SAMUEL AND THE DEMAND FOR A KING
— 1 SAMUEL 8 WITH ITS CONTEXT —

Introduction

1 Samuel 8 constitutes an important chapter in the Former Prophets (Joshua—Kings). It is the
chapter in which the transition from judges to kingship begins.! It is not difficult to identify the
crucial sentence that sets the story in motion. That is the request made by the elders of Israel to
Samuel to appoint ‘for us’ a king ‘to judge us like all the nations’ (v. 5). It is a request made on
the basis of what the elders regard as a problem (v. 5). The one who must bring about the
transition, is Samuel. Therefore the focus of this discussion will be on him. He is the main
character in the story.? The story begins with him (v. 1) and ends with him (v. 22). In between,
he is most often either the subject (vv. 1a, 1b, 6d, 10, 11a, 21a, 21b, 22d) or the addressee (vv.
4b, Sa, 7a, 22a), not to mention the times when a suffix or personal pronoun refers to him.

My attention is directed especially to Samuel’s reaction to the request by the elders. Six
moments can be distinguished: (1) Samuel’s primary reaction to the elders’ request to appoint
a king (v. 6a-c), (2) followed by his praying to YHWH (v. 6d); (3) God’s answer, which leads to
three commands, and Samuel’s reaction to it (vv. 10-18); (4) the people repeat their desire for
a king, and Samuel’s reaction to it (vv. 19-21); (5) he informs YHWH of the answer, who repeats
that he must listen to ‘their voice’ (v. 22); (6) after which Samuel’s reaction follows (v. 22).

Prior to a discussion of these six moments, I offer a working translation. Then I outline the
structure of 1 Samuel 8, before devoting attention to the occasion of the request for a king (vv.
1-3). After the discussion of Samuel’s reaction in 1 Samuel 8 follows an evaluation of his
conduct. In the concluding reflection I sketch the rationale behind 1 Samuel 8.

I'C. Nihan, ‘1 Samuel 8 and 12 and the Deuteronomistic Edition of Samuel’, in: C. Edenburg & J. Pakkala
(eds), Is Samuel Among the Deuteronomists? Current Views on the Place of Samuel in a Deuteronomistic
History (Ancient Israel and Its Literature, 16), Atlanta GA 2016, 225-273, esp. 229, draws attention to the
fact that this transition is accompanied by another transition, that from one generation to the other.

2 B.C. Birch, The Rise of the Israelite Monarchy: The Growth and Development of 1 Samuel 7-15 (SBL.DS,
27), Missoula MT 1976, 22: ... the figure of Samuel is given special prominence here ...” A. Weiser,
Samuel: Seine geschichtliche Aufgabe und religiose Bedeutung (FRLANT, 81), Gottingen 1962, 29: ‘In
diesem Kapitel gilt das Hauptinteresse Samuel’, a statement that is entirely unjustly contested by H.J.
Boecker, Die Beurteilung der Anfinge des Koénigtums in den deuteronomistischen Abschnitten des 1.
Samuelbuches: Ein Beitrag zum Problem des deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerks (WMANT, 21),
Neukirchen-Vluyn 1969, 11, 16. A. Wénin, Samuel et l'instauration de la monarchie (1 S 1-12): Une
recherche littéraire sur le personnage (EHS/EUS XXII, 342), Frankfurt am Main 1988, 5: ‘Samuel, le
personnage-clé du régime monarchique en Isral’. He is however, not the mediator between people and
YHWH, as Wénin (pp. 134-135) states.



Translation of 1 Samuel 8:1-22

1 And it came to pass when Samuel was old,
that he appointed his sons as judges for Israel.
2 The name of his firstborn son was Joel,
the name of his second Abijah.
They were judges in Beersheba.
3 His sons did not walk in his ways:
they turned aside after dishonest gain,
they accepted bribes
and they perverted justice.
4 All the elders of Israel gathered together
and they came to Samuel at Ramabh.
5 They said to him:
‘See, you are old
and your sons do not walk in your ways.
Now appoint for us a king to judge us like all the nations.’
6 The word was evil in the eyes of Samuel,
when they said:
‘Give us a king to judge us.’
Samuel prayed to YHWH.
7 YHWH said to Samuel:
‘Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you,
for it is not you they have rejected,
but me they have rejected from being king over them.
8 Like all the deeds that they have done
from the day I brought them up out of Egypt to this day,
they have forsaken me, they have served other gods,
so they are also doing to you.
9 Now then, listen to their voice,
but also solemnly declare to them
and make known to them the justice of the king who-will-be-made-king over them.’
10 Samuel said all the words of YHWH to the people,
who had asked him for a king.
11 And he said:
“This will be the justice?® of the king who will-be-made-king over you:

3 The noun vy in verse 11b is rendered variously in translations: in the ASV with ‘manner’, while the same
word in verse 3d is translated ‘justice’. The ESV translates o in verse 11b with ‘ways’ (pl.), in verse 3d
with ‘justice’ (sing.). Other translations of vo¥» in verse 11b are ‘custom’ (M. Garsiel), ‘manner’ (A. Wénin;
J.P. Fokkelman) or ‘practices’ (F.H. Polak), but also ‘rule’ (M. Leuchter; S. Talmon), ‘statute’ (t.Sanh. 4),
‘judgment’ (A.G. Auld [/ and Il Samuel: A Commentary (OTL), Louisville KY 2011]) and ‘way’ (D.
Launderville). For the translation ‘manner/way’ in verse 11b, reference is often made to Judges 18:9. I argue
for translating vow» with ‘justice’ in both 8:3d and 8:11b. There is no less a judicial aspect attached to vow»
in verse 11d than in verse 3d, with the understanding that in 8:11-17 it concerns a justice that is no justice,
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He will take your sons
and appoint them for himself to his chariot force and his cavalry,
and they will run before his chariot,
and to appoint them for himself as commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties
and to plough his land
and to reap his harvest
and to make his weapons of war and his chariot equipment.
And he will take your daughters to be mixers of balm and cooks and bakers.
And of your fields and your vineyards and your olive groves he will take the best
and give it to those who serve him.
And of your seed and your vineyards he will take a tenth
and give it to his courtiers and to his servants.
And your male servants and your female servants and your best young men
and your donkeys he will take,
he will use them for his work.
And of your small livestock he will take a tenth.
You will be servants to him.
You will cry out on that day for [the face of] your king
whom you have chosen,
but YHWH will not answer you on that day.’

The people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel.
They said:

‘No, but there will be a king over us.

We too will be like the nations.

Our king will judge us

and he will go out before us and fight our battles.’

Samuel heard all the words of the people.
He spoke them in the hearing of YHWH.
YHWH said to Samuel:

‘Listen to their voice

and make-a-king for them into a king.’
Samuel said to the men of Israel:

‘Go, every man to his city.’

because it concerns itself exclusively with its own interests and massively interferes with the property rights
of the subjects. By translating identically with ‘justice’ in both verse 3d and verse 11b, the reader can more
easily see the connection between the two verses, as is done, among others, by Frank Criisemann: ‘Was von
den Sohnen als Beugung des vswn berichtet wird, ist eine Kleinigkeit verglichen mit dem was fiir den Konig

vaYn ist.’



Structure of 1 Samuel 8:1-22

1 Samuel 8 can be divided into two parts.* It begins with a purely narrative section: 8:1-3,
followed by a section that is entirely determined by direct speech: 8:4-22.° Both parts are closely
connected, because right at the beginning of the second, dialogue section, reference is made
back to what the narrator told in the narrative section;® this concerns (a) Samuel’s old age, (b)
the sons not walking in ‘his’ ways, and (c) Samuel’s appointment policy.

1 And it came to pass when Samuel was old, 4 All the elders of Israel gathered together

that he appointed his sons as judges for Israel. and they came to Samuel at Ramah.
2 The name of his firstborn son was Joel, 5 They said to him:

the name of his second Abijah. ‘See, you are old

They were judges in Beersheba. and your sons do not walk in your ways.
3 His sons did not walk in his ways: Now appoint for us a king

they turned aside after dishonest gain, to judge us like all the nations.’

they accepted bribes

and they perverted justice.

That 8:4-22 is a unit is evident from the relationship between the beginning (v. 4) and the end
(v. 22): the gathering of the elders of Israel comes to an end in 8:22, when Samuel calls on them
— referred to by the narrator as ‘the men of Israel’ — to go, ‘every man to his city’.” Whereas
the elders first all gathered in Ramah — they regard Samuel as the legitimate leader of the

4 This division proposed by S. Frolov, The Turn of the Cycle: 1 Samuel 1 - 8 in Synchronic and Diachronic
Perspectives (BZAW, 342), Berlin/New York 2004, 78: 8:1-2 and 8:13-22, is based on his view that there
must be duration — a period of time passes — between Samuel’s appointment of Joel and Abijah (v. 1) and
their subsequent behaviour (v. 3). K.A.D. Smelik, / Samuel 1-15 (VHB), Kampen 2002, 156-170, sees in 1
Samuel 8 five ‘episodes’: (1) 8:1-3; (2) 8:4-5; (3) 8:6-9; (4) 8:10-18 and (5) 8:19-22. There is no further
discussion in support of this division.

3> For this same division, see D.J. McCarthy, ‘The Inauguration of the Monarchy in Israel: A Form-Critical
Study of 1 Samuel 8-12°, in: Institution and Narrative: Collected Essays, Rome 1985, 213-224, esp. 213. He
speaks of an ‘introductory report’, in which the problems of having a judge are delineated (8:1-3) and ‘the
report of an assembly’, that pleads for a king. W. van der Spek, De Messias in de Hebreeuwse Bijbel: Over
het eerste Samuelboek, Gorinchem 1992, 64, characterises the two parts as ‘een korte expositie’ en ‘een lange
sceéne’. Vette, Samuel und Saul, 109-110, speaks of a Vorgeschichte, respectively an Exposition (8:1-3) and
a Haupthandlung (8:4-22), that are strongly defined by dialogue. Fokkelman, Narrative Art, 324, considers
v. 4 to still be part of the narrative section, but the rest (vv. 5-22) ‘consists entrirely of the spoken word’. In
so doing he not only overlooks the coherence between v. 4a-b and v. 5a-d, but also does no justice to the
coherence between the gathering in Ramah (v. 4) and the call to disperse (v. 22).

¢ S. Kammerer, ‘Die miBiratenen Sohne Samuels’, Biblische Notizen 88 (1997), 75-88, considers 8:1-5 to be
a unit. That may not seem illogical in view of the strong similarity between vv. 1-3 and vv. 4-5. Kammerer,
however, takes no account of the fact that 8:4-5 forms the prelude to what follows: 8:6-22.

7 So too R. Polzin, ‘The Monarchy Begins: 1 Samuel 8-10°, SBL.SP 26 (1987), 120-143, esp. 122: “... the
narrative event that begins with the elders of Israel gathering together at Ramah (v. 4) and ends with Samuel
sending them off “each to his own city” (v. 22)’; Wénin, Samuel et I’instauration de la monarchie, 133-134.


https://ixtheo.de/Record/387699473?sid=245576946
https://ixtheo.de/Record/387699473?sid=245576946
https://www.persee.fr/doc/thlou_0080-2654_1989_num_20_3_2387_t1_0356_0000_1

Israelite community® — Samuel now calls on these men of Israel to disperse, every man to his
own city. The narrator does not report that they obeyed Samuel’s command. In that sense 1
Samuel 8 has an open ending.

The dialogue section consists of two rounds: 8:4-18 and 8:19-22, which exhibit a parallel
structure, although they differ greatly in length: as long as the first round is (vv. 4-18), so short
is the second (vv. 19-22).° Each round begins with a question from the elders/people to Samuel
and ends with Samuel’s answer to that question. Between question and answer Samuel consults
YHWH.!?

8:4-5 Request by the people for a king
All the elders said to Samuel: ‘Now appoint for us a
king to judge us like all the nations.’

8:19-20 Repeated request by the people for a king
The people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel:
‘No, but there will be a king over us. We too will be
like the nations....’

8:6a-c Reception by Samuel of the request
The word was evil in the eyes of Samuel, when they
said: ‘Give us a king to judge us.’

8:21a Reception by Samuel of the repeated question
Samuel heard all the words of the people.

8:6d Consultation with YHWH by Samuel
Samuel prayed to YHWH.

8:21b Consultation with YHWH by Samuel
He spoke them in the hearing of YHWH.

8:7-9 Answer by YHWH
YHWH said to Samuel: ‘Now then, listen to their voice

)

8:22a-c Answer of YHWH
YHWH said to Samuel: ‘Now then, listen to their voice

2.

8:10-18 Answer by Samuel
Samuel said all the words of YHWH to the people, ...

8:22d-e Answer by Samuel
Samuel said to the people: “...°

8 D. Launderville, ‘Divine Necessity: Negotiating the Landscape of Political Authority in 1 Samuel 8°, in: C.
Carvalho & J.L. McLaughlin (eds), God and gods in the Deuteronomistic History (CBQ.MS, 2), Eugene OR
2024, 129.

? See L.M. Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis: A Close Reading of 1 Samuel 1-12, Decatur GA 1985, 258
(that a concentric pattern occurs here, Eslinger cannot substantiate, there is rather a parallel structure); Van
der Spek, De Messias in de Hebreeuwse Bijbel, 44; Fokkelman, Narrative Art, 324; Vette, Samuel and Saul,
110. Both Eslinger, Fokkelman and Vette distinguish four ‘moments’ in each round. However there should
be a fifth ‘moment’: the reception by Samuel of an answer from the elders/the people (v. 6a-c and v. 21a).
Wénin, Samuel et l'instauration de la monarchie, 132, who finds a concentric pattern in 8:4-22: A. Gathering
in Ramah (v. 4), B. First dialogue (vv. 5-9), C. Transition: announcement (v. 10), D. Speech by Samuel (vv.
11-18), C’. Transition: refusal (v. 19), B’. Second dialogue (vv. 19b-22a), A’ Dismissal of the gathering (v.
22b), in this way he does no justice to the parallelism between the first round of dialogue (vv. 5-18) and the
second (vv. 19-22).

10 Tn 8:4-22 we are not dealing with a negotiation process, as F.H. Polak, ‘Speaking of Kingship: The
Institution of the Monarchy in Israel — Negotiations, Historical Memory and Social Drama’, in: H. Graf
Reventlow & Y. Hoffman (eds), Religious Responses to Political Crises in Jewish and Christian Tradition
(LHBOTS, 444), London 2008, 3-17,.claims, but with a demand (imp.) that calls for an answer.
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The problems

Before we turn to Samuel’s way of acting, it may be an idea to first pay some attention to the
occasion for the request by the elders of Israel - the passage (vv. 1-3) that we earlier
characterised as the narrative section. From a narrative-analytical point of view, we are dealing
here with the statement of the problem with which a story scene often begins:

la  And it came to pass when Samuel was old,
b that he appointed his sons as judges for Israel.
2a  The name of his firstborn son was Joel,
b  the name of his second was Abijah.
¢ They were judges in Beersheba.
3a  His sons did not walk in his ways:
they turned aside after dishonest gain,
they accepted bribes
and they perverted justice.

o o o

The time indication in 8:1a shows that we are dealing here with a new scene. In the passage
immediately preceding it (7:15-17), Samuel’s judgeship has been powerfully established. Three
times the word ‘judge’ sounds (vv. 15,16b and 17c).

15  Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life.
16  He went year by year on circuit to Bethel, Gilgal and Mizpah.
He judged Israel in all these places.
17  He returned to Ramah,
for there was his house
and there he judged Israel
and there he built an altar for YHWH.

What becomes clear is that the judgeship over Israel is not limited to Ramah, but also takes
place in other locations. Immediately at the beginning of the new scene we are confronted with
a new situation: Samuel is old. From what follows the reader will conclude that Samuel can
therefore no longer manage on his own. He has appointed his sons as judges,!! to relieve him
in his work as judge.!> This happens, incidentally, without authorisation from God,'* (in
contrast to the appointment of judges in the book of Judges). There are two sons, with glorious,
promising, meaningful names: Joel (= “YHWH is God’) and Abijah (= ‘My father is YHWH’).
Samuel does not initially appoint them as his successors, as is claimed by various

Il That the period of the judges ends with (Eli and) Samuel, is ascribed by M. Garsiel, The First Book of
Samuel: A Literary Study of Comparative Structures, Analogies and Parallels, Jerusalem 1990, 58 (see also
63-64), anachronistically to ‘the hereditary principle itself which is at fault’.

12R. Miiller, Kénigtum und Gottesherrschaft: Untersuchungen zur alttestamentlichen Monarchiekritik (FAT,
11/3), Tiibingen 2004, 124.

13 AF. Campbell, ! Samuel (FOTL, 7), Grand Rapids MI 2003, 119.



commentators.'* He himself remains judge, among other places including Ramah (cf. 7:15
‘Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life’).!> His sons are active in Beersheba, far in the
south (v. 2¢). In the scholarship this has raised the question: why Beersheba?'¢ But could the
reason not simply be that the long journey there had become too tiring for Samuel given his
age? Samuel has thus managed to tackle the problem of his old age. But in so doing a new
problem has arisen. The sons do not live up to their promising names. The narrator takes the
words ‘his sons” whom Samuel appointed for Israel in v. 1b, up in v. 3 in order now to report
that ‘his sons’ did not walk in his ways. What Samuel’s ways were precisely, the reader had
heard in the passage immediately preceding this, namely that he judged Israel (7:15-17). The
reader does not hear such a statement directly after ‘they were judges in Beersheba’. Instead we
hear that they did not walk in his ways. In 8:3b-d follows the closer exposition of what this not
walking in the ways of their father entailed: ‘they turned aside after dishonest gain, they
accepted bribes and they perverted justice.”!” What ‘his sons’ are doing here is not what is
prescribed in Deuteronomy 16:18b-20 for the appointment of judges (and overseers):!®

18b  ‘They shall judge the people according to righteous justice.
19 You shall not pervert justice.

You shall not show partiality

and you shall not accept a bribe,

for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise

and perverts the words of the righteous.
20  Justice alone shall you pursue,

so that you may live

and possess the land that the LORD your God will give you.’

When Samuel later justifies himself before the people (12:1-25), he puts the necessary questions
to them, which confirm that what the narrator had rightly said earlier — that his sons did not
walk in the ways of their father — is true, for: “Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I

14 W. Dietrich, David, Saul und die Propheten: Das Verhdltnis von Religion und Politik nach den
prophetischen Uberlieferungen von dem frithesten Konigtum in Israel (BZAW, 122), Stuttgart 1987, 131;
Van der Spek, De Messias in de Hebreeuwse Bijbel, 45,50; J.P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the
Books of Samuel: A Full Interpretation Based on Stylistic and Structural Analyses. Vol. 4 Vow and Desire,
Assen 1993, 326; Smelik, / Samuel 1-15, 157.

15 H. Wildberger, ‘Samuel und die Entstehung des israclitischen Konigtums’, Theologische Zeitschrift 13
(1957), 442-449, esp. 457, therefore wrongly claims that Samuel has withdrawn in favour of his sons on
account of his age.

16 U. Berges, Die Verwerfung Sauls: Eine thematische Untersuchung (FzB, 61), Wiirzburg 1989, 61: ‘Es
bleibt unklar, warum gerade Beerscheba als Ort der korrupten Amtsfiihrung der S6hne Samuels genannt
wurde.” Smelik, / Samuel 1-15, 157; Campbell, I Samuel, 120. Beersheba has been mentioned previously in
1 Samuel: in 3:20 (cf. 2 Sam 3:10; 17:11; 24:15) “All of Isreal, from Dan to Beersheba, acknowledged that
the prophetic office had been entrusted to Samuel’.

171t therefore sounds strange to hear A. Weiser, ‘Samuel und die Vorgeschichte des israelitischen Konigtums:
1 Samuel 8°, ZThK 57/2 (1960), 141-161, esp. 146, say on the basis of 8:3 that ‘die kurze Angabe nicht 146t
erkennen, worin die Tatigkeit der Samuelséhne als Richter in Berseba bestand’.

18 So too Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 63; C. Nihan, ‘Rewriting Kingship in Samuel: 1 Sam 8 and 12
and the Law of the King’, Hebrew Bible and Ancient Israel 3/2 (2014), 315-350, esp. 323.



taken? Whom have I oppressed? Whom have I defrauded? From whose hand have I accepted a
bribe and thereby closed my eyes?’ (v. 3), after which the people confirm that he has done none
of these things (v. 4).

These are serious violations of specific instructions in the Torah that are being committed
here.!” The sons thus completely disregard their actual task: judging Israel, as Deuteronomy
16:18b prescribes: ‘They shall judge the people according to righteous justice.” Further
disqualification by the narrator is therefore superfluous. Many commentators point to the
parallelism between (the old) Samuel and his (two) sons and (very old) Eli with his (two) sons.?°
Eli’s sons also do not keep to the justice, in their case the justice concerning the priests (2:13).
Their way of acting too serves only their own interest (2:13b-16), which leads the narrator to
the statement: ‘So the sin of those young men was very great before the face of YHWH’ (2:17).
When this comes to Eli’s attention, he calls his sons to account (2:22-25a). ‘But they did not
listen to the voice of their father, for YHWH had decided to kill them’ (2:25b). We do not hear
of any such calling to account of his sons by Samuel in 1 Samuel 8. Must the reader understand
that this was because the behaviour of his sons had not come to his attention? It is striking that
other elders do know about it (vv. 4-5). Nor do we hear any reaction from YHWH to these
violations of the Torah by Samuel’s sons.

The proposal to solve the problems

Their way of acting however is taken notice of, and indeed by the elders of Israel, as becomes
clear at the beginning of the second part of chapter 8. Yet that is not the only thing the elders
of Israel mention to Samuel. His old age is also noted. When it comes to discussing the conduct
of the sons, note what they say to him, for then they do not make explicit the specific actions
of the sons (and thus do not invoke their violations of the Torah), but they only say that his sons
do not walk in his, i.e. Samuel’s ways. In other words, that his sons do not judge, the function
for which their father appointed them. In short, they briefly and powerfully report what they
see as the double problem of the judgeship: “You are old, and your sons do not walk in your
ways.” From what follows it appears that they see this not so much as the problem of the current
judgeship i.e. the judgeship of Samuel and his sons, but of judgeship as such. They ask namely
for a change of constitution: from judgeship to kingship like all the nations have. They therefore
ask not only for a change of ‘form of government’, but also for a specific form of government,
namely one like the nations have. In doing so they effectively put an end to the special status
that Israel derives from being ruled over by YHWH, among the nations (Ex 19:5-6; Lev 20:26;
Deut 7:6; 14:2; 26:17-19). What Samuel’s sons did not do — to govern Israel — is what they
now want to see from the king, as appears from their request: ‘Now appoint for us a king to
judge us ...> The little word ‘now’ can be regarded as a sign of impatience.?' They want to put
an end to the current situation as quickly as possible. As regards the judging, whether this is

19°So too P.D. Miscall, / Samuel: A Literary Reading, Bloomington 1986, 43.

20 Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis, 251; Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 63; Smelik, I Samuel 1-15,
156-158; Vette, Samuel und Saul, 111.

21 Fokkelman, Narrative Art, 330.



exactly the judging as Samuel carries it out can be doubted, because they want a king who will
govern them like all the nations. Klaas Smelik rightly points out that the formulation ‘Now
appoint for us a king to judge us like all the nations’ recalls Deuteronomy 17:14:2

‘When you have come into the land that YHWH your God is giving you,
have taken possession of it and dwell in it,
and you then say:

“I want to appoint a king over me like all the nations around me”,
then you shall appoint a king whom YHWH your God will choose;
from among your brothers you shall appoint a king;
you may not appoint over you a foreigner who is not your brother.’

What has been formulated, now seems to be what is taking place here, with the difference that
they do not do it themselves but ask their judge Samuel to do it. An aspect that is not mentioned
in the law of the king in Deuteronomy 17:14-20 is that their request for a king in 1 Samuel 8 is
seen by YHWH as the rejection of him as king, and thus as his dethronement. In 8:8 YHWH
makes known that he regards this request of the people to Samuel as standing in a long tradition
of apostasy from YHWH and the service of other gods by the people of Israel.

Samuel’s reaction to the proposal

Two rounds of dialogue follow the request of the elders: a long (vv. 6-18) and a short round
(vv. 19-22). I want to pay special attention here to the reaction of the main character, Samuel.

A The reception by Samuel of the request (v. 6a-c)

A reaction in the form of direct speech, in which he says that he will listen to their voice, does
not come from Samuel. Instead what follows is an emotional reaction: anger, ‘The word was
evil in the eyes of Samuel ...’, a sentence that strongly recalls the sentence ‘This was evil in the
eyes of YHWH’. Samuel’s reaction thus seems similar to that of his God. In 12:17 Samuel
himself uses the designation ‘evil’ but then in relation to God, while the narrator in chapter 8
had not said that with regard to the request for a king this was a great evil in the eyes of YHWH,
nor had the word ‘sin’ been used. Samuel’s anger does not extend to all the words of the elders
(v. 5b-d), but is limited to the conclusion that the elders draw from the noted problems (v. 5d).
The word that ‘they said’ is not rendered with a literal quotation. We are confronted here with
the way Samuel has heard the words. He has not listened very precisely. YHWH will therefore
confront him with this: ‘Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you’ (v. 7b).
Samuel uses a different verb here: not ‘appoint’ (...), but ‘give’ (...). It is a variation that we
know from the law of the king in Deuteronomy 17: three times ‘appoint’ in verses 14 and 15

22 Smelik, I Samuel 1-15, 159, see too Miiller, Konigtum und Gottesherrschaft, 126-128; Nihan, ‘1 Samuel
8 and 12’, 231.



and once ‘give’ at the end of verse 15. But what is missing in 8:6c¢ is the expression ‘like all the
nations’. That is therefore not his sore point.??

B Samuel’s consultation with YHWH (v. 6d)

What follows may be called remarkable, for in his anger Samuel does not immediately turn on
the elders of Israel, but enters into prayer with YHWH. To express his wrath to him? The narrator
tells the reader nothing about what or how Samuel expresses himself to YHWH.?* He leaves it
alone as Samuel’s private matter. Yet from what follows, from God’s answer, the reader can
infer something from the prayer, namely that Samuel was not planning to listen to the voice of
the people. This also fits with the continuation of 8:5, for Samuel does not heed the request of
the elders. The other thing the reader can infer from God’s answer is that Samuel has
experienced the request for a king as a rejection (of him as prophet and judge), and wants to
make this known to Him, because he has been called by God to this office. This is suggested,
after all, by YHWH’s denial: ‘for it is not you they have rejected.’

C Samuel’s answer to the people (v. 10)

After the short statement ‘Samuel prayed to YHWH’, the reader will experience God’s reaction
to Samuel’s prayer (vv. 7-9) as extensive. This reaction begins and ends with a number of
commands (v. 7b and 9a, 9b, 9c). Because of the repetition of the first command — ‘Listen to
the voice of the people in all that they say to you’ and in v. 9a ‘Listen to their voice’, it is clear
that God’s priority lies there. With the end of the first command ‘in all that they say to you’,
YHWH makes known to Samuel that his listening has been limited. He has immediately
understood the word ‘king’ as a rejection of him as judge, whereas he should have seen that the
word ‘king’ ‘like all the nations’ implies for YHWH a rejection of God’s kingship.

It makes one curious as to how Samuel will react to these three commands? from YHWH.
Especially also in view of his past with YHWH, in which no discordant note about Samuel has
sounded so far. On that basis one expects as a reader that he will surely heed this command,
which has even sounded twice. Samuel therefore cannot say that he has not heard it. But that
does not happen! Samuel does not heed the voice of YHWH,?® but the narrator leaves this
unmentioned, just as he also does not report that he does not heed the voice of the people. How
then will he react to the two other commands? We must pay attention to the structuring of the
three commands in 8:9 for there is a ‘but also’ after the first command: ‘Now then, listen to
their voice, but also bear a clear witness to them and make known to them the justice of the
king who will-be-made-king over them.” More has to happen than merely listening to the voice

23 R.B. Evans, ‘The Beginnings of a King — 1 Samuel 8:1-10°, The American Journal of Biblical Theology
20/47 (2019), 1-24, esp. 12, incorrectly makes a connection between Samuel’s anger with ‘the attitude —
“being like other nations™”.

24 Contra Fokkelman, Narrative Art, 333, who says that Samuel tells God of his ‘distress, shock,
disappointment, indignation, and perhaps fury .... and also his own amazement, uncertainty and need of good
advice’.

25 F.H. Polak, ‘Speaking of Kingship’, 9, speaks of two calls. He incorrectly considers the 2" (v. 9b) and the
3rd (y. 9¢) imperative to be a single call.

26 Cf. Wénin, Samuel et l'instauration de la monarchie, 139.
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of the people. Two ‘conditions’ are set, matters that the people must also hear.?’ Strikingly, they
receive no further elaboration.?

This then causes Samuel to give his own elaboration to the clear testimony to them. What
does he do? He speaks all the words of YHWH (vv. 7-9) to the people (v. 10), thereby making
the people share in everything God has spoken to him (vv. 7-9), including the clear testimony
against them (v. 8). But he also tells them that YHWH has said to him that he must listen to their
voice.

The impression Samuel creates with his first statement in the extended speech (v. 11b) is
that we are dealing here with his compliance with the last command (v. 9¢). This suggestion is
created by Samuel when he uses the same words that YHWH has used. YHWH, however, did not
state what ‘the justice of the king’ consists of. This raises the question of whether the extensive
elaboration Samuel now gives is ‘the justice of the king’ that YHWH has in mind, or whether
Samuel is providing his own elaboration to it.?” The narrator leaves this decision to the reader.
If I must decide, then I am inclined to say that the fact that YHWH does not need to give any
further elaboration is because the nature of justice of the king is already known. It has already
been formulated in the Torah: in Deuteronomy 17:14-20. What Samuel is doing here is giving
his own interpretation of it, creating the impression that this elaboration is the justice of the
king of which YHWH spoke earlier. With the expression ‘This will be the justice ...’ that recalls
Deuteronomy 18:3, Samuel creates the impression that it concerns justice that is assumed to be
legitimate there, but here, in Samuel 8, is not.’® That it concerns his own elaboration also
appears from the fact that afterwards reference is made to ‘the voice of Samuel’ (v. 19a).

Various commentators have looked for ancient Near Eastern parallels®' — ‘like all the
nations’. What is sketched here may be regarded as the great danger inherent in any
leadership:*? taking everything you can get (v. 11c,13,16a-b), especially also the best (v. 14),

27 This brings M. Buber, ‘Das Volksbegehren’, in: Werke. Vol. 2, Miinich 1962-1964, 727-742, esp. 736, to
his translation of *3 7% with ‘doch unter den Voraussetzung, da8 ...

28 Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis, 268,269; Wénin, Samuel et 'instauration de la monarchie, 149.

29 So too Polzin, ‘The Monarchy Begins’, 121; Vette, Samuel und Saul, 118.

30 Miiller, Konigtum und Gottesherrschaft, 137.

31T. Mendelsohn, ‘Samuel’s Denunciation of Kingship in the Light of the Akkadian Documents from Ugarit’,
BASOR 143 (1956), 17-22; A. Rainey, ‘Institutions: Family, Civic, and Military’, in: L.R. Fisher (ed.), Ras
Shamra Parallels: The Texts from Ugarit and the Hebrew Bible (AnOr, 49-51), Rome 1972-1981, 2:69-107,;
M. Leuchter, ‘A King Like All the Nations: The Composition of 1 Samuel 8,11-18°, Zeitschrift fiir die
alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 117 (2005), 543-558; Birch, The Rise of the Israelite Monarchy, 24, and F.O.
van Gennep, School voor koningen. Uitleg van een bijbelboek, Baarn 1976, are of the opinion that here we
have to do with a later reflection on Israel’s experience of sovereign rule. A view that is contradicted by
Boecker, Die Beurteilung der Anfinge des Konigtums, 17; according to Boecker, this is a warning for the
new institution that cannot be formulated frighteningly enough. R. Miiller, ‘Theologie jenseits der
Konigsherrschaft’, Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 104/1 (2007), 1-24, esp. 19, holds the first half of the
Persian period for the historical location of this royal prerogative (also previously Van der Spek, De Messias
in de Hebreeuwse Bijbel, 53).

32 Cf. Boecker, Die Beurteilung der Anfinge des Konigtums, 18: ‘Die Angaben des ,,Konigsrecht* konnten
jedem soziologisch dhnlich gelagerten Herrschaftssystem entnommen sein.’
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making everyone work for you (v. 16) and making everyone subordinate to you (v. 17b).3* He
raises the most painful point at the end: “You will be servants/slaves to him; you will cry out
on that day before the face of your king whom you have chosen for yourselves, but he will not
answer you on that day.” What Samuel wants to make understood is that appointing a king will
lead to a situation like that of Israel in Egypt, where they were slaves. Then there was an answer
to their crying out (Ex 3:7), but know, he says to the people, that this will not happen now.
Reinhard Miiller points to yet another difference: ‘Nun werden die Israeliten nicht mehr wie in
der Richterzeit vor den fremden Konigen zu Jahwe schreien (vgl. besonders Jdc 3,9.15; 4,3;
auch 6,6), sondern vor dem eigenen Konig.”>* With regard to 8:11-17 R.E. Clements speaks of
‘a sketch of a royal tyrant’ that ‘contains some of the sharpest and most incisive criticisms of
the institution of kingship which are to be found in the Old Testament’.’> What Samuel
expresses with all this is that having a king guarantees as much or even greater injustice than
the injustice they have experienced under his sons.>® Why does Samuel lay out the ‘justice’ of
the king so extensively? The answer is not difficult: to show them that kingship ultimately leads
to the situation from which YHWH has previously delivered them (v. 8b).3” It should be clear
what he wants to achieve: to dissuade them from their desire for a king which will make them
‘like all the nations’.

In Samuel’s reaction to the three commands of YHWH a climax can be recognized: (1) It
begins with his not heeding the first command of YHWH to listen to the voice of the people,
although the narrator does not report this. (2) Then follows an own interpretation of the (second)
command to bear witness against them about what the people have always done (v. 10). (3)
And finally there is the suggestion that he — neatly and properly — is heeding the third
command of YHWH (vv. 11-18).

A’ The reception by Samuel of the repeated request (v. 21a)

It is therefore not the case that the people disagree with the argument concerning the justice of
the king. What they do is, they refuse to listen to it.>® They are only occupied with their own
interest (see the frequent use of the 1% person plural ‘we’ and ‘us’).’® What Samuel does is
nothing more than take note of the people’s refusal to listen to ‘the voice of Samuel’, as appears
from v. 21a: ‘Samuel heard all the words of the people.” Whereas the first time he listened
selectively, and YHWH had to remind him that he must listen to everything the people said, here
he does listen to everything that is said by the people. He does not reply to the people regarding
this rejection with respect to the judge Samuel. After all, he has said everything he had to say?*

33 Cf. J. Kaplan, ‘1 Samuel 8:11-18 as “A Mirror for Princes”’, Journal of Biblical Literature 131/4 (2012),
625-642, esp. 626, is of the opinion that in 1 Sam 8:11-18 we have to do with the genre of a Fiirstenspiegel,
‘a mode of critiquing and restraining power in the ancient Near East by raising a mirror to its excesses’.

34 Miiller, Konigtum und Gottesherrschaft, 135.

35 R.E. Clements, ‘The Deuteronomistic Interpretation of the Founding of the Monarchy in 1 Sam. VIIT’,
Vetus Testamentum 24/4 (1974), 398-410, esp. 399; cf. Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 65.

36 Polak, ‘Speaking of Kingship’, 8,10.

37 So too Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis, 276.

38 So Miiller, Konigtum und Gottesherrschaft, 145.

39 D.T. Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, Grand Rapids MI 2007, 251.

40 Smelik, / Samuel 1-15,168.



If we look at ‘all the words of the people’, we hear the people here say something rather different
again than in 8:5. The wish to assimilate has even become much louder (v. 20a), and here they
make known that they also want to deploy the king to ‘go out before us and fight our battles’.
In this way they make much clearer than in 8:5 that they do not want YHWH as their king. For
previously he had always gone out before them and fought their battles (Judg 4:4; cf. 2 Sam
5:24; Ps 68:8).*! It may therefore be called remarkable that he, after all God’s prophet, does not
react to this at all.

B’ Samuel’s second consultation with YHWH (v. 21b)

Once again Samuel does not react directly to the people’s refusal. What he does is not pray to
YHWH again, as in the first round, but speak the above-mentioned words ‘in the hearing of
YHWH’. Literally it says ‘said in the ears of YHWH’. It is an expression ‘in the hearing of” (see
inter alia 1 Sam 8:21b; 11:4; 18:23; 2 Sam 3:19) that nowhere else in the Old Testament occurs
with regard to YHWH.** The image is evoked of Samuel speaking, with on the other side a
listening ear of YHWH, a listening ear that was previously lacking on the side of the people.

C’ Samuel’s answer to the people (v. 22d-e)

YHWH’s reaction is now short and powerful. Samuel hears once again, now for the third time,
that he must listen to their voice. There is now no ‘but also’ as in 8:9, but only that he must
make-a-king for them into a king, thereby repeating the terminology of 8:9. Surely he will now
heed YHWH’s command? The reaction may be called remarkable, for what he does is send away
‘the men of Israel’: ‘Go, every man to his city’, thereby dissolving the assembly, without
explicitly indicating whether he will listen to the voice of the people. What we likewise do not
hear is whether they heed Samuel’s command.

Evaluation of Samuel’s conduct

If the reader must form a judgment about Samuel on the basis of the chapters preceding chapter
8, then the picture is positive. In 1 Samuel 1-7 he appears especially as a prophet who lets none
of YHWH’s words go unheard (3:20). At the end of the immediately preceding chapter 7 all the
emphasis lies on Samuel as the judge of Israel who travels throughout the whole land. The
narrator describes Samuel’s life in three parts: it begins with the young Samuel and his growing
up (3:1-4:1) and ends with the old Samuel (8:1-28:3). In between there is a short report that he
judged Israel all the days of his life (7:15-17). The openness that the young Samuel has shown
to the voice of YHWH makes one curious whether in his old age he will show the same openness.

In response to the request for a king Samuel engages in twofold communication: both with
the people and with YHWH. I first want to look at how the communication with the people
proceeds, then at that with YHWH:

41 Cf. S.L. McKenzie, ‘The Trouble with Kingship’, in: A de Pury (ed.), Israel Constructs its History:
Deuteronomistic Historiography in Recent Research (JSOT.SS, 306), Sheffield 2000, 286-314, esp. 303.
42 Miiller, Konigtum und Gottesherrschaft, 130, note 34,
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(1) When the people ask Samuel for a king the first time, the reader immediately sees that
he is not even considering complying with the request, angry as he is, because he understands
their cry as a rejection of himself. Added to this is the fact that he also listens very selectively.
The second time he does this quite differently, because then he does listen to everything the
people say to him. But he does not accept what the people say to him. As a reader one wonders
how this will end. This happens with Samuel’s command to ‘the men of Israel’ to go, every
man to his own city. We do not hear that they go. And therefore also not whether they now
listen to the voice of Samuel, which they had earlier refused. What is clear at the end of 1
Samuel 8, however, is that the problem has not been solved.*?

(2) What he does do, shows us a Samuel whose conduct is entirely what it has always been.
He first consults YHWH. He does this twice: first already when he is still angry, but again when
the people refuse to listen to him. We do not hear the content of his consultation the first time,
but we do the second time. Immediately afterwards we hear YHWH’s answer. Each answer
contains instructions to Samuel. What cannot be avoided in any case is the command to listen
to their (i.e. the people’s) voice. Three times we hear this. But strictly speaking he does not
heed any of these commands. He deals with them entirely in his own way, creating the
impression that he is doing what is asked of him. What he can manage best appears from the
extent to which he ‘heeds’ the third command. This leads him to an extensive speech in which
he delineates the evils of having a king, and that a king will ultimately bring the people into
precisely that situation from which they were delivered earlier by YHWH. With Jobling: ‘Samuel
wants to dissuade YHWH from doing what they both know to be bad’.** The second time too
the reader does not hear that he heeds what YHWH calls on him to do.

What strikes one in all this is that the narrator offers no comment whatsoever on Samuel’s
disobedience to YHWH’s threefold command to listen to the voice of the people, whereas earlier,
right at the beginning, he does disqualify his sons. To understand this the reader will have to
read further. Then he will see that Samuel ultimately does listen, first to the voice of Yhwh, and
then to the voice of the people (9:15ff., cf. 12:1). With the young Samuel it took a while before
he listened to the voice of YHWH; the same is true of the old Samuel. With regard to 1 Samuel
8 the reader may perhaps get the impression of a disobedient prophet because he simply does
not want to listen to YHWH’s command ‘Listen to their voice’, but if one looks at his conduct,
one sees someone who acts as a true prophet, warning the people where their request for a king
‘like all the nations’ will lead.

Concluding observations

The history of royal rule in Israel is long.** A critical look at that kingship has never been absent.
But kingship itself has actually been controversial from the very beginning, or so the narrator

43 Cf. Wénin, Samuel et [’instauration de la monarchie, 126.

4 D. Jobling, I Samuel (Berit Olam), Collegeville MN 1998, 65.

4 For an evaluation of the Israelite kingship, see J. Conrad, ‘Gottesvolk und staatliche Ordnungen:
Uberlegungen zu Bedeutung und Beurteilung der Kritik an Konigtum und Staat innerhalb des Alten
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wants to make us understand with this story, 1 Samuel 8. We saw that the greater part of 1
Samuel 8 is determined by speeches. That seems to me a deliberate choice by the narrator. It is
a preserving of the memory of disputes that were conducted with regard to (the institution of)
kingship — certainly at the end of it.*¢ I therefore do not consider it correct to say of 1 Samuel
8 only that it is anti-monarchical.*” We hear various voices in this regard.*® What can be said
however, is that in the figure of the prophet and judge Samuel the rejection of kingship is
strongest (this cannot be said of the narrator*). In this way the narrator makes known that those
who reject kingship have belonged to the dominant, critical current, with the argument ‘See
where that kingship all leads to’. But we also hear another voice, represented by the people.
From the fact that the request for a king in 8:5 sounds different here from that in 8:19¢-20, the
reader can infer that the request for a king in Israel’s history has not only become increasingly
louder, but also stronger. The desired type of king also becomes ever more pronounced: we
want a king like the nations around us have. It is these two voices that the narrator here sets
directly opposite each other. And then there are people — from the sphere of the temple? —
who have or hold a theocracy as the desired form of government in view; who consider having
a human king to be a rejection of YHWH as king.>

What 1 Samuel 8 — and the following chapters — in any case wants to make known is (1)
that kingship in Israel is not a divine/sacral institution, (2) has sprung from human will,>!' (3)
does not suit the God of Israel, (4) but has ultimately been accepted by everyone (God, prophecy
and the people),>? with the knowledge that this kingship often bears a highly suspicious
resemblance to the kingship as the nations have it. This makes prophetic accompaniment of that
type of kingship essential.

This article is the translation of ‘Samuel en de vraag om een koning: 1 Samuel met zijn context’,
in: Joep Dubbink & Klaas Spronk (red.), / & Samuel (ACEBT, 39), Amsterdam 2026, 53-68.
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