
1 & 2 Samuel
The two books of Samuel were originally one book in the Hebrew Bible. 

It was divided into two books in the original Greek translation (the 
Septuagint), and this tradition has remained throughout history. But it should 
be recognized and treated as one book. Samuel is, in the Hebrew tradition, 
counted as the third of the four books of the Former Prophets (Joshua, 
Judges, Samuel, and Kings). These books cover the history of Israel starting 
from the death of Moses and ending with Judah’s deportation to Babylon. 
Samuel recounts Israel’s history from the eve of the era of the judges, 
through the establishment of the Davidic monarchy, and ends just before the 
selection of Solomon as David’s successor – the narrative that is picked up 
at the opening of Kings. A rough outline of the narrative of Samuel, with 
some comments, is as follows:

1 Samuel chapters 1 to 7 is the story of Samuel, Israel’s last judge. As is 
typical of many of the stories in Judges, a key figure in this story is a woman 
– Hannah – Samuel’s mother. Her desperate desire for a child moved her to 
vow to give her son to Yahweh. A memorable passage in this section is the 
song of Hannah (1 Sam 2:1-10), which she sings as she presents Samuel to 
Eli the priest in Shiloh for his life of service to Yahweh. In these chapters, 
we see Samuel’s rise at the expense of Eli and his two wicked sons, Hophni 
and Phinehas, who are all killed when the Philistines capture the Ark of the 
Covenant.

The Philistines figure to be Israel’s nemesis in Samuel. Samuel the judge 
defeats them and minimizes their influence, but as he ages, the elders of 
Israel come to him to demand a king “to judge us like all the nations.” (1 
Sam 8:5). 1 Samuel 8 is a key chapter as it marks the transition point of 
Israel from the rule of Yahweh through judges to the rule of human kings. 
The first king of Israel is Saul, whose story is told in chapters 9 to 15 of 1 
Samuel. An important political structure is established here in that Samuel 
the judge is also Samuel the prophet, and he fulfills a role as both advisor 
and covenant enforcer to the king of Israel, a pattern that proves to be very 
important in the following centuries as the monarchies are seated with both 
righteous and wicked kings. Indeed, Samuel becomes Saul’s judge twice as 
he falls short in carrying out Yahweh’s commands, and he announces that 
Saul has been rejected for another man, one who is “after [Yahweh’s] own 
heart’ (1 Sam 13:14), that is David.



David is anointed king in 1 Samuel 16, and the remainder of 1 Samuel 
recounts the rise of David, the fall of Saul, and the struggles between these 
two men. These chapters contain some of the most important and memorable 
stories in the entire Bible, especially 1 Samuel 17 – the story of David’s 
slaying of the Philistine’s champion, Goliath of Gath. A key verse in this 
section is where the women sing a song after David’s defeat of Goliath and 
the driving back of the Philistines: “Saul has struck down his thousands, and 
David his ten thousands.” This marks the point where “Saul eyed David 
from that day on.” (1 Sam 18:6-9). These chapters depict that the Davidic 
throne was not established easily, but was fraught with struggles within and 
without, and required the taking down of a bitter and powerful king. Saul 
and his son Jonathan (who was close to, and actually supported David) are 
finally killed, and this ends the narrative of 1 Samuel.

2 Samuel opens with David being anointed as king of Judah, but Saul’s 
only surviving son, Ish-bosheth, was made king over the remainder of Israel. 
The first four chapters narrate the story of the struggles and intrigue between 
the two kingdoms until Ish-bosheth and his general Abner are murdered, at 
which time David becomes king over the entire realm of Israel. Chapters 5 
to 10 are the high point of all of Samuel – David’s throne has been 
established, his victories continue, the ark of God is returned to Jerusalem, 
the new capitol city (chapter 6), and Nathan the prophet delivers the message 
to David that Yahweh will establish his house and his kingdom forever (2 
Sam 7:8-17).

The narrative takes a decidedly sour turn in 2 Samuel 11, where David, 
instead of engaging in a war with the Ammonites, remains in Jerusalem and 
commits adultery with Bathsheba, the wife Uriah, one of his top military 
leaders, who David subsequently plots to murder. Nathan the prophet, who 
just five chapters previous had revealed a marvelous promise to David, now 
appears and renounces David’s sin and promises him a life of pain, war, and 
unrest (2 Sam 12:1-15). The outworking of these promises characterize the 
remainder of 2 Samuel, and include the episode of the rape of Tamar by her 
brother Amnon (ch. 13), the rebellion led by David’s son Absalom (chs. 15-
18), and the numbering of Israel and subsequent judgment – the episode that 
closes the book (ch. 24).

From a literary standpoint, Samuel is easily one of the most interesting 
books in the Bible. The stories are well structured, engaging, and 
compelling. Even within the stories, rhetorical devices heighten the interest 



level significantly. One of the techniques the writer used is that of repeating, 
and playing upon, key words within stories. This fact might get lost in 
English translations, but even then, we can at least sense the wordplay if we 
are tuned in to the flow of the story. A great example of this is found in the 
stories revolving around Eli the priest and the Ark of the Covenant. We see 
the Hebrew word kabod arise at key points, a word often translated as 
“glory,” but it carries the idea of “make weighty, give honor,” or when 
referring to a person’s weight, it means “fat.” The word shows up in the 
rebuke of Eli for “honoring” his sons above God (3 times in1 Sam 2:29-30), 
it is a curse for Eli to be so “fat” that his neck broke (1 Sam 4:18), when the 
ark is captured, Eli’s grandson is named Ichabod, “no glory,” and after the 
ark is captured, Yahweh’s hand becomes “heavy” upon the Philistines (twice 
in 1 Sam 5:6 & 11).

In viewing Samuel as a narrative within the history of redemption, it is 
helpful to remember that Samuel is a book of transitions. It describes the 
process by which Israel moved from a loose confederation of tribal rulers to 
a centralized rule by a monarch. As such, it is characterized by instability, 
and this is especially apparent as the motif of reversal of fortune permeates 
the narrative. Hannah triumphs at the expense of her rival. Samuel becomes 
Israel’s judge at the expense of Eli and his sons, but then the entire 
institution of judgeship is lost to that of monarchy. The first monarch Saul 
experiences early successes but is then rejected and marginalized to allow 
for the rise of David. But then even David is brought to a bittersweet end 
after committing heinous sins. And this idea that Israel was now going to be 
ruled for a long time by sinful humans is a hard message in Samuel. But 
behind all these great shifts is the steady and purposeful hand of God. This is 
known because the reader is reminded by His various, but regular, 
appearances throughout Samuel, that he is guiding this history for his own 
ultimate purposes.

God’s ultimate purpose, and the eschatologically important message of 
Samuel, is that God would raise up a king from the seed of David who 
would be eternally enthroned. This, we now know with hindsight, refers to 
Jesus, who is, thankfully not a sinful human being like David (see Acts 2:29-
31). But the eschatological factor is recognized in the idea that Jesus’ 
ascension to his eternal throne in many ways paralleled David’s. In other 
words, it was a process, and as such, we need to discern this process in the 
narrative of the New Testament (see, e.g., 1 Cor 15:23-28). A key here is to 
recognize that Jesus had to vanquish the enemies of God’s people before he 



could finally take his place as eternal monarch. It is abundantly clear in the 
New Testament that these enemies were embodied in the Herodian 
monarchy as well as the religious leaders of Jesus’ day who had become the 
main persecutors of Christians. It was the destruction of this stronghold on 
power in A.D. 70 that finally allowed for the flourishing of God’s kingdom 
without the resistance of this entrenched religious system. However, and we 
see a parallel with David and the subsequent monarchy, the job of extending 
the influence of God’s reign through Jesus for the purposes of the 
redemption of the world are in many way still just beginning. The Preterist 
can help bring a more healthy, long-term perspective to the church by 
teaching her to re-characterize her mission to the world by recasting it 
according to this “the kingdom is eternally growing” paradigm.


