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Reading the Old Testament
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Search for a King (1 Samuel 8-12)

How does a society manage to move from 
one leader to another and still retain stability? On 
whose authority does the next leader take office? 
Can a nation peacefully change its form of 
government? Israel faced these challenges when 
Samuel, the last judge, got old. Apparently, his sons 
were appreciated no better than Eli's sons, and the 
people did not want them to take over. The nation 
lobbied for a fundamental change. They demanded, 
"Appoint a king to rule us, like the other nations" 
(8:5).
    This was radical and unheard of in Israel! The 
fundamental covenantal structure that had shaped 
Israel's life had placed Yahweh in the position of 
the king, with Israel as his nation. The covenant 
federation founded at Shechem was based on this 
model. The people's demand for a human king 
appeared to be a rejection of that relationship. 
Samuel was deeply shaken by this as well as by the 
apparent rejection of his leadership and that of his 
sons. But Yahweh counseled him that it was really a 
rejection of himself, and not Samuel. Yahweh also 
instructed Samuel to go along with the people's 
demand.
    Samuel warned them what a king would be like, 
drafting their sons and daughters to work for the 
crown, taxing them heavily, and in general making 
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life difficult. This warning, not incidentally, is a 
fairly transparent prophetic critique of the 
monarchy as it actually came to be within Israel. 
Nobody could say they had not been forewarned!
    Next we meet Saul. He is introduced as a tall, 
handsome man, the son of Kish from the tribe of 
Benjamin. Searching for some lost donkeys one 
day, he went to Samuel because of his reputation as 
a prophet hoping he could locate them. When Saul 
arrived, Samuel arranged a banquet in his honor, 
and afterward anointed him king. The ceremony of 
anointing involved pouring olive oil over the head 
of the person chosen by God. The oil may have 
been a symbol of the pouring out of the spirit of 
Yahweh. The person would need this 
empowerment by the spirit to carry out the 
responsibilities of office.

Anointing. Although there is evidence that 
priests and prophets were anointed, the 
ceremony was especially used to designate kings. 
A person who has been authorized in this way 
was called an "anointed one." This is the 
translation of the Hebrew word mashiach, 
rendered "messiah" in English and "christos" in 
Greek, from which the title "Christ" was derived. 
Note that the designation messiah did not imply 
divinity in the Hebrew Bible. It was only a title 
attached to a divinely designated leader.

    On his journey home Saul received proof that he 
was indeed Yahweh's anointed one. Passersby gave 

him gifts of bread and wine, presumably in 
recognition of his office, and he was overcome with 
ecstatic prophetic behavior, which was evidence 
that the spirit of Yahweh had in fact come upon 
him.
    But Saul received a mixed review after Samuel 
formally presented him as Israel's first king. Some 
of the people assembled at Mizpah hailed him, 
while others grumbled, "How can he save us?" But 
shortly thereafter Saul silenced his detractors. 
When the Transjordanian Israelite town of Jabesh-
gilead was besieged by the Ammonites, "the spirit 
of God came upon him powerfully." He put 
together an army and came to their rescue. Now 
having seen proof of his leadership ability, the 
people gathered together at Gilgal and confirmed 
his kingship.
    The time was right for Samuel to step down from 
national leadership and give way to Saul. Samuel 
took the occasion of the assembly at Gilgal to 
deliver a farewell speech (1 Samuel 12:6-25). He 
reminded the people of the nasty step they had 
taken--"the wickedness that you have done in the 
sight of Yahweh is great in demanding a king for 
yourselves." The farewell speech gave the writer the 
opportunity to encapsulate his theological 
perspective. So much of the theology of the 
Deuteronomistic Historian comes out in such big 
speeches. This particular address expresses once 
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again the Deuteronomistic critique of kingship.
14 If you will fear YHWH and serve him 
and heed his voice and not rebel against 
the commandment of YHWH, and if 
both you and the king who rules over you 
follow YHWH your Elohim, it will be 
well. 15 But if you do not obey the voice 
of YHWH, but rebel against the 
commandment of YHWH, then the hand 
of YHWH will be against you and your 
king. (12:14-15)

    The king is not absolute. Both the king and the 
people must be subject to the law of God. The 
covenant and its demands take precedence over any 
rights of kingship.
    Looking at it holistically, this set of stories is 
somewhat puzzling. On the one hand, as with this 
Samuel speech, the view of kingship is quite 
negative. A king is granted only grudgingly to the 
Israelites, and only with dire warnings. On the 
other hand, some passages reflect a positive 
appreciation of Saul, acknowledging that he was 
needed by Israel at this time. This situation has led 
many authorities to posit that chapters 8-12 
originally contained two different sources, an anti-
monarchy one and a pro-monarchy one. Scholars 
have termed the pro-monarchy source the A 
source, and the anti-monarchy source the B source. 

They are intertwined in an alternating way, as if to 
say, "we like Saul and we need a king, but we really 
do not want one." Table 8.1 displays the alternation 
between these differing viewpoints. 

Table 8.1 Sources in Samuel

8:1-22 Samuel's warning 
against kingship

anti-monarchy

9:1-10:16 Saul and his anointing pro-monarchy

10:17-27
Another warning by 
Samuel

anti-monarchy

11:1-15
Saul's victory over the 
Ammonites

pro-monarchy

12:1-25
Final warning by 
Samuel

anti-monarchy

    Samuel does not die until chapter 25. Yet the 
narrative focus changes at this point. Saul takes 
center stage as he assumes the leadership role in 
Israel. 
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