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20" 2 Sam 20

21°% 2 Sam 21

22™ 2 Sam 22
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Introduction to this study guide

“Meeting God” is an aspect of life at St. John’s which | believe is crucial for all of us in 2008.
This study series has been written in the hope that we would encounter God together as we
study an important section of Old Testament history as recorded in the books of 1 and 2
Samuel. The aim of the studies is to provide us with a framework for reading through the
biblical narratives and learning from the lives of the main characters.

Each week there is a section of scripture to read. Please take time to do this reading in the
group as it is important to engage with the texts themselves rather than our memory of the

stories. You may find that some of the questions don’t connect with you or you may think of
better questions to discuss! That's fine, please feel free to use this guide in a flexible way —
it is a guide and not a straight jacket.

My hope is that the group meetings will provide an opportunity to learn the history of the
Bible, be inspired by the characters and make connection with our daily lives. It is important
to make space for everyone to discuss and pray about the ordinary issues of life that are
touched on by these books.

The sermons that complement this study series are available on the church website,
www.stjohnsblackheath.org.uk

Many thanks to Richard Godden for writing the introduction to Samuel and to Margaret
Cave who has contributed two of the studies and been involved in editing.

Peter Farley-Moore
St. John’s Church Blackheath

January 2008

Bibliography

Eugene Peterson The Message of David
Marshall Pickering 1997

Craig C Broyles Psalms: New International Biblical Commentary
Hendrickson Publishers 1999

Mary J Evans The Message of Samuel, The Bible Speaks Today
Inter Varsity Press 2004

CS Lewis The Four Loves

Harcourt, New York 1960



Introduction to the books of Samuel
1. Background

. In the Hebrew Bible the books of Samuel and the books of Kings comprise a single book deal-
ing with the history of the Israelite people from the establishment of the monarchy around
1025 BC down to the destruction of Jerusalem and the end of the monarchy in 586 BC.

. The division of this book into four sections was firmly established through its adoption by
Jerome in his Latin translation of the Bible (the Vulgate) and has been adopted by all major
English translations.

. Broadly, the first book of Samuel is concerned with the establishment of the monarchy and the
reign of Saul and the second book of Samuel is concerned with the reign of David. However,
the division is not precise and a more logical dividing point of the original Hebrew book would
arguably have been after the account of the death of David in 1 Kings 2.

2. History
2.1 The background to the monarchy

. Although the tribes of Israel acted together when they left Egypt, and all accepted the leader-
ship of first Moses and then Joshua, once they had settled in the Promised Land, they went
their separate ways. They did not comprise a united political entity, merely a loose confedera-
tion. Sometimes all or some of the tribes came together under a common leader in order to
resist an enemy. Often, however, the tribes were mutually hostile and even fought one an-
other.

. During this period, the Israelites occupied the hill country. The coastal plain was occupied by
the Philistines, who had probably come originally from Crete. For long periods, the Israelites
were effectively subject to the Philistines, although the degree of subjection varied from time

to time.

. This was the situation into which the prophet Samuel was born. The year of his birth is uncer-
tain but it was somewhere between 1100 BC and 1050 BC.

. Samuel may be regarded as the last of the judges and he spent most of his life performing the

composite role of prophet, priest and political leader. His primary significance, however, is
that he dealt with the demands of the Israelite people for a king. The chronic disunity of the
tribes may well have been recognised as a problem in itself but the desire to deal with the
Philistines was probably the more immediate cause of the demand.

. Samuel saw the demand as a rejection both of his leadership and also that of God, which to
some extent it was, since the people wanted to be like the other nations rather than unique.
He also recognised that a king would oppress the people. None-the-less, on God’s command,
he agreed to give them what they desired and recognised Saul, of the tribe of Benjamin, as
God'’s choice as king. He then attempted to instruct both Saul and the people in how a Godly
monarch and monarchy should behave. In doing so, he doubtless drew on Deuteronomy
17:14-20. This stresses that the king is not to use his position to become rich and also that he
is to be subject to God and the law.

Traditionally known as a “judge”. Hence the titiethe book of Judges.
See, for example, Judges 4 and 5 (Deborah) aneésuitp 8 (Gideon).
See Judges 9 (Abimelech) and, more importantlygdsid8 (Danites seize land) and 19 to 21 (war arttengibes).
They came from “Caphtor”, which is probably a refare to Crete.
See 1 Sam 1.
The uncertainly is caused in part by doubts akedength of his life but primarily by uncertairayg to the length of the reign of Saul. See
below.
SeelSam2to7.
See 1 Sam 8ff.
C.f. The repeated refrain of the author of the bobludges, “In those days, Israel had no king'ictviprefaces accounts of conflict
among the tribes (see, for example Judges 18:Juahges 19:1 and, most importantly, the final vefsbe whole book, Judges 21:25).
See 1 Sam 8:5-7.
See 1 Sam 8:9-18.
See 1 Sam 8:22.
See 1 Sam 9:1-10:1.
See 1 Sam 10:23.
Many commentators date this passage several cestiter the time of Samuel. However, this cay beldone by rejecting what the
Bible itself says, namely that this passage coragnzart of what Moses said to the people when mimgnithem of the law (see Deut 4:44
-46).
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2.2 Saul’s reign

. Saul became king sometime between 1050 BC and 1010 BC. There is considerable uncer-
tainty about the length of his reign. St Paul believed he reigned 40 years but this seems
rather long for the events recorded in the first book of Samuel and Paul may have been
wrong. By contrast, the Hebrew text of 1 Sam 13:1, which is clearly corrupt, says two years,
which would require an extraordinarily action packed reign! My own guess is that the events
of Saul's reign recorded in the first book of Samuel must have spanned a decade or a few
years more, which would suggest that he came to the throne around 1025 BC or soon after
then.

. More importantly, although he had some success against the Philistines, Saul proved unable
to comprehend the restricted nature of his kingship. In particular, he failed to accept the sepa-
ration of the priestly function from his own and failed to obey God. He was thus rejected by
God.

. Samuel was then guided to David as God’s choice to replace Saul. At the time, David was a
child but he served Saul as a musician and in the famous defeat of the Philistines under Goli-
ath. However, Saul became jealous of David, who eventually fled to the Philistines. Saul pur-
sued David with a view to killing him but it was David who twice had the opportunity to kill
Saul, and twice refused to do so. His consistent view was that it was not for him to kill the king
anointed by God and that, if God wanted him to be king, God would arrange this.

. Saul, meanwhile, went from bad to worse. His degradation is seen to be complete when he
consults a medium before a crucial battle with the Philistines. She told him that he would be
defeated and killed but Saul had no option but to fight. He was duly defeated and, with three
of his sons dead, took his own life.

2.3 David’s reign

. Following Saul’s death, David (who had not fought, on either side, in the decisive battle) was
appointed king over the tribe of Judah. However, Saul's army commander set up another son
of Saul as puppet king over the rest of the tribes and there followed seven years of hostility
before David’s rival was murdered and the other tribes accepted David as their king.

. David had previously ruled from Hebron but, having become undisputed king, he seized Jeru-
salem from the Jebusites and made it his capital. He was to reign for almost exactly 40 years,
from ¢1010 BC to c970 BC, give or take a few years. He completely defeated and subdued
the Philistines as well as other traditional enemies of the Israelites and eventually a large area
stretching from the river Euphrates to the Red Sea was to some extent under his control.

. David accepted the limits on his powers as king. He accepted that he was not a priest, ac-
cepted prophetic rebuke and constantly accepted his reliance on God. God was pleased with
him and promised to maintain the Davidic line forever but David was not allowed to build the
temple that he wanted.

See Acts 13:21.

| stress that this is not a denial of Biblical arity or a suggestion that what the apostles salyair letters may be unreliable. It is
merely a recognition that even the apostles weomgvon some occasions (see, for example, Gal 2:11).
See 1 Sam 11 and 14 (but see 1 Sam 14:52).

See 1 Sam 13:8-14 and 15:1-32.

See 1 Sam 16.

See 1 Sam 16:21-23 and 1 Sam 17. The preciseafrttex events recorded in these chapters is diffio establish.
See 1 Sam 18-27.

See 1 Sam 24 and 26.

See 1 Sam 24:6 and 1 Sam 26:9-11.

See 1 Sam 28:4-25.

See 1 Sam 28:19.

See 1 Sam 31:1-6.

See 2 Sam 2:7.

See 2 Sam 2:8.

See 2 Sam 4:1-5:3.

See 2 Sam 5:6-12.

See 2 Sam 5:17-25 and 2 Sam 8:1-1.

See 2 Sam 8:2-14 and 2 Sam 10.

Contrast his actions when he fled (2 Sam15:24-29) thve impetuosity of Saul (1 Sam 13:8-9).

See 1 Sam 12:1-13.

See 2 Sam 7:16.

See 2 Sam 7:5ff.



. David was not, however, perfect. He committed adultery and murder and clearly lost control
of his family: one of his sons raped one of his daughters and was subsequently murdered by
another son. David refused to forgive the murderer and this led to the first, and perhaps most
serious, of several rebellions against David. It was led by his son Absalom and David had to
flee Jerusalem, only returning following the defeat and death of Absalom. Even then his au-
thority was clearly not fully restored and he had a serious dispute with his commanders and
others over his mourning for his son followed by a return of tribal hostility.

. He clearly felt insecure and, uncharacteristically, undertook a census in order to assess his
strength rather than trusting in God alone. God forgave him but his power was clearly ebbing
away and a second son, Adonijah, rebelled against him in an attempt to pre-empt the crown-
ing of Solomon as his successor. This failed and Solomon was crowned and secure before
David died aged around 70.

3. The books of Samuel
. We have no idea who wrote the books of Samuel.
. Since they cover a period of between 80 and 130 years, they clearly have a number of differ-

ent sources. Indeed, they mention some of them. It may well be that an editor took a relatively
small number of sources and strung them together as a continuous narrative. For example, 2
Sam 9 — 20 appears to be a continuous narrative written by someone with an intimate knowl-
edge of the court of King David, and hence it is sometimes known as the “Court History of
David”, but the accounts of Samuel’s life must come from one or more other sources.

. Many commentators suggest that the editor was the person, or part of the group, that edited
Deuteronomy but this is little more than speculation.

. In any event, it does not really matter who wrote the books or how they was edited. Our job is
to consider the final product.

. There are over 400 difficulties with the text of the books (i.e. textual variants or corruptions)

but none of these affect the big picture presented by the books and so they are not considered
further in this note.

. It is worth noting that the material in the books of Samuel is not always in chronological order
(e.g. the events of 2 Sam 8 probably occurred before those of 2 Sam 7). Hence, it is neces-
sary to be a bit wary when making points that turn on the precise chronology.

. Finally, it should not be forgotten that many of the Psalms were written by King David or one
of his contemporaries. A number indicate the precise circumstances to which they relate and
many others are obviously applicable to one or more events recorded in the books of Samuel.
It is thus always worth checking whether there are any applicable Psalms before preaching on
these books.

4, What can we learn?

. Put simply, the question that we have to address is, what can we learn from the history of two
kings who reigned 3000 years ago in a minor middle-eastern state which scarcely registers in
the mainstream history of the world?

. This is part of the much bigger issue relating to how we should make use of Old Testament
history. | considered this issue in the second of my four sermons on using the Bible in No-
vember 2000. A copy of the notes relating to that sermon is attached and | will not repeat the
general points made in these notes. There are, however, a number of specific points relating
to the books of Samuel that are worth making.

See 2 Sam 11.
See 2 Sam 13:1-14:34.
See 2 Sam 14:1-20:3.

See 2 Sam 19:1-8.

See 2 Sam 19:40-20:2.

See 2 Sam 24:1-17. Itis unclear precisely vihemevent occurred. There are some indicatioasitimay have been earlier in David’s
reign but | personally think that there frame ohthdisplayed by David is more consistent with arlaiate.

See 1 Kings 1:5-53.

See 1 Kings 1:38-40 and 1 Kings 2:10-12.

See, for example, 2 Sam 1:18 and 1 Kings 11:41.
See Psalms 3 (see 2 Sam 15:13-17:22), 7 (althibisyhot known precisely which event is referrechere), 18 (which is very similar to
2 Sam 22), 30 (in which David looks forward to temple that he was unable to see), 34 (see 1 Sd@-25), 51 (see 2 Sam 11), 52 (see
1 Sam 17:45-47), 54 (see 1 Sam 23:19), 56 (seen1234l0-15), 57 (see 1 Sam 24:1-3), 59 (seel Sam 1 B0 (see 2 Sam 8 or, possi-
bly, 10),63 (see 2 Sam 15:23-28 etc) and 142 (1 &Zair3). Some of the cross references are camgdct
See, for example, Psalms 22 and 32. 6



. Before mentioning these, it is worth giving a warning: it is always tempting to over-generalise
when dealing with Old Testament history. The fact that God acted in a particular way on a par-
ticular occasion does not mean that he will act in the same way on another occasion even if
the two situations are in some respects similar. The danger is that we will over-generalise and
thus over-simplify both the situations in which we find ourselves and God’s way of working.
For example, the baby born following David’'s adultery with Bathsheba died and the Bible
makes it clear that this was God’s will, although God forgave David. It is tempting to general-
ise in many ways about this but we have to have regard to other parts of the Bible before we
can do so. ltis clear that God does not always decide that babies born following adultery will
die and he does not always leave the culprits unpunished! | suspect that one of the reasons
why the Bible contains so many accounts of different events is that this enables us to compare
and contrast and avoid an overly simplistic approach to life. Sadly, Christians often fail to do
this. We should be careful that we do not fall into the trap of over-generalisation.

. Turning to the valid generalisations that can be taken from the books of Samuel, the first, and
most obvious point, to make is that the books show God in control. The Philistines, who had
no allegiance to God, unknowingly advanced his purposes (e.g. by sheltering David and de-
feating Saul); Hannah had no idea of God’s purposes for the Israelites but her obedience ad-
vanced them; the murder of the opponents of David advanced God’s plans (although it re-
mained evil and the perpetrators were rightly punished).

. Of course, this does not mean that all that happens is in accordance with God's will. The
books of Samuel show people doing many things that displease God and God’s reaction to
these things. In this way, the books help to show us God’s priorities in a way that the bare law
(i.e. God's moral law as set out in the Bible) cannot.

. For example, right at the start of 1 Sam, we see God honouring Hannah, the mother of Sam-
uel, even though her motives in wanting a child are probably rather mixed. Much more impor-
tantly, however, the books of Samuel focus on the difference between God’s reaction to Saul's
behaviour and his reaction to David’s behaviour. This is crucial because, as indicated above,
neither was anything like perfect. The key differences relate to their willingness to accept
God’s sovereignty over their own.

. Connected with this is the issue of the ordering of society. Today, Christians are frequently
more interested in private piety than public allegiance to God. This is a recent phenomenon
and the books of Samuel show that God is very much concerned with public affairs. In par-
ticular, God is the giver of authority and no-one stands above God’s law. This point is of great
importance to all who are called upon to exercise authority of any kind. In particular, it is the
origin of the doctrine of the “rule of law” in England and | personally fear that the decline in the
acknowledgement of God is leading to a decline in understanding and acceptance of the im-
portance of the rule of law. | spoke about this in the course of a sermon on 1 Kings 21 in Au-
gust 2006, which is available on the Church web-site.

. The books of Samuel also, of course, contain the promises to David relating to the continua-
tion of his kingdom. These are one of the sources of the later messianic hope. People longed
for a king like David to come to save the Jewish people and, when Jesus came, it was
stressed that he was a descendant of David and a king of David’s line. It is important to note
that it is not everything about David’s kingdom that is regarded as being a type of the messi-
anic kingdom. As indicated above, there was much wrong with David’s kingdom. However,
David was the model king ruling in the name of God over a united and secure people of God
(at least for a time) and hence pointed the way to the messianic hope.

See 2 Sam 12:13-14.

See 2 Sam 4.

See 1 Sam 1:6-10.

See Deut 17:14-20, cited above.

The doctrine of the rule of law states that evengbvernment is subject to the law and that autharid power is always limited. It was,
in part, the existence of this doctrine, albeit egbressed using these words, that checked the towaeds royal absolutism in England
(for example, Henry VIII found it necessary to Wseliament to effect the Reformation in Englandpwever, the doctrine is applicable
as much to power vested by modern democratic mestspower vested in a monarch. We tend to certhesexistence of democracy
with the existence of the rule of law and get idifficulties as a result. The rule of law may éxisthout democracy in the modern sense
(c.f. David’s kingdom or Great Britain in the®&entury) and democracy may exist without the afilaw (c.f. Russia and several other
countries today). The Bible has nothing to sayualblemocracy but much to say about the rule of law.

See especially 2 Sam 7.

See Luke 1:32 (throne of David), Rms 1:3 and 2 Zith(descendant of David) and Rev 22:16 (root dfgpong of David).



Study One: Samuel and Eli (1 Samuel 3 and 4)

The opening week of this study series introduces some of the major themes of the books of
Samuel:

Why did the period of the judges come to an end?

Where is God to be worshipped?

How does the morality of individuals impact others and the purposes of God?
What kind of individuals does God want to lead his people?

Is God in control of history?

Mary Evans in her commentary on this book describes these early chapters of 1 Samuel in
this way:

“We are being prepared in different ways for the story of kingship in Israel that is soon to be
told. The book began by raising questions about Israel’s current leadership in the context of
a consideration of the nature of power. That underlying interest continues as we are faced
with the issue of whether God’s power can be tapped into or controlled by making use of
the sacred ark that from the time of Moses had symbolized God’s presence for Is-

rael.” (Evans p43)

There are 3 sections to the reading tonight:
The Lord calling Samuel (1 Sam 3:1-21)

The Philistines Capture the Ark (1 Sam 4:1-11)
The Death of Eli (1 Sam 4:12-22)

The Lord calls Samuel
1. “The word of God hidden in the heart is a stubborn voice to suppress” Billy Graham

Can you remember a time when God has spoken to you? Spend time talking about these
experiences together as a group.

Use this as an “ice breaker” and an opportunity for people to bring their own experiences of
God to mind as you study scripture

2. Can you think of any cultural, historical and spiritual reasons why it would have been dif-
ficult for Samuel to tell Eli what God had spoken? Are there cultural, historical or spiritual
reasons that make it difficult for you to speak out God’s word today?

Socially it would have been tough for a youngster like Samuel to speak a word of rebuke to
his mentor and elder. Samuel would have perhaps questioned what God had said as it con-
cerned criticism of a leader that everyone felt God had put in place over Israel. Spiritually,
Samuel must have questioned the validity and authenticity of what he had heard: “was this
really God?”, “How do | know if my own motives are part of this?”. Notice how God doesn’t
reveal the next stage of his purposes for Israel, Samuel may have wanted to know more
about the future to make the message more easier to present. There are many similar fac-
tors that can come to mind when we consider speaking what we feel God is saying. How
should we as Christians cope with these issues? Is there any NT counsel that can help us?
What does this story reveal about the strength of relationship between youth and mentor?

3. What does this story reveal about the character of Eli? Is there an aspect of his character
that you find particularly challenging or encouraging today?
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The Philistines capture the Ark

4. Spend some time reading and considering the importance of Shiloh as a place of wor-
ship (e.g. Josh 18:1-10) and the role of the Ark of the Covenant (e.g. Exodus 25:10-22).

5. In 4:3 the Israelites do some theological reflection on their life circumstances. The ques-
tion they ask is a good one, but the conclusion is not so good. Do you agree? Why?

Does Israel’'s attitude to the ark reveal that they had bought into the prevailing and pagan
religious beliefs of their day? (1 Sam 5:2)

6. “This kind of superstition that transforms helpful, God-given symbols into quasi-magical
ways of ensuring God’s support was not just a problem for ancient Israel...... In the modern
protestant church we are covering the positive use of symbols, but we are still not immune
from such superstition. Particular bodily postures in worship, the timing and method of bible
reading, the instruments used to support singing, the arrangement or alternative usage for
the worship space, the Lord’s Supper — even sincere believers can view these things in su-
perstitious ways as guarantees of spirituality or as a means for ensuring God’s bless-
ing” (Evans p 44)

Discuss. Are there any superstitious beliefs or practices in your life or the life of St. John’s
that concern you?

7. Read about what happened to the ark in 5:1, 6:1-3. Do you see any connections be-
tween the personal, political, spiritual and social aspects of Israel’s history at this point in
the story?

Death of Eli

8. In 4:18 we read of the rather inglorious death of a spiritual and national leader. What
strikes you about this end of a life and end of an era?

9. The Philistines and some of the Israelites seemed to have held the view that the capture
of the Ark was in fact the capture of God himself. The result was a sense of desolation and
devastation. What can be gleaned form these chapters as we face circumstances of devas-
tations in our lives and world today? Is God in control of events? Can God'’s presence and
purpose be captured and thwarted by the activity of humankind?

10. What are the themes and concepts from the story tonight that connect with your daily
life today? Is this story relevant to your working or personal life? Help each other make
some of these connections and pray for each other.



Week Two: Samuel and Saul (1 Samuel 8 — 10:1)

The portrayal of Samuel in the opening verses of chapter 8 reveals a sense of history re-
peating itself. It is sad to hear how Samuel’s paternal influence over his sons was as much
a failure as that of Eli; their parenting skills seem to have been lacking! There is also a
guestion to be considered about the way in which power and influence in public life can un-
dermine and damage the ability to influence and shape life in the home. The sons of Eli and
Samuel seemed unable to use their inherited power and influence in constructive ways and
their hearts had not been nurtured in the ways of God.

We have much to ponder as we hear of the people’s unrest at the current regime. There is
a lack of integrity about the current leadership, and a moral vacuum which makes the na-
tion uneasy. This period of history is long before the days of democratic political process
but indicates a movement of the people (laos/demos) which brings about changes on a na-
tional scale.

Samuel demonstrates great humility in his ability to process the request of the people he is
called to lead. He is not defensive or aggressive, but, willing to speak his mind, seek the
will of God and respond to God’s directives.

These two chapters begin to tell the story of regime change in Israel. Some of the big ques-
tions to wrestle with are these:

Was kingship in Israel a good thing?

Was the notion of kingship part of God’s plan from the beginning?

How does this period of Israel’s history shape the Bible’s overall presentation of
God's plan to save and rescue his people?

1. Can you think of any topical, historical or personal examples of when the inheritance of
power and influence was handled badly? (cf the behaviour of Eli's and Samuel’s sons)

2. What are the key attributes of Samuel’s leadership skill and style that are revealed in
these chapters? How did Samuel deal with personal rejection and conflict?

3. Why was God unhappy about the request for a king? (v7-8)
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4. What do we do when we are faced with bad leadership, frustrations in life and disap-
pointment with our spiritual leaders? Does our response to these circumstances ever lead
to a rejection of God’s kingship? How? (8:7)

5. a) What was driving the request for a king? (v21)

b) Why do you think God told Samuel to listen to the people? (v22)

6. What are the key aspects of the story in chapter 9 that you think the writer of 1 Samuel is
trying to highlight? What are the questions about kingship and divine purpose that would
have been in the minds of the first readers of this text? (9:15-17, 22-23, 10:1)

The details of the story are interesting and reveal how God uses ‘natural’ circumstances for
his own end. But the focus of the story as a whole is not so much the details of donkeys but
more about Saul’s choice as king.

7. After reading chapter 8 only, do you think the request for a king in Israel was a good
thing? After reading chapter 9, has your opinion changed?

8. Can you recall any experience or situation where it seems unclear as to what God'’s pur-
pose is? Have you ever felt God has changed his mind about a situation?

9. Why do you think God agrees to give Israel a king?



Week Three: David and Abigail (1 Samuel 25)

After Saul began to disobey God and see himself as king of Israel with no need for God’s
help, God tells Samuel to anoint David as the next king of Israel. David appears to be an
unexpected choice and even Samuel is surprised but God says about one of his older
brothers “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for | have rejected him. The Lord
does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the
Lord looks at the heart.” (1 Sam 16: 7) However David is described as being “ruddy, with a
fine appearance and handsome features.” Samuel anoints him as the next king and from
that day “the spirit of the Lord came upon David in power.”

David then became a special part of Saul's court, playing the harp to calm him, and he sub-
sequently volunteered to fight and kill Goliath during the war against the Philistines before
becoming a successful soldier in Saul's army. David became good friends with Saul’s son,
Jonathan and married one of Saul’'s daughters, Michal. But it was not long before Saul be-
came jealous of David’'s success and popularity. Saul tried to kill David and David had to
leave the court and go into hiding. David has the opportunity to kill Saul but does not take it
leading to an opportunity for true reconciliation which is only half taken. However Saul rec-
ognizes that David will be the next king of Israel and David promises not to cut off Saul's
family. This period in David’s life was a clear time of preparation and contains episodes of
bravery and compassion but also episodes of deceit and anger.

It was during the period in hiding, soon after the meeting with Saul in the cave, that the en-
counter between David and Abigail takes place. The characters in this story are David and
his men; Nabal, who is a wealthy landowner who farms sheep and goats and is described
as “surly and mean in his dealings”; and his wife, Abigail, who is described as “intelligent
and beautiful.”

Some of the questions to think about when considering this encounter are:

How did God prepare David to be king?

What is the role of hospitality?

Does and should external appearance affect the course of events?
What can we do to bring about reconciliation?

1. The chapter opens with the death of Samuel and the mourning for him. It is contained in
one verse. As with the death of Eli there is a sense of moving on. This contrasts with other
local cultures of the time which created shrines and tombs for their dead leaders. Good
leaders defy the cult of personality and encourage and prepare their successors. Their fol-
lowers allow them to move on and accept change. Is this an issue in the church locally or
nationally and how can we allow for changes of leadership in our lives and in our church?

2. The usual expectation in the Middle East in those days was that visitors to an area
should be offered hospitality. This is the case many parts of the world today. Hospitality is
also taken seriously in the bible; see Romans 12:13 and 1 Peter 4:9. However in our cul-
ture, even among Christians, hospitality is often limited. How can we practice the gift of
hospitality in our lives, groups and church?
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3. In this context David’'s men requesting food would be entirely reasonable especially as
they had been protecting Nabal's shepherds which they had been in the area. Nabal reacts
in a strong manner to refuse the request possibly because he was a supporter of Saul as
well as being surly and mean. David quickly reacts to Nabal's refusal and insults. “David
lost his temper. David lost his sense of his identity as God’s anointed. David lost touch with
the wilderness beauty of holiness.” (Peterson, p83) What does David’s reaction show us
about him? How do we react when people we come across are unreasonable or thwart our
purposes. Is there ever a justification for a righteous anger?

4. Abigail acts quickly and decisively to diffuse the situation. She is prepared to take the
blame for what has happened and to bow down before David and to do all she can to make
amends for her husband’s behaviour (although she does make it clear that she thinks Na-
bal is a fool!) Are we prepared to take the blame in order to seek reconciliation? Are there
times or examples in your life when this has happened?

5. Abigail's actions and words prevent David from shedding blood and avenging himself.
This is a powerful example of diplomacy over violence. How can we encourage our national
leaders to aid the way of peace rather than the way of violence?

6. Abigail is beautiful and this must have had an affect on David during their first encounter.
God tells Samuel that man looks at the outward appearance but God looks at the heart.
And in 1 Peter 3:3-6 woman'’s beauty should be that “of your inner self, the unfading beauty
of a gentle and quiet spirits, which is of great worth in God'’s sight.” Peterson says “Abigail
is as beautiful inwardly as she is outwardly.” In our image obsessed society how do we find
the right approach to our external appearance? And how do we cultivate an inner beauty?

7. Abigail was able to recognise that God was with David and had a plan for him. Do we
cultivate the ability to recognize God in others? Are we able to help one another to recog-
nize God’s hand in our lives and his calling of us?

8. David is quick to see that by her actions and words, Abigail has prevented him from
rushing hot headedly into revenge and killing. He is impulsive but also willing to see and
recognize his mistakes. How is this preparation for his future kingship?

9. At the end of the story Nabal dies after the shock of what has happened and David and

Abigail marry. Is this a fairy tale ending with David and Abigail living happily ever after or is
it the next step in the formation of David’s dysfunctional family. (NB It is at this point that it

is recorded that Michal, Saul's daughter, is now married to someone else.)



Week Four: Saul and David (1 Samuel 31 - 2 Samuel 2 :7)

The relationship between David and Saul is a long saga which begins in chapter 16. It
would be good to take some time at the beginning of your meeting to ask group members
to share particular episodes of this story which stand out to them for their recent reading of
1 Samuel. Keep this background in mind as you explore the death of Saul and the transi-
tion section between 1 and 2 Samuel.

The discussion this weeks cause us to reflect on lament — the expression of grief and loss.
Obviously, this may be a painful experience for some. Remember, there are many forms of
grief and loss can be experienced by transitions and changes in friendships, home life, fi-
nances, possessions, ageing etc. How we respond to these changes is personal and
unique to each one of us. However, these experiences can define and shape our experi-
ence of the spiritual life in significant ways. The study this week gives us the opportunity to
reflect on David’s own response to grief, pain and transition.

1. What do you make of the death of Saul? Was it an honourable one?
How do you respond to the differing accounts in 1 Samuel 31 and 2 Samuel 1?

2. How would the death of Saul be reported in today’s news hungry culture? Do we value
life and death or have they been trivialized by popular culture. Are there any examples of
this that have struck you recently?

“David lamented because he cared. David lamented because he was willing and able to bring his
total attention to the fact of death. Because David lamented with this lamentation recorded in 2 Sam-
uel 1, we have an aspect of experience that’s absolutely essential if we're going to live God-
responsively, God-abundantly.

It seems odd, even contradictory, that in order to live totally we must face death totally. But it's true.
David, who lived exuberantly, also lamented fiercely. His exuberance and lamentation were aspects
of the same-life orientation and commitment: life matters. David honoured human life — the sheer
fact of human life — extravagantly. The depth of lamentation witnesses the extent of the venera-
tion” (Peterson p115)

3. Does the depth of David’s lament for Saul surprise you? What kind of relationship did
Saul have with David? Did Saul deserve to be lamented by David after his death? What
does this scenario reveal about the heart and character of David?

4. In 2 Samuel 1:18 David orders that the lament for Saul and Jonathan be taught to the
men of Judah. Why do you think he did this?
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5. Can you think of examples where public mourning and grief have shaped our nation?
What do you think of Peterson’s emphasis on the importance of lamentation in society?

“David not only lamented with this lamentation, he ordered the people to learn it: memorize it and
inhabit it as their experience. For loss is never merely private; it's social and political as well. Lament
shapes the culture. The way we deal with loss enters the atmosphere and makes us a people capa-
ble of nobility and beauty. Or not. Practicing the Christian life has to do, along with much else, with
learning this ‘lamentation’ and learning it well.” (Peterson p 119)

6. 2 Samuel 1:25-27 reveal something of the deep friendship and respect that was held be-
tween David and Jonathan. From your reading of the story in Samuel so far, what qualities
of friendship stand out to you from the stories of Jonathan and David?

‘Our ancestors regarded friendship as something that raised us almost above humanity. This love
free from instinct, free from all duties but those which love has freely assumed, almost wholly and
free from jealousy, and free without qualification from the need to be needed, is eminently spiritual. It
is the sort of love one can imagine between angels.”

CS Lewis, The Four Loves p91

7. What can be learned from these chapters about the character of David? How does this
connect with or inspire you at the moment?

8. These chapters mark a turning point in the history of kingship in Israel. What are the
themes that stand out?

“We're now at the midpoint in the David story. David’s lament over Saul and Jonathan functions as a
pivot: David’s lament keeps everything in the first half of the story working in the second half. Lament
is a bridge from life to death.

A failure to lament is a failure to connect. If we refuse to learn Davidic lamentation, our lives frag-
ment into anecdotes and episodes, a series of jerky starts and gossipy cul-de-sacs. But, we're in a
story in which everything eventually comes together, a narrative in which all then puzzling parts fi-
nally fit, about which later we’ll exclaim, ‘Oh so this is what that meant!” But being in a story means
that we mustn't attempt to get ahead of the plot — skip the hard parts, erase the painful parts, detour
the disappointments. Lament — making the most of our loss without getting bogged down in it —is a
primary way of staying in the story” (Peterson p 121)

9. Use some verses from Psalm 102 as a prayer or expression of lament that your group
could pray together.



Week Five: David and Nathan (2 Samuel 7 and 12)

The relationship between David and Nathan is a very important one for David, but also for
Israel, its monarchy and its future. Nathan plays a major role in David’s life at a number of
different points. Nathan enables David to meet with God in a very significant way and helps
him to see things in a wholly different way. He brings a prophetic voice to David and was
not so much in awe of the king that he was afraid to disagree with him and challenge him.
There is no background about Nathan in the bible but he appears to be a well-known
prophet. Maybe this is to convey the idea that the message is more important than the
bearer.

The encounter between David and the prophet Nathan that is described in chapter 7 could
be seen as one of the most significant meetings recorded within the royal history. The ac-
count sets out the beginnings of the temple and of the Davidic covenant, both of which had
a profound effect on Israel’s religious and national life for many centuries. It also contains
deep theological insights into God’s purposes within history and the way he relates to hu-
man beings. (Evans p195) Brueggemann identifies this David and Nathan story as “the
dramatic and theological centre of the entire Samuel corpus...one of the most crucial texts
in the Old Testament for evangelical faith.” (Peterson p167)

In these chapters and through looking at the relationship between David and Nathan we
can reflect on how our relationships with one another affect our relationship with God and
can enable us to meet with God in a different way.

1. At the beginning of chapter 7 everything is coming together for David, Israel and his king-
ship. David is living in a beautiful palace and he wants to build a suitable home for the Ark
of the Covenant which was housed in a tent. When Nathan first hears about this plan he
endorses it. What do you think David’s motivation for this plan was? Is there a possibility
that he was becoming a bit full of himself and a bit less full of God?

2. David consults Nathan about his plan at an early stage. The normal way of behaviour
was and is to “act and speak on the basis of human thought and decisions made in the light
of the knowledge of God and of his previously revealed will. The exception to this came
when God gave a direct and specific revelation.” (Evans p196) How do we know when to
go ahead with our human plans and when to wait for clear guidance from God?

3. Nathan’s revelation is that God is not to build a house for God but that God will build a
house through David, although one of his descendants will build the house of God. The Ark
of the Covenant is in a tent. This symbolizes that God is present with his people but is also
with his people wherever they are. Before the temple was built the people had to learn that
they could meet with God in a special place but that it was not the only place that God
could be found. In considering meeting with God today what importance can or should we
attribute to particular buildings or places?
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4. Nathan spoke God'’s word to David. It was a prophetic message full of promise for David
and the future. How, where, when and from who do we expect to hear God'’s prophetic
voice today?

5. It is easy to feel disappointed or rejected when our exciting plans are thwarted. But David
listened to Nathan and then responded by sitting before the Lord and praying as he ac-
knowledged the significance of God’s special relationship with him and his family. How can
we encourage and help one another to listen and respond to God?

In chapter 12 Nathan again appears at a crucial moment in David’s life and points him back
to God. David had committed adultery and murder. Nathan shows him how to recognize his
sin and to know God'’s justice and mercy.

“It is clear throughout Scripture, particularly with prophetic messages, that God works with
different people in different ways. Different methods are appropriate at different times de-
pending on the recipient, the circumstances and the point of the message.” (Evans p213)

6. Nathan tells a story to David to get across his message. After David has responded in no
uncertain terms to the situation, Nathan says “You are the man!” How can we find the right
method to deliver a message? Are we open to hearing messages in unusual or different
formats?

7. “David recognized that although it was possible to be forgiven there was no going back
from the incident or from its consequences. He had to start again from this point, not from
the time before he had sinned. David’s understanding and experience can be a tremendous
encouragement to those who are also facing the consequences of a deeply regretted ac-
tion.” (Evans p218) Many of us will have to move on from a deeply regretted incident in our
lives. How have you learned to live with your actions and the consequences in the light of
God'’s justice and mercy?

8. David wrote Psalm 51 after his encounter with Nathan. Read the psalm and reflect to-
gether on the central theme of forgiveness and restoration.

9. Have you got a Nathan in your life who will listen to you, pray for you and gently chal-
lenge you if required? Does your group provide a forum for this? Would you consider find-
ing a prayer partner or becoming part of a prayer triplet?



Week Six: David and God (2 Samuel 22)

The words Psalm 18 and 2 Sam 22 are very similar. This is a song which brings together a
wide breadth of human experiences and theological reflections.

“The total effect and genius of this compilation is to bring together spheres of life often kept
separate: warfare and morality, human and divine agency, and the responsibilities and
privileges of the king and ordinary people. Success in Yahweh's battles, we will find, de-
pends on the moral stature of Yahweh'’s army and the justice of their cause. On one hand,
a person’s success can be traced back to that person’s integrity and skills but on the other,
the same success may be explained by divine intervention. Although the king may enjoy a
privileged position, his character and experience are judged by the same standard as those
of everyone else.” (Craig Boyles, Psalms p102)

Take some time before you answer the questions below to discuss the different elements of
this song — thanksgiving, reflection on personal experience, remembrance of God’s work in

the past, moral reflection, thoughts about prayer. There are a multitude of metaphors in this
passage, list and discuss them as a group.

1. What does this chapter teach about the importance of reflecting on personal experience
to gain knowledge of God. Does anyone in your group have any experience of journaling or
reflecting on experience as a tool for prayer?

2. What does David’'s song of praise teach you about prayer?

3. As you read the song of praise together, are there episodes from David’s life that come
into mind? Share these together.

4. Read the following quote:

“The single most characteristic thing about David is God. David believed in God, imagined God, ad-
dressed God, prayed to God. The largest part of David's existence wasn't about David but God.”
Peterson p206

Is this true for your life? Take a look back over today. When have you thought about God or
addressed God? Talk about this with someone else in the group.
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4. It is important not to see the life of David through rose-tinted spectacles. His experiences
are earthy and at times ugly. As you live out your Christian life are there any issues of
money, sex and power that you find resonate with the story of David?

“The conditions out of which David’s life is lived and narrated are made up in large part of Philistine
culture and Canaanite morality- which is to say violence and sex....David is not exempt from their
influence, but not confined to them either — in quite incredible ways transcending them so that it's
possible, and common, for us to read then story and hardly notice the conditions. But we must no-
tice, for we live under conditions that are equally, and similarly, unfavourable. The cultural embodi-
ments of violence and sex, war and promiscuity don’t seem to have changed that much. And be-
cause they’re human conditions, they’re the only conditions in which a holy, life can be

lived” (Peterson p215)

5. From your reading of Samuel what have you been reminded of or learnt about:
God
David

Yourself

6. Are there any episodes from Samuel or questions from your daily readings that you
would like to clarify or discuss with the group before coming to the end of the series?

7. Write a group Psalm. It's a bit like the game “consequences”. Everyone takes a piece of
paper and pen and then writes a first line to a psalm, then they fold it over and pass it on for
the next person to add line two. Make each line of the psalm a slightly different topic and try
and word it in everyday language and real experiences so that it is personal and not too full
of Christian jargon. Once you have finished writing everyone opens a piece of paper and
you go round the group reading out the psalms one-by-one and offer the thoughts to God
as a prayer of praise. You can use the guide below to help you with the structure/topics:

Line 1 Praise for an aspect of God’s character

Line 2 Thanks for something God has done

Line 3 Confession or turning over life to God

Line 4 A question

Line 5 A prayer

Line 6 A statement of truth that is meaningful for you at the moment
Line 7 Memory of God’s faithfulness in the past

Line 8 Declaration of trust or confidence in God
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