and study the

Bible in the community of faith.The comment generally takes the form of expository essays. It is

planned and written in the light of the needs and questions which arise in the use of the Bible

as Holy Scripture. The insights and results of contemporary scholarly research are used for the

sake of the exposition. The commentators write as exegetes and theologians. The task which

they undertake is both to deal with what the texts say and to discern their meaning for faith and

life. The exposition is the unified work of one interpreter.The text on which the comment is

based is the Revised Standard Version of the Bible. The general availability of this translation

makes the printing of a translation unnecessary and saves the space for comment. The text is

divided into sections appropriate to the particular book; comment deals with passages as a

whole, rather than proceeding word by word or verse by verse.Writers have planned their

volumes in light of the requirements set by the exposition of the book assigned to them. Biblical

books differ in character, content, and arrangement. They also differ in the way they have been

and are used in the liturgy, thought, and devotion of the church. The distinctiveness and use of

particular books have been taken into account in decisions about the approach, emphasis, and

use of space in the commentaries. The goal has been to allow writers to develop the format

that provides for the best presentation of their interpretation.The result, writers and editors

hope, is a commentary which both explains and applies, an interpretation which deals with

both the meaning and the significance of biblical texts. Each commentary reflects, of course,

the writer’s own approach and perception of the church and world. It could and should not be

otherwise. Every interpretation of any kind is individual in that sense; it is one reading of the

text. But all who work at the interpretation of Scripture in the church need the help and

stimulation of a colleague’s reading and understanding of the text. If these volumes serve and

encourage interpretation in that way, their preparation and publication will realize their

purpose.The EditorsCONTENTSINTRODUCTIONCOMMENTARYPART ONEThe Rise of

SamuelI Samuel 1—7I Samuel 1—3 The Legitimacy of Samuel1:1–282:1–102:11—

4:1aI Samuel 4:1b—7:1 The Narrative of the Ark4:1b–225:1–126:1—7:1I Samuel 7:2–17

Samuel as JudgePART TWOThe Rule of SaulI Samuel 8—15I Samuel 8 The

Reports of SamuelI Samuel 9—11 The Authorization of Saul9:1—10:1610:17–2711:1–

15I Samuel 12 Old Covenant, New MonarchyI Samuel 13—15 The Rejection
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support for my study.INTRODUCTIONThe books of Samuel present the radical transformation

that occurred in the life of ancient Israel when Israel ceased to be a marginal company of tribes

and became a centralized state. This extraordinary transition caused radical social change and

drastic reconfigurations of social power. This reconfiguration of social power becomes clear

when we compare Israel as reflected in the pre-Samuel literature of the book of Judges and

the Israel of the post-Samuel literature of I Kings. Judges witnesses to an amorphous and

unstable tribal mode of life, easily open to religious idolatry, syncretism, and political and

military barbarism. By contrast, I Kings attests to a centralized political power that pursued an

economic monopoly and claimed theological legitimacy for the new institution of monarchy. The

monarchy, which centralized power and claimed divine legitimacy, fostered oppressive social

relations. The books of Samuel occupy the transition point between these two social and

political systems. The moves from amorphous social order to centralized power, from barbaric

social practice to oppressive social relations, and from unstable order to monopolistic order are

an astonishing set of moves. The books of Samuel propose to narrate how this deep shift came

about and what it portended for Israel.We suggest three distinct factors at work in this social

transformation. First, we must acknowledge the influence of political power, social pressure,

and technological possibility. The pressure of the Philistines, the growing power of Israelite

tribes, the development of urban centers of power, the accumulation of wealth, the struggle for

land, and the emergence of factions and parties were all important in the transformation. The

biblical account of the transformation is not primarily interested in these matters, but they are

factors that we look to first as modern historians and social critics. This is the material out of

which conventional modern “histories of Israel” are constructed. The historical process is seen

as a series of social, economic, political, military, and technological pressures and as various

social adjustments to those pressures.Second, the transition was wrought through the

extraordinary personality of David. The text is deeply and endlessly fascinated with David.

Although David does not make his appearance in the text until I Samuel 16, the first fifteen



chapters are a preparation for him. The other key figures, Samuel and Saul, function primarily

as foils for David, positioning themselves vis-à-vis David, even before he makes an

appearance. David is portrayed as a man of many parts, with all those parts subjected to close

scrutiny in this literature. What finally preoccupies this literature, however, is the conviction that,

in this passionate man, Israel discerned something more than David. The narrative articulates

a purpose larger than David’s purpose and a passion more faithful than even the considerable

passion of David. Israel can scarcely find words for this David, to whom it does not wish to

concede everything but before whom it pauses with a sense of awe.The third factor in this

transformation is Yahweh, the God of Israel. In its unembarrassed and direct way, this narrative

about the transformation of Israel presents Yahweh as playing a central part in this transition,

sometimes acting and speaking directly, sometimes governing in hidden ways.The strategic

requirement of the Samuel literature is to find a way of speaking about the tension, overlap,

juxtaposition, and convergence of these three forces: the realism of historical-technological-

social factors, the powerful person of David, and the irresistible sovereignty of Yahweh. Our

interpretation must pay attention to the way the Samuel narrative characterizes the

transformation as a convergence of sociohistorical, personal, and theological factors. The

neglect of any one of these will diminish our reading and contribute to our misunderstanding.

We should be amazed, as we take up the various texts, that this literature found a way to

attend to all these factors at the same time.We should be aware of two temptations in our

exposition that would misrepresent the intent of the literature. A “religious” reading is tempted

to make the story of Israel in the books of Samuel excessively pious, to overlook the tension of

factions, the reality of power, the seduction of sex, the temptation to alliances, the ignobility of

motivations, and the reliance on brutality. In our desire to make this story idyllic or edifying, we

may not notice the “realism” that violates our pious propensity. Indeed, there is a long-

established practice of an “innocent” religious reading of the Samuel narrative. These elements

of power, seduction, brutality, and ignobility, however, are all there in the text. They are all

candidly acknowledged in the story. The story is honest, for example, in seeing that the

Saulides (i.e., the family and party of Saul) present a serious and continuing alternative to

David. Or again, the text does not flinch from the seemingly needless killing in which David

may or may not be implicated. This is indeed unlaundered history.As the church has long been

tempted to a pious reading, so the scholarly community falls prey to a different temptation. The

scholarly community has a long history of explaining away whatever does not fit our

rationalistic notions of cause and effect. Our “Enlightenment” modes of interpretation tend to

disregard and explain away the direct or hidden governance of Yahweh in the transition. We

have a penchant to reduce the transformation to political-technological-economic-social factors.

The narrative sets itself to reject such rational reductionism, however. The troubled verdicts on

Saul (I Sam. 13:13–14; 15:26–29), the divine curse on David’s house (II Sam. 12:10–11), the

divine promise to that same house (II Sam. 7:14–16), and the intervention against Absalom (II

Sam. 17:14), for example, are unembarrassingly pivotal to the tale. If we try to reconstruct the

transformation of Israel without serious reference to Yahweh, to Yahweh’s words, deeds, and

purpose, we will have constructed a telling of the transformation that decisively departs from

Israel’s own recitation. Thus a rationalistic elimination of the “Yahweh factor” is no more

acceptable than a pious elimination of “social realism.”There is something crucial at stake in

holding all these factors together and resisting both the pious temptation of the church and the

rationalistic temptation of the guild. Indeed, it is the convergence of these factors in the telling

that matters most for the Samuel narrative. I submit that the main challenge is to interpret this

narrative with attention to all three elements of political and social realism, the peculiar power



of David, and the inscrutable presence of Yahweh.If the portrayal of Israel’s transformation in

the Samuel narrative is indeed realistic, Davidic, and Yahwistic, the question that governs our

interpretation is, How shall such a transformation be heard and presented by us who are

contemporary, critical, believing interpreters? The question of how the story was to be told had

to be faced by this literature. In the same way, that question must be faced by us in our

interpretation. How do we find a method that is congruent with the subject? The shape of the

literature is important for our ways of interpretation.1. The transformation of Israel from

unstable tribes to centralized monarchy will not be properly rendered in an idiom that is

excessively “historical” in a “realistic” sense. Such a realistic mode of historical presentation

would give disproportionate attention to the social, political, and technical factors. Thus I and II

Samuel avoid this manner of presentation, not simply because the narrators were too

“primitive” but because they found such a mode to be inadequate for the subject. The

imaginative narrative mode of presentation in I and II Samuel warns us against being

preoccupied with such “historical questions” as “Did it really happen?”, “How did the ark

move?” (I Sam. 6:11–12), or “Who killed Goliath?” (I Sam. 17; cf. II Sam. 21:19). Excessive

attention to flat historical questions violates the intent of the text. We may conclude that the

story line of the Samuel narrative is in general “historically reliable”; that conclusion, however,

is beside the point for an understanding of what the narrative intends. The narrative proposes

that much more is happening in Israel’s life than can be discerned by flat historical questions.2.

The transformation of Israel as understood in the Samuel narrative will not be properly

rendered in an excessively “theological” idiom, one preoccupied with religious questions. Such

a theological portrayal would give disproportionate attention to the role of God, the faith of

Israel, and the piety of David. It would preoccupy us with religious matters that lead us away

from the intent of the text. One can ask about religious issues, such as the oath of Saul (I Sam.

14:24, 44) and David’s expiation of bloodguilt (II Sam. 21:1–14). One can reflect on Yahweh’s

seeming arbitrary reduction of Saul to a tragic figure or the question of whether Yahweh can

change or choose and reject (I Sam. 15). To focus on such questions, however, is to tear them

out of their narrative context and so distort them. The text is of course theologically self-

conscious, but not in a blatant, obscurantist, or excessively pious way.3. The shrewd

convergence of all these factors of realism, Davidic distinctiveness, and Yahweh’s presence

can be expressed only in an artistic idiom that means to acknowledge and transcend our

conventional historical and theological questions. The artistic sensitivity of the text permits a

variety of interrelations, contradictions, incongruities, and amazements that violate both our

historical sobriety and our theological conviction. It is precisely the artistic discipline and

freedom of the narrative that permits us to see the odd character of Israel’s transformation, to

discern hidden motives, and to marvel at the astonishing convergences of the three governing

factors and the unexpected newness that emerges in Israel’s life. Thus our historical realism

and our theological passion must be contained in and disciplined by the contours of the

narrative, which is wrought with great care and imagination.For the work of teachers,

preachers, and interpreters, an artistic rendering of life is now an urgent responsibility, not only

because of the character of the text but because of our social-cultural-moral circumstance. The

community gathered around this text (in church, in synagogue, in religion department) is one of

the few places left in contemporary society where an artistic rendering of life may be pursued.

Ours is a society beset by excessive certitude and reductive truth, in which we uncritically

manage our small perceptual fields. Our propensity to a “historical” reading of life runs the risk

of reducing the life process to power, arms, force, and violence, because what really matters is

muscle, in personal and in public life. Conversely, our attention to a “theological” reading of the



life process seduces us into certitudes that quickly become too convinced and end in a

monopoly that is authoritarian, coercive, and occasionally totalitarian. Our historical approach

tends to end in Realpolitik (reducing social relations to the operation of sheer power), and our

theological reading tends to end in a monopoly of certitude. Both are dangerous in a social

situation where power to dehumanize and destroy is so readily available.I submit that an

artistic reading that follows the contours of the narrative is not only faithful to the intended

convergences of the text concerning realism, David, and Yahweh but is peculiarly required in

our cultural situation of brute power and monopolistic certitude. This artistic rendering lets us

be open to the surprises, ambiguities, incongruities, surpluses, and gifts present in Israel’s life,

wrought by God, through which humaneness sometimes emerges and where holiness is

strangely present. What strikes one about this artistic reading of Israel’s transformation in the

Samuel narratives is the power of speech in these stories. People talk to one another, and their

talking matters. The playful possibility of speech is at work in the public process of Israel.

People listen and are changed by such speech, and God is drawn deeply into the conversation.

That is how Israel discerns what has happened in its memory and in its life.I believe, moreover,

that the shapers of the Samuel text intended that each return to the text would evoke a fresh

discernment of life as a place where the power of speaking and listening matters to God and to

us. My hoped-for outcome in this commentary is that sustained interpretation of the Samuel

text may aid in evoking and convening communities of artistic discourse where conversations

about power, personality, and providence can be enacted and where these factors are all

noticed, honored, and celebrated as constitutive of life. Against the conventional pious reading

of the church and against the conventional historical-rational readings of the guild, we have

pursued another way of interpreting. I believe we are at an important and urgent threshold of

finding a way of taking the text more nearly on its own terms. If this judgment is right, we have

important work to do. The next generation of teachers and interpreters may be weaned away

from “facticity” and “truth” to a more dangerous conversation.It will be clear to students of the

Samuel literature that in shaping my commentary in this way I have made a number of

important decisions (most of which are intentional). I have not attempted to deal at all with the

immensity of textual problems, on which see especially McCarter. I have not attempted to

assess historical issues, on which see Mayes and Soggin. I have stayed clear of the thicket of

scholarly discussion of literary composition, and I have not joined the debate about Noth’s

magisterial hypothesis on redaction. These are important questions, but they are not the

burden of this work.I have organized the material in rather conventional units, which largely go

back to the work of Rost and reflect a rough scholarly consensus. I hope that, in this

organization of the material, my inclination in a canonical direction will be discerned. I am

persuaded by the intent of Childs’s work, even if my concrete ways of proceeding are different

from his. I have attempted to deal with each text in terms of the whole story.Focus on “the

whole story” is an urgent need in our interpretive situation. We have learned to read the Bible

either in bits and pieces or according to a dogmatic presupposition that domesticates the text.

Artistic attention to the shape and flow on the whole does not promise a “true” reading or a

“final” reading but only this reading now. The text, like our life, is so open that it will hardly stand

still for our interpretation. The interpretive act itself is a recurring decision not to “congeal.” A

recent novel by Gail Godwin contains a telling and penetrating conversation about congealing

(p. 4). One character, Ursula, instructs the narrator, Justin:“There are two kinds of people,” she

once decreed to me emphatically. “One kind you can tell just by looking at them at what point

they congealed into their final selves. It might be a very nice self, but you know you can expect

no more surprises from it. Whereas the other kind keeps moving, changing. With these people,



you can never say, ‘X stops here,’ or ‘Now I know all there is to know about Y.’ That doesn’t

mean they’re unstable. Ah, no, far from it. They are fluid. They keep moving forward and making

new trysts with life, and the motion of it keeps them young. In my opinion, they are the only

people who are still alive. You must be constantly on your guard, Justin, against

congealing.”The live word resists our congealing, in life and in interpretation. That does not

mean interpretation is unstable. It means, rather, that we may continue to expect surprises and

can never say, “Now I know all about the text.”PART ONEThe Rise of SamuelI SAMUEL 1—

7[He] increased in wisdomand in stature, and in favorwith God and humankind.Luke 2:52These

chapters have Samuel as their lead character. They trace Samuel’s rise in authority from his

birth until he is established in Israel as the foremost leader. He is acknowledged as the bearer

of God’s word (3:19–21) and as the administrator of justice (7:17). Indeed, Samuel is

characterized as responsible for the life of Israel in every aspect.Critical scholarship is

generally agreed that chapters 1–7 probably developed as at least three independent literary

units, the narrative of Samuel’s birth and youth (1–3), the narrative of the ark (4–6), and the

account of Samuel’s leadership as a judge (7). Willis, however, has made a strong case for the

structural and redactional coherence of the seven chapters (1971, 1972, 1979). Together they

bear witness to the faith, power, leadership, and cruciality of Samuel for the faith and life of

Israel. Samuel embodies ancient Israel’s traditional covenantal commitments, which were as

important for the public, political life of Israel as for the faithful practice of religious Yahwism.I

Samuel 1—3The Legitimacy of SamuelThese chapters trace the emergence of Samuel as

Yahweh’s authorized leader in Israel. At the center stands the “Song of Hannah” (2:1–10),

which not only celebrates the gift of Samuel but articulates Israel’s future (and future king) as

an anticipated gift of Yahweh. Every assertion of chapters 1–3, from the gracious birth of

Samuel (1:3–28) to the dream theophany (3:1–10), to the final statement of Samuel’s

authorization (3:19–21), witnesses to the decisive role of Yahweh in Israel’s new beginning.

Every actor in the entire Samuel narrative, Hannah, Samuel, Saul, David, and the many lesser

players, are all creatures of God’s sovereignty and agents of God’s intended future. These

chapters disclose how it is that Yahweh reshapes Israel’s historical process for the sake of the

new king and the coming kingdom. Interpretation that takes the whole narrative in context asks

how this Samuel, who is a gift of God’s power, serves the coming kingdom.I Samuel 1:1–

28Troubled Israel, as the books of Samuel begin, is waiting. Israel is portrayed as a marginal

community. We are soon to learn from the narrative that Israel is made marginal by the power

and the pressure of the Philistines. In the face of that external threat, Israel is politically weak

and economically disadvantaged. But there is also a moral, theological dimension to Israel’s

trouble. By the end of the book of Judges, Israel is shown to be a community in moral chaos,

engaged in brutality (chs. 19–21) and betrayed by undisciplined religion (chs. 17–18). Israel

does not seem to have the capacity or the will to extricate itself from its troubles.As the Samuel

narrative unfolds, we discover that Israel is waiting for a king who will protect, defend, gather,

liberate, and legitimate the community. Indeed, Israel is finally waiting for a quite particular king:

for David! When David finally appears, Israel has the assurance that “this is he” (I Sam. 16:12).

With David’s appearance Israel’s fortunes begin to change, and the change is known in Israel

to be the work of God.The story, however, does not rush to David. There is a long waiting; the

object for which Israel waits is not known concretely beforehand. The waiting has its bitterness,

for Israel in the meantime is afflicted by its troubled social, political, and economic situation.

The waiting is confused, for Israel cannot know for certain where its future lies, how to

appropriate that future, or how to wait faithfully for it. Indeed, Israel cannot even know just now

that it has a future. The narrative leads us, along with ancient Israel, through that long season



of bitter, confused, uncertain waiting. It may be that the narrator knows, well ahead of the

telling, what the outcome will be. But as in every good story, we are not told too much too

soon.The story of I and II Samuel turns on the surprising gift of David, who makes all things

right. The story, however, does not begin with the gift of David. It begins with desperate need,

so that when the gift is offered we will be amazed by its grace. The narrator holds in abeyance

the impressiveness, certitude, and triumph of David and begins with other, less formidable

figures who inhabit Israel’s move toward kingship. The sequence of “great men” from Samuel to

Saul to David is the obvious story line of the narrative. Even with this triad of impressive and

dominating figures, however, we are still not at the beginning of this troubled waiting.In a daring

move, back behind “the great men,” the narrative locates the origin of Israel’s future and the

source of its “great leaders” in the story of a bereft, barren woman named Hannah (1:2). The

story of Israel’s waiting that moves from trouble to well-being begins neither in grand theory nor

in palace splendor nor in doxological celebration. It begins, rather, in a single Ephraimite family,

whose father has a solid family pedigree (1:1) but whose mother is barren—without children,

and without prospect of children. Our story of waiting begins in barrenness wherein there is no

hint of a future. Israel’s waiting (which culminates in David) begins as Hannah’s waiting begins,

in hopelessness (cf. Gen. 11:30; 26:22; 29:31; Luke 1:36). Those who read the narrative are

invited to listen and to notice—in the midst of such barren hopelessness—that fruitful waiting,

hoping, and receiving can indeed happen.The narrative of Elkanah-Hannah-Samuel (ch. 1)

stands as our entry point into Israel’s astonished waiting. The narrative of chapter 1 functions

as a paradigm for the entire drama of Israel’s faithful waiting as it is presented in the Samuel

narrative. This chapter is a narrative complete in itself; it begins in a problem (v. 2) and ends in

a resolution (v. 28). The problem is barrenness: no child, no son, no heir, no future, no historical

possibility. The resolution is worship, with a son given and a future opened. The dramatic flow

of the narrative is the process through which the problem of barrenness is transformed into a

resolution of glad, trustful, yielding praise.Israel’s drama from problem to resolution, then, is

well under way before and without David. That dramatic movement from hopelessness to gift

has as its proper subjects those who are, like Hannah, barren and bereft. It has as its

unmistakable agent Yahweh, the one who can turn barrenness to birth, vexation to praise,

isolation to worship. The narrative is a witness to Yahweh’s transformative power, which creates

a new historical possibility where none existed.This is no ordinary narrative. This is no “natural

history.” This is a history which from its beginning refers outside itself to a sovereign will that

overrides Israel’s chaos, to a comfort that overcomes Israel’s bitterness. This story does indeed

wait for David, but the time until David comes is no empty time waiting to be filled. It is time

already filled with the power of Yahweh to begin again. This first chapter is a narrative of

Yahweh’s power and will to begin again, to create a newness in history precisely out of despair.

This newness out of barrenness (and therefore out of despair) violates our reason and our

reasonableness. Speaking reasonably, Hannah would have no child and Elkanah would have

no heir. Israel would have no future. That exhausted rationality, however, is now shattered and

defeated. Those overly fixed in their despair now have their life made over by the power of

Yahweh. The function of the narrative is again and again to make life over by this inexplicable

but relentless transformative power.1:1–2. The problem is clearly and immediately articulated.

The man with his impressive genealogy (v. 1) is matched to a barren woman (v. 2). From his

fathers, Elkanah has a proud past. With his wife, however, he has no future. The story invites

us with Israel to reflect on the question, How is a new future possible amid the barrenness that

renders us bitter, hopeless, and fruitless? The dramatic answer to this question is articulated in

four scenes.1:3–8. This scene is a transaction between Elkanah and Hannah. The problem is



barrenness. The incongruity in the scene is between the love Elkanah has for Hannah, which is

not to be doubted (vv. 5, 8), and the fact of barrenness wrought by Yahweh (vv. 5, 6). Hannah’s

barrenness overrides the power of Elkanah’s love. The outcome is a provoked woman, abused

by her rival, Peninnah (v. 6), more vexed by Yahweh’s foreclosure of her future. Hannah’s

response to her trouble is depression, grief, and loss of appetite (v. 7).1:9–18. Hannah interacts

with Eli, the priest at Shiloh. Her husband is absent in this scene. The action of this longer

scene largely consists of three speeches. First, Hannah makes a vow (v. 11). She addresses

Yahweh, the same God who in verses 5–6 had caused her barrenness. Her vow seeks to

evoke a new gift from God. The vow is a standard part of a complaint prayer. As Hannah is

bitter in her barrenness, so she will be grateful in her anticipated fruitfulness. She vows that the

son of her womb will be preserved for obedience only to Yahweh. At the beginning we have a

clue about how and why Samuel became such a sturdy champion of Yahwistic faith. He is

predestined by his mother to be such a champion.The second speech of Hannah is one of self-

vindication to refute Eli’s mistaken assessment of her (vv. 15–16). He had thought her to be a

drunken woman (v. 13). She is not drunk; she is desperate. Her desperation leads to an act of

candid piety, speaking her grief and vexation precisely to Yahweh. She knows whom to

address.The third speech is a response of Eli, an assurance and a benediction (v. 17). The

priest asserts that “the God of Israel will (may) hear and answer.” The exchange between the

two is thoroughly Yahwistic. The priestly answer functions characteristically to resolve the

complaint. The scene enacts intense covenantal faith in which the attentiveness of Yahweh is

mediated by the priest. Hannah asks; Yahweh answers. (See the same kind of interaction in

7:9.) The narrative conclusion indicates that the priestly assurance marks the decisive turn in

the story. Hannah believes Eli. She does not doubt “that there would be a fulfillment of what

was spoken to her from the Lord” (Luke 1:45). As a result, the grief and despair of verse 8 are

nullified (v. 18). She is a new, restored woman with a new chance in life, caused by a word of

assurance authoritatively spoken. She believed the word!1:19–20. In this scene Hannah is

again with Elkanah, as in scene 1. The words are terse and minimal, but the account is

sufficient to implement the priestly promise of verse 17. Yahweh does remember (v. 19). This is

precisely what Hannah had asked, that Yahweh should remember and not forget (v. 11).

Yahweh is a powerful rememberer; and when Yahweh remembers the partner and the promise,

newness becomes possible (v. 20; cf. Gen. 8:1; 19:29; 30:22). The new son is the one “asked”

for and the one graciously given. The hopeless one (Hannah) is now the one given a future. As

is characteristic in Israel’s text, the drama leading up to the hoped-for event receives the most

attention. The gift itself only implements that which the drama has anticipated. When the story

finally gets to the actual gift, things can happen quickly. Nineteen verses prepare for the birth;

one verse narrates it.1:21–28. The fourth scene is structurally quite complicated. Hannah

lingers behind Elkanah when he goes up to the temple, but in due season she comes to

Shiloh, back to the priest Eli. Her business in Shiloh is to pay her vow (vv. 26–28). In offering

her thanksgiving, Hannah is aware of the amazing sequence by which her barrenness has

eventuated in birth. The one whom she had “asked” is now given back. Hannah is faithful;

Yahweh is powerful. Hannah is appropriately grateful. In place of despair has come gratitude,

resulting in submission and praise.The resolution is glad worship (v. 28), a trusting yielding,

which is Israel’s proper posture for the new story of monarchy now about to begin. Hannah’s

“now therefore” indicates the climax of the narrative and the resolution of the problem. Her offer

of the boy is a faithful counterpart to her vow. Barrenness ends, by the power of God, in glad,

trustful worship.This narrative, constructed according to the conventions of the genre of birth

narrative, is carefully crafted and tightly disciplined. Its outside perimeters (vv. 1–2, 28) show



that the structure of Israel’s faith is one of problem-resolution. This structure is presented

through the speaking parts of complaint (vv. 11, 15–16) and assurance (v. 17), which then

issues in thanksgiving (vv. 25–27). By transposing the action of problem-resolution or even

barrenness-birth to complaint-assurance, the story turns our attention away from the event of

the birth itself to the drama of fidelity between Hannah and Yahweh. The subject of the

narrative is Yahweh’s astonishing fidelity and Hannah’s responding fidelity.The reality of need,

and explicitly barrenness, is not distinctly an Israelite problem. The narrative, however, invites a

Yahwistic rendering of human trouble and its resolution. Yahweh stands at the center of each

scene:1. “The LORD had closed her womb” (vv. 5, 6)2. “The God of Israel grant your

petition” (v. 17)3. “The LORD remembered her” (v. 19)4. “The LORD has granted me my

petition” (v. 27)Israel’s life has to do with the power and fidelity of God. In the chapters to come,

Israel will be tempted to flex its muscles, to be inordinately impressed with power and pomp

and privilege—and with David! This narrative stands poignantly as a counteraffirmation to what

is to come. Israel’s new life emerges out of barrenness by the power of God. That power is

inexplicable, but also irresistible. That power is evoked, summoned, and triggered by lowly

Hannah, who had no virtue, no claim, no capacity, only a stubborn insistence addressed to

Yahweh and a readiness to yield back all good gifts. The narrative ends in yielding praise (v.

28). Such praise is the proper posture in which Israel’s new life begins again.Our modern

propensity to inquire about the biological miracle of the birth is subdued by the flow of the

narrative. The narrative wants us to notice Yahweh as the key actor. The narrative invites us to

wait in our trouble with such a focus on God, to see if prayers can be uttered, if vows can be

made, if gifts can be received, if thanks can be rendered, if worship can be enacted. When all

of that becomes possible among us, we are prepared for the story of Israel’s new life.I Samuel

2:1–10The birth of a child to a barren woman is not a routine matter at any time, certainly not

in ancient Israel. The birth is first of all an occasion for unmitigated celebration. The deepest

yearning of the mother has been inexplicably fulfilled. Hannah’s worth, her dignity, and her

rightful place with her husband have been restored. Hannah must sing! Second, however, this

surprising birth is perceived to be more than a personal, familial event. The birth is an

assertion that concerns the entire community. It is an assertion that the life and future of Israel

(like the womb of Hannah) have been reopened. Hannah and the community of Hannah are

not fated. If a son is given in the midst of barrenness, who knows what else may yet be given,

perhaps even well-being in the midst of this troubled community! The birth is not a private

wonder but a gift of possibility for all of Israel. Israel must sing with Hannah!This birth is not

wrought by biological manipulation or by dark, managed religious secrets. It is pure gift,

wrought in the intense conversation of complaint and answer, of promise and fidelity, of need

and response. The narrator (and Hannah and Israel) does not doubt that the birth concerns

Yahweh. Yahweh has mobilized awesome life-giving power in the midst of Israel’s hopeless

deathliness. Thus the song is one of doxology. Israel must sing with Hannah in praise to

Yahweh! While the newborn son is celebrated, the song finally concerns not the son but

Yahweh. The accent is on the Giver, not the gift. Precious as the gift is, the Giver is the one

who outruns Israel’s awed expectation. Praise is the only speech appropriate to the

occasion.Hannah sings a very special song with reference to a concrete miracle. In doing so,

however, she joins her voice to a song Israel has already long been singing. Israel is peculiarly

a community of doxology. Its life consists in praise to God for what God has done and for what

God characteristically continues to do. Thus Hannah sings no new song; she appropriates a

song already known in Israel. The “Song of Hannah” thus is likely to have been taken from

Israel’s repertoire of public hymns. The song has standard hymnic elements; it speaks in



unqualified ways of Yahweh’s power and dominion. It seems to contain concrete thanksgiving

for remembered gifts, but these concrete memories are now generalized as characteristic of

Yahweh. What Yahweh has done (in our memory and experience), Yahweh characteristically

can and does do.The song has public, national dimensions in speaking of enemies (v. 1), war

(v. 4), and eventually even of a king (v. 10). It is likely that the song was originally used by the

royal establishment to celebrate monarchial victories in war. Now, however, the song is

appropriated by the tradition of Samuel in a double interpretive move. First, the great public

song (reflected in Psalm 113) has been drawn close to the personal family celebration of an

astonishing son. Second, however, the tradition which appropriates the song for Hannah is

mindful that the focus of the Samuel tradition is not simply on the freshly birthed Samuel but on

the emergence of kingship in the story yet to be told. The newly arrived Samuel, before the

story is finished, will be a kingmaker and a king breaker. Thus the personal joy of Hannah is

tilted toward the coming greatness of Israel under David. The poem, given its original usage as

a royal psalm and given its present usage for family celebration, requires a double-focused

singing. Israel never separates intimate family joy from public destiny. When mother Hannah

sings, she sings about her joy, but she also sings about Israel’s public prospect.The song is

enveloped by reference to “my horn” (qeren; RSV has “strength” in v. 1) and “horn of his

anointed” (qeren; RSV has “power” in v. 10). The song begins in celebration of Hannah’s

“raised horn” and concludes with the “raised horn” of the messiah. The entire song is about a

“raised horn,” which means visible elevation to worth, dignity, power, prestige, and well-being.

This is the song of a woman until recently barren and of a people until recently oppressed.

Their joy in the new “raised horn” is commensurate with their astonishment at this inexplicable

change of status, inexplicable except for the power of Yahweh, who can only be praised.2:1–2.

The main theological themes in Hannah’s incredible change of status are introduced. Hannah

sings of “my heart, my horn, my mouth, my enemies” (v. 1), but these are placed in stark

contrast to “your deliverance” (author’s emphasis). It is Hannah’s joy but Yahweh’s power. Verse

2 complements verse 1 by a powerful triad of “none, none, none,” asserting there is no other

like Yahweh, thee, our God. This song is indeed a celebration of Yahweh’s incomparability.

Yahweh is the one who has the power to transform and the willingness to intervene on behalf

of the powerless. Both qualities are required. Power to transform without willingness to

intervene ends in a haughty transcendence. Willingness to intervene without power to

transform ends in a pitiful sentimentality. Yahweh is neither haughty nor pitiful but possesses,

as no other, the combination of qualities and inclinations that matter to this marginal singing

community. Israel throws this song defiantly against the reality of its marginality. At the outset of

the Samuel narrative of Israel’s historical transformation, Israel gladly testifies to the odd fidelity

of this God who works the change.2:3–8. These verses provide specific cases of

transformation worked by Yahweh’s power to transform and willingness to intervene. Yahweh

presides over all human actions and is not deterred by or overly impressed by human actions

or human resistances (v. 3; cf. Prov. 16:9). It is Yahweh’s capacity in the face of human action

that gives hope to the weak and the marginal. Yahweh’s intervention changes the disproportion

of power and potential in human transactions. Thus in war the mighty may not win and the

feeble may be strong (v. 4; cf. Prov. 21:30–31). This judgment about war anticipates the

triumphs of Israel to come, perhaps with particular reference to David’s paradigmatic defeat of

Goliath (I Sam. 17).The matter of transformation draws closer to Hannah’s own case in verse 5.

First there is a reversal of the full and the hungry. Then there is a reversal of the barren and the

fruitful. Notice how polemical and partisan the claim is. It is not said that the hungry will also be

full or the barren will also have children. Rather, the full and the fruitful will be displaced by the



hungry and the barren and will now suffer the fate so long assigned to the others. The full now

receive as their destiny the hunger they had imposed in previous arrangements. The tone of

the lyric bespeaks a well-established social resentment against those who have been too well

off for too long, who now are consigned precisely to the loss of what they most valued (cf. Luke

16:19–31).After a statement about war, food, and children, verse 6 states the extreme case, life

and death. This God presides in singular sovereignty over the gift of life and death and bestows

these gifts in utter knowing (v. 3), without offering rationale or justification (cf. Deut. 32:39). In

the purview of Hannah there are no secondary causes, no extenuating circumstances. There is

only Yahweh. To those who are now full and now fruitful, this may seem arbitrary. To those who

are now hungry and now barren, however, the reality of Yahweh permits powerful hope, which

moves social possibility beyond the administered rationality of the political-economic

establishment (cf. Luke 6:20–21, 24–25). This is hope beyond the defined boundaries of

current social reality, a hope most urgent for those excluded by present boundaries. Such an

“irrational” hope is an act of faith that all of God’s gifts have not already been committed to

present forms and arrangements. God has new, powerful gifts to give and is now about to

spread them among the powerless and marginal.The power of social resentment and social

possibility becomes more explicit in verses 7–8, which sing of social inversion concerning the

poor and rich, the high and low. In verse 8 we are able to see the dangerous social implications

of resurrection faith. This is the real “raising” Yahweh will do, raising to power and social

possibility. In that peculiar, powerful act of Yahweh, all present social distinctions and political

disproportions are overcome and dismissed. In the midst of this song, the social privileges of

princes are sung into nullity. One can imagine the haughtiness of Peninnah (1:4–6), who

seemed so privileged. One can imagine the arrogance of the Philistines, who seemed so

secure. Later one can sense (and resent) the pride of Babylon, who seemed ordained to

dominate the world forever (Isa. 47:1–2). All it takes to change those arrangements of tyranny

and exploitation in the imagination of Israel, however, is one clear doxology. All it takes for a

new possibility is one act of Yahweh, besides whom there is no other.In verse 8c the song

makes a remarkable interpretive connection. In verses 5 and 7–8a the focus has been on the

hungry, barren, poor, and needy. In a doxological ejaculation, Hannah/Israel asserts that

Yahweh is the creator who has established the world on pillars, which belong only to Yahweh

(v. 8a). The turn of the doxology is marked by an emphatic “for,” which gives the reason for

Hannah’s confidence and joy. The hope of the poor and weak is rooted in the foundational

power of the creator. The hope of Israel and the power of God are joined by this preposition

“for.” The deep-set pillars of Yahweh permit the world not to sink into chaos. The world all

belongs to Yahweh, and Yahweh has made it possible. Yahweh presides over the world and

therefore can do as Yahweh wills with it. Verse 8c, however, is more than a statement of power.

It is an assertion of Yahweh’s utter freedom. Yahweh need not bow before, yield to, or defer to

any prince or noble. Yahweh need not conform to any legitimated social arrangement. Yahweh

is free to reorder the earth and will do so on behalf of the marginal.The poem thus links the

majesty of Yahweh’s sovereignty over creation with the hope of the marginal. That connection

is succinctly asserted in Deuteronomy 10:14, 17–18:Behold, to the LORD your God belong

heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it.… For the LORD your God is

God of gods and LORD of lords, the great, the mighty, and the terrible God, who is not partial

and takes no bribe. He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the

sojourner, giving him food and clothing.Yahweh’s cosmic power is mobilized precisely for the

socially marginal. No wonder Hannah sings! The worldly hope of the weak is rooted in the

power that holds the world together. No wonder the marginal in Israel join Hannah in her song!



No wonder their songs must be addressed to Yahweh, who is the only one with such sovereign

power, the only one attentive to the marginal.2:9–10. Here a somewhat changed theme is

presented. The God praised is the judge who will preside over all the earth and all powers in it

(v. 10). As judge, Yahweh will not only pronounce judgments but will actively intervene to

implement those judgments. Yahweh will distinguish between the “faithful ones” and the

“wicked” (v. 9a). The faithful are those who trust God’s promises, receive God’s gifts, and keep

vows to God—people like Hannah. The wicked are those who rely on their own strength—

people like Peninnah or the Philistines. Against the judging, ruling power of Yahweh, arrogant

human strength cannot prevail (v. 9b). No power, no social arrangement, no alternative claim to

authority can withstand the rule of Yahweh (cf. I Cor. 1:25).We are told at the conclusion of the

song (v. 10) that the rule of Yahweh is in the strength of the king. How odd! At the very

beginning of the book of Samuel, long before Saul or David or any king appears in Israel, the

poetry has Hannah assert that the coming king will be an agent for the poor, needy, hungry,

barren (cf. Ps. 72:1–4, 12–14). This poem anticipates the hope placed in kingship for time to

come. The poem, moreover, articulates the criteria by which subsequent kings are to be

evaluated. All of this is placed on the grateful, expectant lips of Hannah.We had thought this

was Hannah’s song about her son. It is. It concerns her “horn.” The song, however, breaks out

beyond Hannah. It now trusts in and anticipates the “horn of David,” who is the true horn of

Israel. It anticipates that Yahweh will reorder social reality, precisely in the interest of those too

poor and too weak to make their own way.In the first instance this poem is indeed Hannah’s

song. It is the voice of a joyous woman stunningly rescued from barrenness. It is at the same

time, however, a powerful poem that has futures well beyond Hannah. Childs has observed (pp.

272–273) that this song provides an “interpretive key” for the books of Samuel. That is, the

power and willingness of Yahweh to intrude, intervene, and invert is the main theme of this

narrative. We watch while the despised ones (Israel, David) become the great ones. At the

center of this startling inversion is the eighth son (16:11–12), who sits with princes and inherits

a seat of honor (2:8).This song becomes the song of Mary and the song of the church (Luke

1:46–55), as the faithful community finds in Jesus the means through which Yahweh will turn

and right the world. The Song of Mary, derived from Hannah, becomes the source for Luke’s

radical portrayal of Jesus. This song becomes a source of deep and dangerous hope in the

world wherever the prospect and possibility of human arrangements have been exhausted.

When people can no longer believe the promises of the rulers of this age, when the gifts of well-

being are no longer given through established channels, this song voices an alternative to

which the desperate faithful cling.First Samuel 2:1–10 begins in barrenness redeemed;

barrenness, however, is the penultimate humiliation. The last threat is death; and the best,

most astonishing gift is resurrection life. Hannah and Israel sing of the one who “brings to life,”

who breaks the power of death. It does not matter if that power is experienced as barrenness,

as despair, or as oppression. Hannah flings this song buoyantly in the face of the power of

death. Her act is an act of daring hope, rooted in a concrete gift, waiting for more of life yet to

be given. Our interpretive responsibility now is to see who among us can join this dangerous,

daring song to this same God who has power to transform and willingness to intervene. That

power and willingness are the source of Israel’s only consolation (Luke 2:25) and are the

energy that drives the Samuel narrative to its remarkable Davidic possibility.I Samuel 2:11—

4:1aThis narrative unit has two purposes: (1) to articulate the legitimacy of Samuel as “the

leader” for Israel in the crisis to come and (2), conversely, to discredit the failed leadership of

the house of Eli. We have seen in 1:3–28 that Samuel is a special gift from God (to Hannah)

and a special gift back to God (from Hannah). The narrative of chapters 1–3 wants us to



understand that Samuel’s origin and his destiny are both peculiarly in God’s hand and for

God’s purpose. This account of Samuel’s rise to power (2:11—4:1a) is no ordinary historical

report but is a witness to how God’s intent in Israel is implemented. Part of the working of

God’s intent in Israel is the nullification of the old priesthood, which is accomplished through

this narrative.2:11–36. “The rise of Samuel” is narrated in counterpoint to the account of “Eli’s

fall.” Samuel’s rise is punctuated by a series of carefully placed statements reporting his growth

to manhood and his maturation in faith. There is irony in the fact that he is nurtured in faith by

Eli, the very one whom he displaces.Samuel’s growth and maturation are narrated in these

statements: “The boy ministered to the LORD, in the presence of Eli the priest” (2:11); “The boy

… grew in the presence of the LORD” (2:21). (Whereas the beginning is in the presence of Eli,

the rhetoric is now escalated to the presence of Yahweh.) “The boy Samuel continued to grow

both in stature and in favor with the LORD” (2:26). “Samuel grew, and the LORD was with him

and let none of his words fall to the ground” (3:19). In the last three of these notices the verb

“grew” (gdl) is used. By the end of the narrative, Samuel arrives at manhood.His is a manhood

of enormous authority, destined by Yahweh and recognized by Israel. The narrative has moved

in broad strokes to get to the main point, the destiny of Israel on its way to kingship—led there

by Samuel, albeit with mixed signals. Samuel’s growth has been nurtured by Eli. It has been

governed from the beginning, however, by Yahweh.The countertheme of the narrative concerns

the failure of the old priestly order of Eli (and his sons). Eli had misunderstood his initial contact

with Hannah (1:13). By the time of our text, Eli is older and even more inept. The initiative for

priesthood has been taken by his sons, Hophni and Phinehas, who are degenerate and

exploitative. The family and order of Eli are dealt with in three sections of the narrative.First,

verses 12–17 are a descriptive report, indicating the ruthless, cynical use of priestly power by

Eli’s sons. Like Samuel, the sons of Eli are called na‘ar (“young men”). “The sin of the young

men was very great” (v. 17). The term “great” (gdl) is the same term used for Samuel. The

linguistic parallel seems to sharpen the contrast intentionally. Both Samuel and the sons of Eli

are “great.” Samuel is “great” as a mature man of God, Eli’s sons are “great” in sin.In the

second narrative element, Eli himself is inept but not evil (vv. 22–25). Eli rebukes his sons, but

to no avail. Eli is still a man of responsible faith.The third element of the narrative concerning

Eli (vv. 27–33) is exceedingly difficult. It narrates the divine decree that the house of Eli will be

displaced by a different priestly house. The decree is in the mouth of an unnamed “man of

God.”We may treat the text in two quite distinct ways, historically and theologically. The text is

of historical importance because it reflects the conflicted relationship between various priestly

groups or orders in the life of Israel. That history begins with a recital of the history of Eli with

Yahweh (vv. 27–30a), not unlike David’s history with Yahweh related later on (II Sam. 7:8–9).

Eli’s house has been chosen by God for the priesthood (v. 28). His house is presumably the

Mushite priesthood rooted in Moses, identified with the Levites, and embodied subsequently in

the person of Abiathar. God has made a promise to this priestly order “for ever” (v.

30).According to this tendentious narrative, however, the sons of Eli have been so

extravagantly disobedient to Yahweh that the promise of God is abrogated (vv. 30b–32). These

sons of Eli “do not know” Yahweh (v. 12). They will not listen to (obey) Eli (v. 25). They are

brazen and cynical. As a result of their disobedience, Yahweh nullifies the eternal promise and

ends the authority of the house of Eli. This is a remarkable decree, for it reports Yahweh’s

nullification of a promise made “for ever.” It turns out that Yahweh’s promise “for ever” was

stringently conditional. It is an understatement to conclude that Eli’s house did not meet the

conditions! In this theological tradition, responsive obedience is required even for God’s most

sweeping promises.The second part of this astonishing decree moves well beyond the horizon



of the Samuel narrative. Verses 33–36 probably represent a later attempt to legitimate

subsequent developments of priestly power and authority. Cross has proposed that as verses

27–32 narrate the end of the Mushite priesthood, verses 33–36 anticipate the priesthood of

Zadok, which is linked to the Aaronite order. The “faithful priest” of the “sure house” (v. 35) is

Zadok, who turns out to be the priestly “winner” in the Solomonic crisis (cf. I Kings 2:35; 4:2).

The oracle, serving the interests of the house of Zadok, thus places in God’s mouth

authorization for the displacement of the Mushite priesthood by the Zadokite order.The

transition of authority from the one priestly order to the other is marked by two interesting

notes. First, an exception is made for one man who shall not be cut off (v. 33). This refers to

Abiathar, a trusted priest of David, banished by Solomon but not killed (cf. I Kings 2:26–27).

Second, verse 36 suggests that the older order may endure, but it will be in a dependent

position, receiving its keep and sustenance from the now powerful new order.From a historical

perspective, this peculiar text reflects a change in the arrangement of priestly power and

authority. The divine decree is probably an intrusion in the text and demonstrates how narrative

can be used for purposes of propaganda and establishing legitimacy. The rise of the house of

Zadok as such, however, has no bearing on the narrative of Samuel. It is of interest only to a

later political force that has made good and partisan use of the narrative.The decree of this

“man of God” does, however, serve the theological interest of the Samuel narrative directly,

because it shows God’s decision to terminate the house of Eli. Without looking ahead to the

coming house of Zadok, the nullification of Eli’s house is of interest, because it makes way for

the priestly authority of Samuel. Aside from later historical, propagandistic interests, the

narrative asserts that God is indeed doing “a new thing” in Samuel. The very Eli who nurtured

Samuel in faith is now displaced by Samuel. This displacement happens not because of

Samuel’s aggressiveness but because of Yahweh’s unshakable commitment to the leadership

of Samuel. The entire narrative thus prepares us for the new venture of faith and politics for

which Samuel will provide the crucial leadership. That leadership, however, is fully in the

service of and obedient to the purposes of Yahweh, who now wills a sharp turn in the shape

and destiny of Israel. For theological exposition, it is this fresh authorization of Samuel that is

the crucial issue. The intrusive allusion to a later priesthood leads us away from the main thrust

of the narrative.3:1—4:1a. The main story line now resumes. Fishbane has shown how chapter

3 is crafted to legitimate a new leadership and to delegitimate the old leadership. This innocent-

looking narrative functions in the context of a serious struggle for power. Samuel is again “the

boy” (v. 1). He continues to be subservient to Eli and obedient to Yahweh. The dream report,

perhaps the best-known story of Samuel’s early life, is given in verses 2–14. That story is too

often taken simply as an idyllic account of childlike faith. It is that, but it is much more than that,

for the dream narrative is used to articulate a most disruptive, devastating assertion (vv. 11–

14). The form of the narrative is a dream theophany in which a decisive word is given from

outside conventional human experience. Samuel is available for this communication from God

and perfectly responsive (v. 10). Moreover he is fully supported by Eli, who is now dependent

upon him (v. 18).The juxtaposition of verses 9–10 and 15–18 suggests a subtle treatment of

the relation between Samuel (who now comes to power) and Eli (who now loses power).

Patient, caring Eli instructs Samuel in his response to God (vv. 9–10). Eli gives Samuel the very

words he is to use in response to Yahweh (v. 9), and Samuel uses those very words (v. 10). In

that scene, young Samuel is completely dependent upon knowing Eli.The roles between the

two are then reversed (vv. 15–18). Eli has forfeited the word of Yahweh, and it is given to

Samuel. Eli is now dependent upon Samuel to learn the word of Yahweh. Earlier, Samuel is

uncertain and must be guided. Now he confidently receives the oracle but is reluctant to tell Eli,



because the oracle is against Eli (vv. 15–18). It is surely intentional irony that in verse 16

Samuel makes the same response to Eli that he does in the earlier text, “Here I am.” While the

response is the same and Samuel’s deference to Eli is consistent, there is no doubt that the

power has shifted. The young innocent one is now authorized; the old knowing one has

become fully dependent upon Samuel. The reversal of roles is not stated directly, but the

narrative is formed so that the point becomes unavoidable. Yahweh does indeed “raise up and

bring down.”In using the dream theophany, our interest is often on the idyllic childlike exchange

of verses 4–10. When the message of the dream theophany is given, however, there is nothing

idyllic or childlike about it (vv. 11–14). The substance of the message should receive our

primary attention. That substance is hard, abrasive, and devastating. The house of Eli had

been promised authority “for ever” (2:30). Now that same house will be punished “for

ever” (3:13). The judgment will be so harsh that “ears will tingle” in dismay (v. 11; cf. II Kings

21:12). The verdict of Yahweh is as sure as it is devastating. There is no appeal or

recourse.The problem has been the sons of Eli, not Eli himself. However, Eli must pay by

having everything taken away. When he hears the message, Eli is a model of piety and

acquiesence (v. 18). In this terrible moment of decision, Eli and Samuel are together in

obedience as they had been at the outset. Both of them accept the verdict of Yahweh. For

Samuel that verdict offers power and authority. For Eli the same verdict offers only grief and

humiliation. For both the verdict is unquestioned. The narrative concerns the sure, irresistible

power of Yahweh’s will, which now turns the course of Israel’s life. Eli had nurtured Samuel in

obedience. Now the two of them stand together to face the hard, powerful will of Yahweh.The

focus of 3:1–19, however, is not on the ending announced for Eli. The accent rather is on the

new beginning now to be made with obedient Samuel. Samuel is characterized in the narrative

as a voice outside conventional authority. He hears Yahweh’s powerful word (3:19—4:1a).

Israel must now heed Samuel. The “word is rare,” the vision is infrequent (v. 1), yet Samuel

receives a word (v. 11). In the end the narrative (and Israel) knows that Yahweh is with Samuel

(v. 19). He is a bearer of revelation, as he is a child of miraculous birth. He is the one in whom

Israel’s destiny for the future is vested. The peculiar authorization of Samuel is accomplished in

accordance with “the word of the Lord,” but the actual working out of God’s will comes with “the

word of Samuel” (4:1a). All Samuel’s words must be heeded. None of his words must be

permitted to fall to the ground (v. 19).The final paragraph of the unit holds together nicely the

staggering gift of God’s revealed word and the concreteness of Samuel’s word (3:19—4:1a).

Samuel’s word is never quite equated with the divine decree but is surely authorized by that

decree. The proximity of the word of Samuel to the word of Yahweh is not unlike the double

word in Jeremiah 1:1–3, where the “word of Yahweh” is given in the “words of Jeremiah.” The

Bible characteristically holds together and yet distinguishes the will and decree of Yahweh and

the concrete historical form which that will must take. The will and purpose of Yahweh are

brought to concrete expression through various persons, among them Samuel and Jeremiah.

Israel must take the human announcement of God’s will with great seriousness. Yet the careful

wording of the matter suggests that the Bible resists the equation of divine will and human

expression. The human word is as much as Israel receives. It is a word that must be taken

seriously, but it is not finally the word of Yahweh. It is “the word of Samuel” that comes to Israel

(4:1). In this careful, subtle distinction, Israel struggles with the relentlessly historical mode of

its faith.Our preaching of this text will not want to linger long on the specificities of Eli’s failure,

or on the complicated history of priesthood leading to the triumph of Zadok, or on the dream

theophany as a mode of disclosure. One must stay attentive to the larger theme, the legitimacy

of Samuel and the beginning of a new social possibility for Israel ex nihilo. chapters 1–3 as a



larger unit serve to authorize Samuel to take a fresh initiative in Israel’s life.The narrative takes

great care to show that Samuel’s credibility does not rest on any conventional political

confirmation. Rather, Samuel is presented as having an authorization rooted in nothing other

than the freedom and promise of God. Samuel’s freshly authorized voice in Israel’s public life

stands over against all conventional modes of power and brusquely displaces them. Surely the

old Israelites—and the storytellers—are political realists. They understand how political-priestly

power works, how it is secured, maintained, and exercised. They want to assert, at the same

time, a holy governance that matters in concrete life, a holy governance that is not bounded by

accustomed power, by ordained authority, by conventional leadership. There is a chance for

newness, and that chance is rooted in Hannah’s piety, in Israel’s daring doxology, in Eli’s

yielding, in Samuel’s availability, in God’s resolve to do a new thing.This narrative, in concert

with Israel’s most profound faith, finds it credible to have God assert, “Behold, I am doing a

new thing.” The narratives of Samuel want to assert that conviction, but they must do so in the

midst of a difficult public crisis. God’s new thing is not a grand religious act but an invitation to a

fresh, dangerous social beginning. All around the innocence of this narrative there were

undoubtedly threats, bargains, and cunning calculations. In the midst of all those seductions,

however, there is a season of naïveté when a young boy can receive a vision, an old man can

embrace a relinquishment, a surprised mother can sing a song, the ears of the conventional

can tingle, and life begins again. A new beginning means a terrible ending of some other

arrangements. As we shall see, Samuel subsequently grows vexed and irascible about those

endings, but not now, not here. This new beginning requires facing candidly all that has failed,

and this narrative does that without flinching or deceiving.First Samuel 2:11—4:1a invites a

faithful simplicity about public possibility. What if the grasping political power and the harsh

rapaciousness of religion were judged, condemned, and dismissed? What if old power were

turned out and Israel were again young enough to dream? Samuel, as presented in these

verses, is without vested interest. Unlike the sons of Eli, he would have no “bigger-than-

regulation” fork with which to have more than his share (2:12–16). This narrative, by the power

of a new disclosure from God, dares to believe and hope the community can begin again. Hard-

nosed and sore-pressed Israel had a moment when they “knew” (3:20). They knew about

Samuel and about the word, and therefore they knew about beginning again. In that knowing

they found courage. They dared to believe that this God could act to “kill and make alive” (2:6).

They watched in hope for the giving of new life. They knew also, as they watched Eli, about the

coming of death. But they believed and hoped more powerfully than they grieved. They

permitted their dream from God to override the sordid realities to which the old arrangements

had disastrously led them.I Samuel 4:1b—7:1The Narrative of the ArkThese three chapters are

commonly reckoned by scholars to be a coherent and distinctive narrative unit. They are

conveniently referred to as “the ark narrative” because, apart from the powerful, invisible

working of Yahweh, the ark is the only “character” who acts in the story. Miller and Roberts

have effectively argued that the “hand” of Yahweh is the main theme. Attention to the “hand”

gives a clue to the intent of the narrative when we remember that the “hand” is a way of

speaking about power, the power of Yahweh. Of special interest is the fact that Samuel, for

whom chapters 1–3 have so carefully prepared us, is not present in this narrative.It is not

necessary, however, to say that the ark has displaced Samuel as the central actor. Rather, this

narrative witnesses to the direct will and action of Yahweh, for which the ark is simply a

narrative vehicle. This narrative is theologically “primitive” in the sense that Yahweh acts

directly, without recourse to any secondary agent. The task of interpretation will be to make this

working of Yahweh dramatically available, without siphoning off the inscrutable and odd action



of Yahweh into more cogent or “reasonable” forms. That is, the casting of the narrative does not

invite us to an explanation of the action but to an awed silence before the one who is

inexplicable, inscrutable, and finally irresistible.I Samuel 4:1b–22This narrative unit is divided

into two parts, an account of two battles (vv. 1–11) and the report of the battle with a response

to the report (vv. 12–22).4:1b–11. The narrative begins abruptly with an engagement between

Israel and the Philistines (v. 1). We know that Israel found the Philistines to be their most

serious perennial adversary in the eleventh century, but the literature of Samuel has not given

us any preparation for this conflict. Everything in the Samuel narrative runs toward David.

chapters 1–3 have introduced us to Samuel as the kingmaker. chapters 4–6, a quite distinct

literary unit, begin in a fresh place to give us a second reason for the emergence of David, the

Philistine emergency. The emergence of the kingmaker and the Philistine emergency prepares

us for the narrative of kingship that is to follow.In the report of the battle itself, we can identify

three narrative elements. There is a pattern of defeat, ark, defeat. It is remarkable that in that

sequence the ark in fact makes no difference. The defeat with the ark is even more devastating

than the defeat without the ark. The effect of chapter 4 is to report the massive, complete

defeat of Israel. The widow of Phinehas in the end surely has it right. The glory has departed:

God is gone (v. 21). First, Israel is defeated (v. 2). We are not told why Israel is defeated. The

defeat is simply reported. Second, the “ark of the covenant” is mobilized by Israel for a second

effort against the Philistines (vv. 4–5). The ark is trusted by Israel as an emblem and

embodiment of divine power, which will surely turn the battle in their favor. The first defeat (v. 2)

is regarded in Israel as due to Yahweh’s absence, though we are not told that Yahweh was

absent.Now, in the third scene, Yahweh is to be fully present through the ark (vv. 6–11). Israel

legitimately expects a different outcome to the conflict. As Israel trusts in the ark, so the

Philistines fear it (v. 7). After such a dramatic buildup of trust and fear, however, Israel is again

defeated. The ark is captured. The sons of Eli are killed. Eli’s sons were responsible for

carrying the ark, so their death bespeaks a further failure of the ark. The dramatic problem of

the narrative is that the ark made no positive difference in the outcome of the battle. Israel had

lost without the ark; now Israel has lost with the ark. The second time, the loss is even more

devastating (v. 10).The account of the battle (as is usual in Israel’s narrative), however, is not

simply a report. Rather, the account is organized around two reflective speeches, one by the

elders of Israel (v. 3) and the other by the Philistines (vv. 6–9). Both speeches are intensely

Yahwistic: that is, they do not concern strategy and logistics of battle but perceive the conflict

as a question about the reality of God. Israel’s comment on the defeat is a serious question

about why Yahweh caused the defeat. It never occurred to Israel, so the narrator suggests, to

doubt Yahweh or to imagine that Yahweh was overpowered or outfought by the Philistine gods.

Such a possibility lies outside the dramatic horizon of the narrative.The answer to Israel’s

question is the resolve to mobilize the ark. The suggested (but unspoken) answer to the

question of defeat is that Yahweh was not fully present; that is why there was defeat. Moreover,

the absence and ineffectiveness is not blamed on Yahweh. The defeat does not raise issues of

God’s fidelity. Israel is simply neglectful in not properly attending to the ark. Now, however, the

ark, symbol and embodiment of Yahweh’s warlike solidarity with Israel, is confidently brought

into play (v. 5). The narrative and Israel have a right to expect a very different outcome this

second time.With the ark come Israel’s eager enthusiasm and confidence and the release of

Israel’s old primitive energies for war (v. 5). The Philistines hear and wonder (v. 6). The narrator

dares to give voice to the enemy reaction. Such narrative style indicates that we are dealing

with a well-crafted and sophisticated literature. The story leads us in imagination to participate

in the Philistine dread of Yahweh. Yahweh, and the response of Israel, caused great fear



among the Philistines. The Philistines recognized the sounds in Israel’s camp as the sounds of

a dangerous, dreadful God (v. 7). The Philistines do not know the name of that God, but they

sense the power now present in Israel and against them. Israelite storytelling wants and

expects the Philistines to quake before Yahweh. The narrator accentuates what an odd,

freighted moment this is, as the Philistines say with dread, “This never happened to us

before” (v. 7).Indeed, this terrible threat of the direct, assaulting intervention of God has

happened only once before in the life of Israel. Remarkably, the Philistines draw the analogy

and recognize that this situation is singularly parallel to the great paradigmatic defeat of the

Egyptians (v. 8). This is like the Exodus! And we all know what happened to the Egyptians! The

Philistines are presented as superb interpreters of the history and faith of Israel. They are

perfectly capable of articulating a “dynamic analogy” in Israel’s faith. Even these uncircumcised

outsiders can discern the strange power at work in the life of Israel, a strange power

enormously dangerous to, and recognized as such by, the outsider. The narrative employs the

perception of the Philistine to confess faith in Yahweh (Timm).How strange that the recognition

of the similarity to the Exodus does not lead the Philistines to collapse, surrender, submit, or

pray. It causes them, instead, to have courage and to act bravely (v. 9). And the Philistines win

a second time! Something has gone haywire for Israel. The dramatic power of “holy war”

ideology which was expected to energize Israel has in fact emboldened the Philistines. Even

the ark, in which Israel placed its trust and before which the Philistines trembled in dread, could

not deliver Israel.Nonetheless, we are given no explanation. It is as though the narrator has no

theological curiosity. We might want to ask about Yahweh’s power or fidelity, but the story

raises no such explicit questions. As we shall see, that is not because the narrator does not

care but because a closely disciplined narrative strategy is being employed. The narrative is

permitted to have its own dramatic say without excessive explanation. The turn of events

nullifies Israel’s conventional confidence and contradicts the enormous fear of the Philistines.

The result of the second battle shows that Israel’s trust and the Philistines’ fear have been

misplaced (vv. 10–11). Clearly the defeat can no longer be understood as due to Yahweh’s

absence, for Yahweh is now present in the ark. Rather, the defeat can be understood only as

the will of Yahweh. That recognition creates a much more urgent theological crisis in

Israel.4:12–22. The outcome of the battle is now reported. Verses 12–22 narrate two crucial,

pained responses to the news of Israel’s defeat. First, the messenger must come and bring the

news to Eli (vv. 12–18). There must be a telling, and death, and grief (v. 13). Eli and Israel know

the cause of the defeat. It is Yahweh’s response to Israel’s disobedience. Israel knows it is now

undone, because Yahweh has abandoned it to the Philistines. For the purposes of the

narrative, Eli must be told separately and in great detail (vv. 14–17). The messenger spares

nothing: “a great slaughter … your sons are dead … the ark is captured.”Eli’s reaction to the

defeat, though briefly narrated, has a quality of tragic nobility (v. 18). Perhaps he had

anticipated the loss, because he had already heard Yahweh’s decree in the mouth of Samuel

(3:11–14). That verdict, however, had concerned only his sons. Here Eli’s response of grief and

pathos does not concern his sons but the ark. It is the ark that matters, the ark for which Eli

had given his life; the ark embodied the faithful presence of Yahweh. Eli had staked his life and

his faith on the power of the ark and the God who sojourned with it. Now the ark is gone, and

with it Eli’s pure conviction about the presence and fidelity of Yahweh. If the ark has failed,

Yahweh is absent and Israel is bereft. The conclusion is more than the old man can

countenance. Eli dies, not with regret about his sons, who are not even mentioned, but with

anguish about Yahweh’s way with Israel. Now everything is forfeited!The verdict had been given

on his sons (2:30–31; 3:11–14). The sweep of judgment now, however, has become much



larger. It has caught the entire people of Israel, the people whom Eli served and cared for. The

narrative is wondrously terse and disciplined. There is no reason given for the defeat, no

reflection, no indictment. The outcome of defeat and devastation is left to make its own

statement. The end has come; Eli is dead; the old order has failed, and Israel must face

humiliation. Indeed, there is something here even of the humiliation of Yahweh, for whom Eli

cares the most.However, the second part of the battle report is the most pathos-filled (vv. 19–

22). The daughter-in-law of Eli, the wife of Phinehas, is pregnant. The devastating news of loss,

defeat, and death brings the baby. As the baby is born, the mother dies (v. 20).The unnamed

daughter-in-law has just borne a new life. This fragile offer of life, however, is as nothing

contrasted to the heavy loss of Israel. Even in childbirth, this woman focuses, as Israel always

must do, on its public life and on its God. She appropriately named the child “Ichabod,” or

“Where is the Glory (kabod),” for, as she observed, “the glory has departed” (vv. 21–22). She

understands so much so well. “The glory” could refer to the prowess, prestige, and “life force” of

Israel, which is now clearly absent. But more likely it refers to God in all God’s sovereign

splendor and power (cf. I Sam. 15:29, where “Glory of Israel” clearly is Yahweh).God is gone.

God has left, driven into exile (golah, v. 21). When God leaves, Israel is utterly bereft, as bereft

as Hannah when left alone. Israel is now helpless in the face of any adversary, and certainly

against the Philistines. The narrative has held off interpretive theological comment until this

final moment. Now the only interpretive comment is in the mouth of this unnamed, most

discerning woman. God is absent. That is why Israel has lost. That is why the ark is captured.

That is why the Philistines have won. God is gone, no longer Israel’s strong defense and sure

ally. The woman notes the incongruity. The ark is still present. But the one so long and so

intimately associated with the ark is not present. Either in weakness—perhaps Yahweh could

not resist the Philistines—or in freedom—perhaps God chose not to stay with Israel in battle—

we know not which, God is not now powerfully and reliably attached to the ark. The ark no

longer guarantees Israel’s salvation in situations of crisis.The narrative of chapter 4

dramatically empties Israel’s central symbol of reliable power and authority. Israel’s “presumed

world” has failed, and even the despised Philistines can see the failure. Israel may not be

without God’s power, but Israel no longer has the cultic means to mandate, harness, or

commandeer that power. Israel must face a new danger and has become more vulnerable and

without certitude. Israel has no categories for understanding its new situation.But, as we shall

see, the Philistines understand even less than does Israel. The Philistines are still committed to

a false god, which leads to a false perception of power and possibility in history. The Philistines

conclude too easily that Yahweh is now in their power. They completely misunderstand the

character of Yahweh’s power and the depth of Yahweh’s commitment to Israel. The Philistines

underestimate the free and unexpected ways in which Yahweh can assert power. At this

moment in the narrative, the Philistines and the Israelites share this misunderstanding. Both

draw the conclusion that Yahweh has been defeated. Only the narrator knows otherwise.The

Philistines are present in the narrative as the ones who read the battle with Israel through the

Exodus paradigm. Among the appeals to the Exodus narrative (which may or may not be

intentional), Israel “cries out” in its affliction (v. 13; cf. Ex. 2:23). Israel is routed by the enemy (v.

3) as Egypt was routed by Yahweh (Ex. 14:27, albeit with a different word). As Yahweh resolved

to “get glory over Pharaoh” (Ex. 14:4, 17), so now the glory is defeated and departs,

humiliated, into exile (vv. 21–22). In the first case the allusion to the Exodus is parallel; in the

other two the allusion is inverted so that Yahweh is not a triumphant and liberating God, as in

the Exodus, but is defeated and humiliated. This is Exodus in reverse (Moran). Israel is not a

rescued people, as in the Exodus, but a people defeated and subjected to further oppression.



The Exodus model helps us see how intolerable is the new situation of Yahweh and of Israel.

Yahweh is seen to be weak. And a weak Yahweh means that Israel is fated for more

oppression.I Samuel 5:1–12chapter 4 cannot be taken by itself in our interpretation. It is only

the first episode in the extended dramatic narrative of the ark (chs. 4–6). chapter 5, the middle

piece in the ark narrative, contains the decisive inversion that is at the heart of the entire

narrative. At the beginning of this chapter, Yahweh and the ark are captured and are therefore

weak; the Philistines and their god, Dagon, are strong and have prevailed (v. 1). By the end of

this chapter, Yahweh’s “hand” (power) prevails (v. 11) and the Philistines are reduced to a

helpless cry (v. 12). chapter 5 is the story of the humiliated one being exalted, the exalted one

being humiliated. Or, with the song of Hannah (2:6–7), this is the story of the God who kills and

brings to life, who brings down and raises up, who makes poor and makes rich, who brings low

and exalts.chapter 5 is the narrative presentation of the inscrutable but irresistible way in which

this God of Israel, driven into exile and captured (4:21–22), cannot be kept helpless but will act

according to Yahweh’s proper and unequaled freedom and sovereign power. This reversal can

be offered only in narrative form. The narrative form completely and deliberately hides from us

any reflective explanation. The only ground for understanding the reversal is to discern the

distinctive character of Yahweh, who comes to new freedom, power, and life ex nihilo, with no

reason outside Yahweh’s own incomparable person. In this story, Israel discerns the one who

comes to new life and is prepared to trust the one who works life out of death. Israel, in telling

this remarkable inversion, has no alternative to a narrative mode. This is the way Israel must

speak, even as the church can only narrate the resurrection of Jesus. Israel cannot reason,

explain, or understand. It can only bear witness and rehearse the peculiar reversal and

triumph.5:1–5. The opening scene is in the temple of Dagon (the Philistine god) in Ashdod, the

Philistine city. The captured ark has been taken there and set next to the statue of Dagon. The

exhibit of the ark was no doubt a proud trophy of victory for Dagon and has several functions.

First, placing the ark next to Dagon shows a dramatic submission of Yahweh to Dagon. The ark

is physically subsumed into the temple, leaving no question as to whom the Philistines

understood to be the most powerful god. We can only conclude that Dagon has triumphed.

Second, if the Philistines thought that Yahweh still had some power, this act also served to ally

that residue of power with their own god. The action of verses 1–2 makes clear that Yahweh

has been defeated and must now function in the arena of Dagon’s alien power and legitimacy—

or so the Philistines assume.The Philistines, however, have failed to reckon with the peculiar

character and power of Yahweh. They have not adequately understood Yahweh’s first two

commandments (Ex. 20.3–6). They do not understand that a god like Dagon, who is a graven

image, has no real power and is no match for Yahweh. They do not understand Yahweh’s

surging power and freedom. Thus even the capture of the ark, precious symbol that it is, entails

no real curtailment of Yahweh’s actual power.In the first morning after the capture, the

Philistines find Dagon face down before the ark (v. 3). Either Dagon has been struck down or

Dagon has recognized Yahweh’s sovereignty and has bowed down. The story is not troubled by

the capability of a statue to commit an act of submission. The narrative concerns a theological

inversion and does not linger over questions of religious artifacts.The second day the drama

intensifies. Dagon had been propped up again, as even powerful religious statues must be (cf.

Isa. 46:6–7). The Philistine god is an empty artifact and must receive support from the

Philistines. Nonetheless, the Philistines find Dagon again face down before the ark (v. 4). The

fake god who has been propped up is knocked down by the God who has real power. This time

Dagon has lost his head and his hands. Klein says neatly (p. 50) that Dagon is “without a head

for thinking or hands for acting.” Dagon has been robbed of power to act and emptied of the



dignity proper to a god. In a word, Dagon has been dethroned. The presumed power of Dagon,

which seemed so real after the routing of Israel, is exposed as null. Yahweh, who was

presumed defeated, acts inscrutably to dominate even this foreign temple. Yahweh has in fact

preempted the alien temple of Dagon so that it now belongs to Yahweh and is an arena of

Yahweh’s sovereignty.The phrase “They rose early on the next morning” (v. 4) calls to mind the

Easter formula of the Gospels (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1). Like those women in the

Gospel narrative, the Philistines came to the temple “early the next morning” expecting to find a

triumphant Dagon and a defeated Yahweh. In the Gospel they came expecting to find the

power of death regnant and the defeat of Jesus. In neither case did the morning visitors find

what they expected.The expectation of both the Philistines and the women in the Gospel failed

to recognize that the power for life belongs to Yahweh, power for life which neither Dagon nor

death could finally administer. Notice in what an understated way the point is made in our

narrative. The listener is left to draw her own conclusion. The ark may be captured, but the

glory of Yahweh is not as fully departed or exiled as Eli’s daughter-in-law had concluded. After

the dramatic exile and capture, there is still more of Yahweh’s sovereignty with which the

Philistines must reckon.5:6–10. The God who has again come to power now terrorizes the

Philistines. In the arena of real political and military power, such sovereign action of Yahweh is

astonishing. The Philistines, ostensibly, are the politically powerful ones with advanced

technology who expect to prevail. Indeed, Israel expects the Philistines to prevail. How odd it is,

in the face of that expectation, that Yahweh, who sojourns with the pitiful peasants of Israel,

can terrorize this formidable Philistine community. The power of Yahweh manifested in the

narrative is not what we expect, given the political realities of Israel and the Philistines.Yahweh,

however, does not conform to such a reading of reality. The God of Israel does not simply

reflect the people. Israel has no power to bestow on Yahweh. Indeed, it is precisely in the midst

of Israel’s pitiful powerlessness, against both the weakness of Israel and the power of

Philistine, that Yahweh has come again to power. This narrative concerns not simply the

posturing of two peoples, one proud and powerful, the other pitiful and poor. Rather, it

concerns a theological assertion of power that has no ground or explanation outside Yahweh’s

own person. Yahweh is not explained by the character of Israel but acts freely and against the

conventions of both peoples.The sociological surprise of the narrative is matched by a stunning

theological disclosure. Dagon had lost his hands—that is, his power (v. 4). In verse 6 Yahweh is

the one with the “strong hand.” The inversion is complete. The “strong hand” of Yahweh had

caused the initial Exodus (Deut. 26:8), and now this same “hand” (power) is “heavy” against

Ashdod. The word “heavy” is from the same root as the word rendered “glory” in 4:21–22. Thus

verse 6 asserts that Yahweh still has glory—not defeated and not impotent. The hand which

judges and saves is not shortened but is filled with power (cf. Isa. 50:2; 59:1). This hand which

saves also judges. The heavy hand of Yahweh sends “tumors” among the Philistines (v. 6). The

exact character of the “tumors” is problematic. All the story needs is recognition that the tumors

are a bodily affliction (reminiscent of the Egyptian plagues) that causes enormous alarm

among the Philistines. The plague reaches epidemic proportions. The Philistines have no doubt

of Yahweh’s power or of the helplessness of Dagon, who is “without hands.”Unlike Dagon

without hands, Yahweh has God’s own hands and with those hands will judge and destroy in

ways that astonish God’s people and terrorize God’s enemies. The role of the Philistines is

carefully articulated in chapters 4 and 5. They are the ones who discern the power and

sovereignty of Yahweh. They unwittingly observe and testify that Yahweh is indeed God. They

interpret what is going on in the categories of Israel’s faith. In 4:8 it is the Philistines who

introduce the Exodus analogy. Now it is the Philistines who see that Yahweh’s “hand is heavy,”



that Yahweh’s power is strong, and that Dagon is helpless (v. 7). The Philistines no longer

engage in religious drama or in political strategy. Their single aim is to remove the threat. The

narrative mocks the Philistines, because they act only to save their city, no longer to control

Israel. Their care in getting rid of the ark is like the care exercised in defusing a bomb that

might explode at any time.Once the hand of Yahweh is on the move, the narrative unfolds in

ways reminiscent of the dramatic repetition of the plague cycle of Exodus 6–11. The drama of

affliction and expulsion is played out first in Ashdod, where the seeming triumph of Dagon was

previously enacted (vv. 6–8). In verse 9 the same drama is played out in Gath, a second city

where again the hand of Yahweh is heavy. In verse 10 the same action ensues as the ark is

brought to the third city, Ekron. The God of Israel has completely routed the Philistines. There

is no appeal to Dagon. The Philistine god is clearly helpless and irrelevant in the face of

Yahweh, the God of the Exodus. Yahweh is now enthroned in the ark in full power, full power

recognized even by the Philistines. The strategy of the Philistines in moving the ark from city to

city is not unlike the desperate negotiations between Caiaphas and Pilate concerning Jesus

(John 18:13—19: 16) or frantic negotiations to see where to dump our nuclear waste. The

waste is exceedingly dangerous. Everyone agrees about that, and everyone believes it should

be dumped somewhere far away. The Philistines are agreed that Yahweh is exceedingly

dangerous, and the ark should be placed somewhere far away.5:11–12. The individual assaults

Yahweh makes on Philistine cities produces a general consultation among the Philistine rulers.

It is clear to them (and to us as listeners) that the Philistines have neither resource nor

recourse against Yahweh. They draw the only possible conclusion: “Send away the ark of the

God of Israel and let it return to its own place” (v. 11). This is an astonishing acknowledgment

by the Philistines, ostensibly non-believers, that the God of Israel has prevailed. The hand of

Yahweh is heavy. Again the term “heavy” is kabod. This God has indeed “gotten glory” over the

Philistines and over Dagon, as it was earlier gotten over Egypt and Pharaoh.In contrast to this

God who now rules in glory, the Philistines are reduced to “deathly panic,” “stricken,” reduced to

a “cry.” At the outset, Israel had cried in its loss (4:13). That is all changed; now the Philistines,

who seemed for an instant to prevail, are defeated. The “cry” of the city of Shiloh (4:13) is

displaced by a Philistine cry (5:12). The cry of the Philistines is a replica of the strickenness of

Egypt: “And there shall be a great cry throughout all the land of Egypt, such as there has never

been, nor ever shall be again” (Ex. 11:6).It may be that the cry of Pharaoh is so massive that

there would never be a cry like it again, but the Philistines come a close second. They also are

defeated, humiliated, and placed in jeopardy by the power of Yahweh. Yahweh is again free

and on the move. The early church will confess that the power of death could not hold Jesus

(Acts 2:24). Already here the narrator of I Samuel discerned that the power of Dagon and the

Philistines could not hold Yahweh for Israel. Yahweh is on the loose: free, sovereign, about to

do a new thing. The Philistines cannot stop this God from doing the new thing for which Israel

so desperately waits.I Samuel 6:1—7:1The decisive victory over the Philistines has been won.

chapter 6 offers continuing evidence of the power of Yahweh and, correspondingly, the panic-

induced respect of the Philistines.6:1–3. The Philistines know they must rid themselves of the

ark. They must get free of the awesome threat of Yahweh if they are to live. Only now, in verse

2, the issue has escalated from 5:11. The issue is not simply to return the ark to its place; now

the Philistines ask, “With what?” What is appropriate and adequate to accompany the ark as a

gesture of deference? The ark cannot be sent back empty. Daube has seen that as slaves

cannot be sent away empty-handed (Deut. 15:13), as Israel could not leave Egypt empty-

handed (Ex. 11:2), so the ark of Yahweh must not go empty-handed. As a sign of serious

respect, Yahweh and the ark must go with a tribute befitting the dignity and recent victory of



Yahweh.The Philistines recognize that the gift must be of considerable worth to counteract the

threat of Yahweh’s rage unloosed against them. They have made a terrible miscalculation in

underestimating Yahweh’s enormous power and sovereign freedom. Now a ritual act must be

performed to compensate for that fearful affront. The Philistines must take care not to commit a

second miscalculation. The offering is necessary to “turn away the hand” that has been so

devastating (v. 3).6:4–9. These verses contain a long discussion by the Philistines about the

appropriate offering. It is quickly determined that the accompanying gift (guilt offering) is to be

five golden tumors and five golden mice (vv. 4–5a). The offering is carefully calculated. It is

gold, because to be worthy the gift must be something of value. The preoccupation with gold

echoes Israel’s early taking of gold and silver (Ex. 11:2), thus providing another allusion to the

Exodus narrative. The number five bespeaks the totality of the five Philistine cities (cf. vv. 17–

18), indicating the respect, capitulation, and submission of all of the Philistines. The gift of

“tumors and mice” is an intention to “give back” the plagues caused by Yahweh and so remove

their danger from Philistine cities. Thus the gift articulates worth (gold), submission (five), and

eradication (tumors). The ark is both a vehicle for Yahweh and a vehicle for the offering. The

Philistines make certain that Yahweh is properly honored—or appeased.
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