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 Intimations of Jacob, Judah, and Joseph in the Stories of King David: 

The Use of Narrative Analogy in 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2  

 

 

 

Abstract 

  

The subject of this study is the use of narrative analogy in the biblical story of King David 

(1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2), especially the parallels between this material and the stories of the 

patriarch Jacob and his family (Genesis 25–50). Narrative analogy in the Hebrew Bible, which is 

related to the broader phenomena of allusion and inner-biblical interpretation, involves a series 

of parallels between biblical texts that function to draw comparisons between characters and 

events. My analysis focuses on several narratives in the books of Samuel that exhibit especially 

strong connections with stories in the book of Genesis. First, I discuss 1 Samuel 16–18, in which 

the early career of David shows parallels with the story of Joseph in Genesis 37 and 39. Next, I 

examine the analogical structure found in 1 Samuel 18–19 and 24–25 that compares David’s 

relationship with his father-in-law Saul to Jacob’s relationship with his father-in-law Laban. I 

then explore the many points of resemblance between the story of David’s daughter Tamar in 2 

Samuel 13 and the story of Jacob’s daughter Dinah in Genesis 34. Finally, I analyze the complex 

analogical parallels exhibited by the narratives of 2 Samuel 11–13 and the Joseph story of 

Genesis 37–50, including the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38.  
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For all of these narratives, I identify possible parallels and connections with other biblical 

texts, classifying them according to whether the similarities are exhibited in plot, structure, 

language, motif, or theme. I then explore the functions and purposes of the analogical links. This 

analysis demonstrates that narrative analogy in the David story functions to develop 

characterization and to reinforce significant themes of the narrative, including sibling rivalry and 

reconciliation, measure-for-measure punishment, and divine election and providence. In addition 

to discussing the function of narrative analogy on the synchronic level, I also use text-critical 

data and analyze the diachronic development of each text in order to determine the genetic 

relationship between analogically connected narratives. In some cases, the evidence shows that 

the Genesis narratives influenced the Samuel texts; in other cases, the direction of influence 

appears to be the reverse. I argue that that this mutual textual influence led to a strengthening of 

the analogical links between David and Jacob as the narratives about them were composed and 

transmitted.   

Through its focus on narrative analogy, this project provides insights about the 

characterization of David, the portrayal of the institution of the kingship, and the depiction of 

divine providence in the books of Samuel. The study of analogical links between the narratives 

of Genesis and Samuel also provides evidence for a model of the diachronic relationship between 

these books, which appear to have influenced each other over the course of their development. 

Furthermore, this work contributes to a better understanding of the phenomenon of narrative 

analogy in the Hebrew Bible more broadly, showing how analogical parallels are constructed, 

identifying the literary and theological functions of these parallels, and highlighting the 

importance of narrative analogy as a compositional technique that serves to unite originally 

independent narratives of the Hebrew Bible.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

The medieval Jewish exegete Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Nachmanides) made connections 

between what happened to certain biblical characters and what happened to their descendants 

using the interpretive principle, “The deeds of the fathers are a sign for their children.”1 In 

contemporary biblical scholarship, these kinds of parallels are often discussed in literary terms as 

examples of narrative analogy. This project will explore the use of narrative analogy in the 

biblical account of David found in 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2, especially the parallels between this 

material and the stories of the patriarch Jacob and his family (Genesis 25–50). The nature and 

function of narrative analogy in the Bible as a whole has not received adequate treatment in 

previous scholarship, and no comprehensive study focusing on the connections between David 

and Jacob, Judah, and Joseph exists. This project will therefore illuminate and analyze important 

aspects of the text of 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2 and at the same time use this material as a case 

study for better understanding the techniques of narrative analogy as they occur more widely in 

the Bible. I will argue that analogical links between David and Jacob and his family were 

strengthened and increased over the course of the composition and redaction of the biblical texts. 

 

  

                                                             
1 Nachmanides’ programmatic statement of this principle is found in his commentary on Gen 12:6 

(Commentary on the Torah: Genesis [trans. C. B. Chavel; New York: Shilo, 1999], 168–69). For discussion of the 

same principle in rabbinic literature, see Isaak Heinemann, Darkhe Ha-Aggadah (3rd ed.; Jerusalem: Magnes, 

1970), 32–34 [Hebrew].  
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The David Story and the Book of Genesis 

Similarities between the biblical story of David and the narratives of Genesis have long been 

recognized by commentators. Rabbinic interpreters, for example, noted verbal parallels between 

the stories of Amnon and Tamar (2 Samuel 13) and Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 39),2 

and they drew out the messianic implications of Judah’s genealogical link with the Davidic 

monarchy in their interpretation of Genesis 38 in Genesis Rabbah 85.3 Modern biblical scholars 

have also discussed many connections between the narratives of Samuel and Genesis. Gerhard 

von Rad’s proposal that the so-called Succession Narrative of 2 Samuel 9–20 and 1 Kings 1–24 is 

“the oldest specimen of ancient Israelite historical writing,” composed during the reign of 

David’s son Solomon,5 led to the identification of parallels between the Pentateuchal Yahwist 

                                                             
2 See Amnon Bazak, מקבילות נפגשות׃ מקבילות ספרותיות בספר שמואל (Alon Shvut: Hotsa’at Tevunot, 2006), 

149–50 nn. 2–4. 

 
3 See the extensive analysis of this text in Esther Marie Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient 

Jewish Exegesis: Studies in Literary Form and Hermeneutics (Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 

51; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 310–54. 

 
4 The thesis that the Succession Narrative (also called the “Succession History” or the “Court History”) is an 

originally independent text concerned primarily with the question of who would succeed David as king was 

advanced by Leonhard Rost in his 1926 work Die Überlieferung von der Thronnachfolge Davids (Stuttgart: 

Kohlhammer); English version: The Succession to the Throne of David, trans. Michael D. Rutter and David M. 

Gunn (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1982). Rost’s work and the composition of the books of Samuel will be discussed 

further below.  

 
5 Gerhard von Rad, “Der Anfang der Geschichtsschreibung im alten Israel,” Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 32 

(1944): 1–42. Quotations are from the English translation: “The Beginnings of Historical Writing in Ancient Israel,” 

in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 

166–204; quote on page 176. In his analysis of the Succession Narrative, von Rad builds heavily on the work of 

Rost (see pages 176–77, 188–89, 191). Although von Rad does not focus on literary parallels between the 

Succession Narrative and J, he locates these documents in the same time period and attributes the same 

“revolutionary” theology to both of them. Describing the theology of the Yahwist in his essay “The Form-Critical 

Problem of the Hexateuch” (in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken [New 

York: McGraw-Hill, 1966], 1–78; translation of Das formgeschichtliche Problem des Hexateuch [BWANT 4; 

Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1938]), von Rad writes, “This view of the faith did not regard the activity of God as tied to 

the time-honored sacral institutions of the cultus, holy wars, charismatic leaders, the ark, and so on, but undertook to 

discover it by looking back on the tangled skein of personal and political destinies. Such a view might well be 

reckoned revolutionary, but it is not the exclusive possession of the Yahwist: his contribution has close contacts with 
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source (J) and the Succession Narrative.6 Drawing on von Rad’s work, some scholars have gone 

further in identifying particular verbal and thematic connections between J and the Succession 

Narrative. In The Yahwist: The Bible’s First Theologian, Peter Ellis points to thematic, literary, 

and “psychological” affinities between the Succession Narrative and J, concluding that the 

authors were “contemporary theologians responding theologically to the needs of the same 

audience.”7 Lothar Ruppert points to several similarities between passages from J and the 

narratives about David in his study of the Joseph story.8 R. N. Whybray also draws a connection 

                                                             
. . . the account of Solomon’s accession to the throne of David . . . . This new way of seeing God’s activity in history 

was set in train by the figure of David, and the historical experiences of Israel under him as king . . . . By contrast 

with the older perspective, bound up as it was with sacral associations, this logical view of the sovereignty of God in 

history can, as we have said, be described as altogether revolutionary; and the similarity of viewpoint in the two 

works is so striking that there must be some integral connection between them” (71–72). For a related discussion of 

this theological view of history in the context of von Rad’s treatment of the Succession Narrative, his “The 

Beginnings of Historical Writing,” 201–4.  

A more recent model that is comparable (and indebted) to von Rad’s is found in literary critic Harold Bloom’s 

The Book of J (New York: Grove Press, 1990), where he discusses the relationship between J and the author of the 

Succession History as that of “friendly rivals” (41) and perhaps relatives (36), both writing during the time of King 

Rehoboam (10; see full discussion on the relationship between J and 2 Samuel on 36–48). 

  
6 Even before the work of Rost and von Rad, however, Theodor Klaehn catalogued similarities in vocabulary, 

style, and motifs between a hypothetical main source underlying the books of Samuel (K) and a Heptateuchal J 

source; see Die sprachliche Verwandtschaft der Quelle K der Samuelisbücher mit der Quelle J des Heptateuch: Ein 

Beitrag zur Lösung der Frage nach der Identität beider Quellen (Borna: R. Noske, 1914). The points of connection 

that are relevant to this project are found mostly on pages 35–44. Klaehn concludes that K and J are closely related 

sources that were brought together during the reign of Solomon, perhaps by the priest Abiathar (45–49). 

 
7 Peter Ellis, The Yahwist: The Bible’s First Theologian (Notre Dame, IN: Fides, 1968), 85. Ellis identifies 

concern for the Davidic dynasty, election that passes over the firstborn, blessing, seed, and the barren mother as 

shared themes (81–82, 84–85). He points to the use of direct discourse and foreshadowing as literary techniques that 

are used in both the Succession Narrative and J (82). Psychological affinities include a demythologized and secular 

worldview, depth of insight into the psychology of characters, and insight about women’s influence on men (83–84). 

 
8 Lothar Ruppert, Die Josephserzählung der Genesis: Ein Beitrag zur Theologie der Pentateuchquellen 

(München: Kösel-Verlag, 1965), 214–18. Ruppert identifies similarities between Jacob’s prayer in Gen 32:10–13 

and David’s in 2 Sam 7:18–29 (214–15) and sees a critique of David in the contrast between David’s behavior in the 

Bathsheba affair (2 Sam 11–12) and Joseph’s in his encounter with Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39) (215–16). He 

concludes that the Yahwist saw the stories of the patriarchs as hopeful examples and also as warnings for the 

Davidic-Solomonic kingdom (215).  
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between the Joseph story and the Succession Narrative, classifying both of them as examples of 

“narrativized wisdom literature.”9 Joseph Blenkinsopp identifies several motifs that are shared by 

the Succession Narrative and “the opening scene of the Yahwist corpus,” including “the beauty 

and divine wisdom of the king,” “brother killing brother,” and “the Woman who brings Death,” 

all of which relate to the shared theme of “sin externalized in a sexual form which leads to 

death.”10 Similar parallels are noted by Walter Brueggemann, who argues that the J version of 

Genesis 2–11 was shaped under the influence of the Succession Narrative with the goal of 

highlighting the grace of Yhwh.11 Ronald Clements discusses the covenants of 2 Samuel 7 and 

Genesis 15, arguing that “there was a close connection, both in historical significance and 

religious interpretation, between the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants,” and that “the Yahwist 

himself saw an important connection between Abraham and David.12 David Damrosch argues for 

the opposite direction of influence between J and the Succession Narrative, claiming that at least 

                                                             
9 R. N. Whybray, The Succession Narrative: A Study of II Samuel 9–20; I Kings 1 and 2 (Studies in Biblical 

Theology, Second Series 9; Naperville, IL.: A. R. Allenson, 1968), 76–78. 

 
10 Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Theme and Motif in the Succession History (2 Sam. XI 2ff) and the Yahwist 

Corpus,” in Volume du Congrès: Genève 1965 (VTSup 15; Leiden: Brill, 1966), 44–57; quoted phrases appear on 

pages 49–52 and 48. 

 
11 Walter Brueggemann, “David and His Theologian,” CBQ 30 (1968): 156–81. Brueggemann identifies the 

narratives of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the flood, and the tower of Babel as parallel to the narratives 

of David and Bathsheba, Absalom and Amnon, Absalom and David, and Solomon and David (160).  

 
12 Ronald Clements, Abraham and David: Genesis 15 and Its Meaning for Israelite Tradition (Naperville, IL: 

A. R. Allenson, 1967), 55, 59. Although Clements sees the literary direction of influence running from the Samuel 

text to the Yahwist’s work, he argues that the Abrahamic and Davidic traditions mutually influenced each other: 

“This connection was not simply that the older covenant influenced the later at the time of its institution, but that the 

later covenant continued to influence the tradition of the earlier. Thus we may establish that there was a material 

connection between the tradition of Abraham and the rise of David, and the fortunes of the Davidic house greatly 

affected the significance that was attached in Israel to the ancient covenant with Abraham” (56). A recent discussion 

on the relationship between Gen 15 and 2 Sam 7 is found in Ian D. Wilson, Kingship and Memory in Ancient Judah 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 144–45 n. 20. 
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in some cases the latter was dependent on the former.13 Richard Elliott Friedman takes the 

suggestion of a connection between J and the Succession Narrative further by arguing that these 

texts were part of a larger literary work by a single author that includes parts of every book from 

Genesis to 1 Kings except for Leviticus.14 Both Gary Rendsburg and Craig Ho discuss parallels 

between the stories in the Succession Narrative and the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38, 

a text that has often been attributed to J.15  

Although much of the work on connections between the David story and Genesis has 

focused on parallels between the Succession Narrative and J, other scholars have looked for 

similarities between the books of Samuel and Genesis that involve texts outside of these 

hypothetical documents. Some of these commentators address the diachronic development of the 

texts, while others focus on the narratives in their final forms. In his 1934 commentary on 

Genesis, Benno Jacob includes a list of verses from 2 Samuel 11–15 that have points of 

                                                             
13 David Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant: Transformations of Genre in the Growth of Biblical Literature 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987), 154. Damrosch’s model is more complex than that of many of the 

other scholars discussed above, however. He argues that the Yahwistic and Deuteronomistic corpora developed over 

a long period of time, mutually influencing each other, and were brought together in their final forms during the 

exile (178–80).  

 
14 Richard Elliott Friedman, The Hidden Book in the Bible (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998). 

Friedman began his research by investigating the parallels between J and the Succession Narrative, and when 

searching for the ending and beginning of these sources became convinced that they were part of the same 

continuous narrative (7–12). He presents several categories of similarities across the work, arguing, “The evidence 

that these are a related, united body of texts thus converges from a variety of areas: terminology, continuity, 

allusion/quotation, similarity of entire sections, repeated prose images, technique, and recurring theme. The 

linguistic evidence supports their origination from the same period” (346; see discussion on 327–49). Friedman 

offers an extended defense of the classical documentary hypothesis and its early dating of J to support his argument 

that the “hidden book” was “the work of the first great writer” (350–78). 

  
15 Gary Rendsburg, “David and His Circle in Genesis XXXVIII,” VT 36.4 (1986): 438–46; Craig Y. S. Ho, 

“The Stories of the Family Troubles of Judah and David: A Study of Their Literary Links,” VT 49.4 (1999): 514–31. 

Both Rendsburg and Ho consider Gen 38 to be dependent on 2 Samuel, but they disagree about the date and Tendenz 

of the former. Rendsburg concludes that Gen 38 was written in the 900s “to poke fun at the royal family” (444), 

while Ho argues that it was written in post-exilic times to prove David’s “Judahite and Israelite (i.e., Jewish) 

identity” (529).  
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connection with passages from Genesis, especially the Joseph story; he argues that the author of 

the Samuel narratives probably had the book of Genesis available to him.16 More recently, 

Graeme Auld has highlighted verbal and thematic similarities between the Samuel narratives and 

the book of Genesis, but he believes that in every case Genesis is dependent on Samuel.17 A 

different model is proposed by John Harvey, who claims that the Deuteronomist was responsible 

for shaping the Samuel narratives, using Tetrateuchal narratives as models.18 He identifies 

parallels between 1 Samuel 16–19 and the stories Joseph and Jacob as well as between 1 Samuel 

24–26 and Genesis 27–33, and he argues that the rape of Tamar narrative (2 Samuel 13) is a 

conflation of four stories in Genesis (chapters 19, 34, 38, and 39).19 Edward Greenstein also 

notes the existence of many parallels between narratives in the Torah and those in the 

Deuteronomistic History, including several involving Jacob and David; he proposes that 

elements of early stories about kings such as David and Jeroboam were reused and recombined 

in later narratives.20 

                                                             
16 Benno Jacob, Das erste Buch der Tora: Genesis (Berlin: Schocken Verlag, 1934), 1048–49. Jacob simply 

lists verses to compare, without explaining their relationship. Some of the verses share significant similarities in 

vocabulary or concepts; others have only a word or a vaguely similar idea in common. Although Jacob proposes that 

the texts he cites from 2 Samuel were written during the time of David and that Genesis narratives were available to 

the author, he admits the possibility of the opposite direction of dependence (1049). 

 
17 A. Graeme Auld, “Tamar between David, Judah and Joseph,” SEÅ 65 (2000): 93–106; Auld, “Reading 

Genesis after Samuel,” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. 

Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartz (FAT 78; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 459–69. In both 

essays, Auld presents a rather disorganized catalogue of potential parallels from various places in Samuel and 

Genesis without much reflection on what purpose the parallels might serve. 

 
18 John Harvey, Retelling the Torah: The Deuteronomistic Historian’s Use of Tetrateuchal Narratives 

(JSOTSup 403; New York: T&T Clark, 2004), 1–6. 

 
19 Ibid., 55–65. 

 
20 Edward Greenstein, “The Formation of the Biblical Narrative Corpus” AJSR 15 (1990): 165–67, 173–78. 
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Scholars employing a literary approach to the Bible have also noted connections between 

the Genesis and Samuel narratives. Robert Alter, for example, draws attention to several 

narratives in Genesis that he believes are alluded to the David story, including Joseph’s success 

in Egypt, Rachel’s escape from Laban, and the rape of Dinah.21 J. P. Fokkelman also discusses 

points of connection between David’s relationship with Saul and Jacob’s with Laban.22 In his 

literary study of 1 Samuel, Moshe Garsiel argues for analogical connections between David and 

Joseph and David and Jacob.23 Yair Zakovitch devotes several sections of his book on biblical 

“reflection stories” to comparative analyses of parts of the David story and narratives in 

Genesis.24 The most sustained discussion of literary parallels in the Samuel narratives is found in 

Amnon Bazak’s book מקבילות נפגשות׃ מקבילות ספרותיות בספר שמואל (Parallels Meet: Literary 

                                                             
21 Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New York: Norton, 

1999), 117, 120–21, 267–73; see also Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 147, 

150. Alter generally assumes that the Samuel narratives are dependent on and alluding to Genesis, only occasionally 

addressing the issue of direction of dependence explicitly. One such explicit comment comes in his discussion of 2 

Sam 13: “From such purposeful deployment of allusion, the inference is inevitable that the author of the David story 

was familiar at least with the J strand of the Joseph story in a textual version very like the one that has come down to 

us” (The David Story, 267).  

 
22 J. P. Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates (1 Sam. 13–31 & II Sam. 1), vol. 2 of Narrative Art and Poetry in the 

Books of Samuel: A Full Interpretation Based on Stylistic and Structural Analyses (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1986), 

274–76. 

 
23 Moshe Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel: A Literary Study of Comparative Structures (Ramat Gan: 

Revivim, 1985), 120–21, 130–32. 

 
24 Yair Zakovitch, מקראות בארץ המראות (Tel Aviv: ha-Kibuts ha-me’uhad, 1995). Zakovitch includes 

discussions of the following stories in Samuel and Genesis that he believes to be reflections of each other: Michal’s 

use of teraphim in 1 Sam 19 and Rachel’s use of teraphim in Gen 31 (33–34), David’s taking of Bathsheba in 2 Sam 

11 and Abimelech’s taking of Sarah in Gen 20 (46–48), the story of David and Bathsheba in 2 Sam 11 and the story 

of Judah and Tamar in Gen 38 (51–53), Absalom’s death in 2 Sam 18 and the binding of Isaac in Gen 22 (75–76), 

the anointing of David in 1 Sam 16 and the binding of Isaac (76–77), and the rape of Tamar in 2 Sam 13 and the 

encounter of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife in Gen 39 (81–82). Although Zakovitch acknowledges the complexity of 

the Bible’s compositional history, he believes that diachronic arguments are generally not necessary to determine the 

significance of mirrored narratives (12–14). 
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Parallels in the Book of Samuel).25 Bazak’s analyses that are most relevant to this project 

compare David and his brothers with Joseph and his brothers, David and Michal with Jacob and 

Rachel, the encounter of David and Nabal with the encounter of Jacob and Esau, David and 

Bathsheba with Judah and Tamar, Amnon with Joseph, and Amnon with Shechem.26  

A few shorter studies have addressed the topic of narrative analogy in the David story,27 

and several book-length treatments compare the story of Tamar in 2 Samuel 13 with other 

biblical rape narratives.28 Other studies that address connections between the Genesis and 

Samuel narratives include Benjamin Mazar’s observations about relevant details in Genesis that 

correspond to the historical situation during the United Monarchy,29 and Bernard Gosse’s 

argument that Abram in Genesis 14–15 is presented as a precursor to David.30  

While the work discussed above is invaluable for providing evidence of the rich 

connections that exist between the David story and the narratives of Genesis, it is also 

problematic and incomplete for several reasons. First, parallels and allusions are often proposed 

                                                             
25 See n. 2 above.   

 
26 Bazak, 165–144 ,130–109 ,102–94 ,מקבילות נפגשות. Bazak does not discuss methodology in detail and does 

not deal with diachronic matters such as the composition of texts or the direction of influence between them.  

 
27 Mark E. Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs in 1 Samuel 25: Intertextuality and Characterization,” JBL 121.4 (2002): 

617–38; John Dekker, “‘May the Lord Make the Woman Like Rachel’: Comparing Michal and Rachel,” TynBul 

64.1 (2013): 17–32. 

 
28 Mary Anna Bader, Sexual Violation in the Hebrew Bible: A Multi-Methodological Study of Genesis 34 and 

2 Samuel 13 (Studies in Biblical Literature 87; New York: Lang, 2006); Leah Rediger Schulte, The Absence of God 

in Biblical Rape Narratives (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017); Frank M. Yamada, Configurations of Rape in the 

Hebrew Bible: A Literary Analysis of Three Rape Narratives (Studies in Biblical Literature 109; New York: Lang, 

2008). 

 
29 Benjamin Mazar, “The Historical Background of the Book of Genesis,” JNES 28.2 (1969): 73–83.  

 
30 Bernard Gosse, “Abraham and David,” JSOT 34 (2009): 25–31. 
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without sufficient attention to either their nature or their purpose. Scholars disagree about what 

differentiates deliberate textual allusions from similarities that are the result of conventional 

language, common literary motifs, type-scenes, or tradition-historical doublets, and thus parallels 

proposed by some are dismissed by others. Furthermore, discussions about the significance of 

analogical connections are often underdeveloped. In some cases, the connections are attributed to 

ideological motives without attention to the actual dynamics of the analogy.31 Scholars who use a 

literary approach generally discuss the function of analogies on the level of the narrative itself, 

rather than identifying a historical situation that motivates the parallels, but their explanations of 

the meaning of analogical connections are often limited to one or two points about 

characterization.32   

Some of the problems in past analyses of narrative analogy are due to a lack of balance 

between synchronic and diachronic approaches.33 A focus on connections between reconstructed 

                                                             
31 This is the case, for example, in the work of Rendsburg (“David and His Circle”) and Ho (“Family 

Troubles”), which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four.  

 
32 Zakovitch, for example, often includes only a brief paragraph when drawing conclusions from his lists of 

parallels and divergences between two biblical reflection stories in מקראות בארץ המראות. For example, his 

conclusion about the function of the connections between the stories of David and Bathsheba (2 Sam 11–12) and 

Judah and Tamar (Gen 38) is simply that, against the background of the Judah and Tamar incident, David’s actions 

are made to look even worse than they otherwise would (and Bathsheba is likewise compared negatively with 

Tamar) (53). In מקבילות נפגשות, Bazak has longer discussions about the significance of parallels, but they often can 

be reduced to one main point and are unconvincing at times. Scholars such as Alter and Fokkelman often draw 

insightful conclusions about the function of analogical parallels, but because their work is not focused primarily on 

narrative analogy, they do not treat the topic in detail.  

 
33 The terms “synchronic” and “diachronic” are borrowed from Saussurean linguistics; see Ferdinand de 

Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. C. Bally and A. Sechehaye, trans. Wade Baskin (rev. ed.; London: 

Fontana, 1974); translation of Cours de linguistique générale (Paris: Payot, 1916). In biblical studies, however, the 

terms are usually used in a narrower sense to designate approaches that view the biblical text in its final (usually 

Masoretic) form as a unity (synchronic) or that take into account the development of the text over time (diachronic). 

For a discussion and critique of these terms as they used in the field of biblical studies, see James Barr, “The 

Synchronic, the Diachronic and the Historical: A Triangular Relationship?” in Synchronic or Diachronic? A Debate 

on Method in Old Testament Exegesis, ed. J. C. de Moor (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1–14. Part of the problem with 

reconciling synchronic and diachronic approaches in biblical studies, as Barr recognizes, is the failure of scholars to 

recognize that the synchronic approach, not just the diachronic one, has a historical aspect. This has been helpfully 
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sources, such as the Succession Narrative and J, is inadequate both because of the disputed 

nature of these documents in present scholarship and because parallels between the Samuel 

narratives and Genesis can also be found outside of these hypothetical documents.34 In addition, 

the conclusions of these scholars about parallels between the David story and Genesis rely on 

particular historical settings for the composition of the texts that cannot be verified.35 An 

approach focused on analyzing the text in terms of reconstructed earlier sources, in addition to 

being speculative, runs the risk of missing how analogies work on the level of the final form of 

                                                             
elucidated by Koog P. Hong in his essay “Synchrony and Diachrony in Contemporary Biblical Interpretation” (CBQ 

75 [2013]: 521–39): “What differentiates synchrony from diachrony is not their historical value; both are historical. 

What differentiates them is their perspective on time. Contrary to a conception popular among biblical critics, 

synchrony shares with diachrony a significant side or dimension of history. By the same token, diachronic must not 

be identified with historical: diachrony, too, entails one dimension of history, not the whole of it. The historical 

includes both synchrony and diachrony, which attend to separate dimensions of the historical” (523). When viewed 

this way, synchronic and diachronic approaches are complementary, rather than being conflicting or mutually 

exclusive methods. For a thoughtful and balanced approach to diachronic analysis, see David Carr, Reading the 

Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary Approaches (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 4–40. 

 
34 Debates about the composition of Samuel and Genesis will be discussed below. Examples of parallels 

between Samuel narratives (some outside of the Succession Narrative) and traditionally non-J texts of Genesis 

include the accounts of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac (Gen 22) and the death of Absalom (2 Sam 18); Jacob’s 

escape from his father-in-law with the support of his wives (Gen 31) and David’s escape from his father-in-law with 

the help of his wife (1 Sam 19), both of which involve teraphim; and Jacob’s sending of his son Joseph to check on 

his brothers (Gen 37) and Jesse’s sending of his son David to check on his brothers (1 Sam 17). The Genesis 

narratives in this list are traditionally attributed to E (see Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? [New 

York: Summit Books, 1987], 247–49). Furthermore, the high density of connections between the David story and 

Gen 34 and 38 is problematic for the model that relies on J, as the attribution of these chapters to J is debated, 

especially in the case of Gen 34 (see discussions in Chapter Three and Chapter Four).  

 
35 Brueggemann admits that his hypothesis that Gen 2–11 (J) is dependent on the David story “assumes that 

the David story is (a) historically reliable, and (b) chronologically prior to the other piece. The first of these, the 

historicity of the narrative, is widely held and needs no defense here” (“David and His Theologian,” 158 n. 17). The 

historicity of the David story is, of course, not so widely accepted in contemporary scholarship, as Brueggemann 

himself admits in his later work (David’s Truth in Israel’s Imagination and Memory [2nd ed.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 

2002], ix–x); see also David Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A New Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 356–59. Rendsburg’s conclusion about the relationship of Gen 38 and the David story 

likewise depends on the composition of Gen 38 in the 900s, with the Samuel narrative prior to that (“David and His 

Circle,” 444). In more recent work, Rendsburg continues to hold to a 10th-century date for much of Genesis and 

Samuel; see “The Genesis of the Bible” (Inaugural Lecture of the Blanche and Irving Laurie Chair in Jewish 

History, Rutgers University, October 28, 2004), 16–17.    
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the text. A purely synchronic approach to narrative analogy also has limitations, however.36 A 

failure to reckon with the processes that led to the present state of the biblical narratives can 

result in erroneous conclusions about the nature and function of narrative analogy, including the 

overreading of analogies in some cases, or to the dismissal of certain connections as 

implausible.37 Ignoring diachronic issues such as text-critical evidence and the direction of 

dependence between the texts means neglecting possibly significant aspects about the ways in 

which biblical narrative analogy works. While the present project will also have its limitations, I 

hope to demonstrate a methodologically sound approach to the study of biblical narrative 

analogy that integrates diachronic and synchronic analysis in order to better account for the 

nature and purpose of this ubiquitous phenomenon. 

 

Narrative Analogy 

Analogical relationships between characters, events, and time periods are fundamental to the 

presentation of history in the Hebrew Bible,38 but parallel material takes many different forms. 

                                                             
36 Most scholars who use a synchronic approach recognize the composite nature of the biblical text in its 

present form; nevertheless, this aspect plays little role in their analysis, as they emphasize the role of the redactor in 

shaping the material into its final form in an intentional and artistic way. See the comments of Alter, The Art of 

Biblical Narrative, 20–21; and Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 11–16. 

 
37 The rejection of certain proposed parallels due to a lack of attention to the diachronic aspect of the 

development of narrative analogy can be seen in the critique of Paul Noble, discussed below. Conclusions arrived at 

from a purely synchronic perspective are also vulnerable to critique from those who consider attention to diachronic 

issues essential. Walter Dietrich and Thomas Naumann, for example, dismiss several connections scholars have 

made between the David story and Genesis because of the lack of historical-critical analysis in their work; see Die 

Samuelbücher (Erträge der Forschung 287; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1995), 58; an English 

translation of this section can be found in Dietrich and Naumann, “The David–Saul Narrative” (trans. Peter T. 

Daniels) in Reconsidering Israel and Judah: Recent Studies on the Deuteronomistic History, ed. Gary N. Knoppers 

and J. Gordon McConville (Sources for Biblical and Theological Study 8; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 

276–318.  

 
38 The importance of analogy in historiography is not limited to ancient texts. The influential theorist of 

history Hayden White has shown how 19th-century historians arranged historical events into narratives that were 



12 

 

Stories that have very closely related plots have been discussed as “doublets,” which scholars 

have proposed are the result of different written sources or of oral transmission of traditions.39 

Another kind of parallel narrative occurs when adjacent stories share similar plots, structures, or 

themes.40 Many related stories are found at a far remove from each other, however, even in 

different biblical books.41 At other times, narratives are connected through a similar theme that 

appears in several stories.42 Greenstein comments on the striking nature of this repetition:  

The most outstanding feature of biblical narrative, from Genesis through Kings, is that 

between the Torah on one side and the so-called Deuteronomistic History (or Former 

Prophets) on the other there is a very high incidence of repetition—of stories, motifs, 

characters, names of persons and places, phrases, as well as ideology and themes. Indeed, 

                                                             
dominated by certain tropes, such as metaphor (which includes analogy); see Metahistory: The Historical 

Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). The significance of 

analogy goes beyond literature to thinking itself. Recent work in cognitive science has demonstrated the importance 

of analogy for cognitive processes; see Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual 

Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (New York: Basic Books, 2002), 11–15. 

 
39 See Aulikki Nahkola, Double Narratives in the Old Testament: The Foundation of Method in Biblical 

Criticism (BZAW 290; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2001), for a history of scholarship on biblical doublets and 

methodological reflection on the definition and classification of parallel narratives. In Juxtaposition and the Elisha 

Cycle (LHBOTS 594; London: Bloomsbury, 2014), Rachelle Gilmour outlines several categories of related 

narratives: similar plot with different characters; similar plots with similar characters, repetition of the same plot, 

and plot reversals (39–41). 

 
40 For example, the accounts of the near-death experiences of Abraham’s sons Ishmael and Isaac, found in 

Genesis 21 and 22. See Jon D. Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of 

Child Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 103–10. In Narrative 

Analogy in the Hebrew Bible: Battle Stories and Their Equivalent Non-Battle Narratives (VTSup 102; Leiden: Brill, 

2004), Joshua A. Berman discusses examples of biblical battle narratives that share connections with adjacent stories 

that do not recount battles.  

 
41 This is true of the parallels between Abram’s experience in Egypt (Gen 12:10–20) and that of the entire 

Israelite people (Exod 1–13). See Yair Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son …”: The Concept of the Exodus in 

the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1991), 18–26; and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel 

(London: Routledge, 1995), 51–55. Another example is the connection between the golden calf incident at Mount 

Sinai (Exod 32) and the setting up of golden calves by King Jeroboam of Israel (1 Kgs 12).  

 
42 This is seen especially in the several stories of sibling rivalry found in Genesis; in each case the younger 

brother is favored over the elder. These include the stories of Cain and Abel (Gen 4), Ishmael and Isaac (Gen 21), 

Esau and Jacob (Gen 25, 27–28, 32–33), and Joseph and his brothers (Gen 37–50). See Joel S. Kaminsky, Yet I 

Loved Jacob: Reclaiming the Biblical Concept of Election (Nashville: Abingdon, 2007), 15–80.  
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I am struck by the fact that within this extensive narrative there is a relatively small 

corpus of narrative material. Any theory of the formation of the biblical narrative corpus 

must account for this fact: The narrator is all too often telling different versions of the 

same story.43 

 

One way to approach related or parallel stories in the Bible is with the concept of 

“narrative analogy,” a term coined by Robert Alter to describe the literary feature “through 

which one part of the text provides oblique commentary on another.”44 Narrative analogy in the 

Hebrew Bible is related to the widely-discussed phenomena of allusion45 and inner-biblical 

                                                             
43 “The Formation of the Biblical Narrative Corpus,” 165 (italics original).  

 
44 This discussion first appeared in Robert Alter, “A Literary Approach to the Bible,” Commentary 60.6 

(1975): 73. This essay later appeared in a revised form as the first chapter of The Art of Biblical Narrative (New 

York: Basic Books, 1981; rev. ed., 2011). Alter’s full comment identifies narrative analogy as one of two features of 

biblical narrative that must not be ignored: “Finally, to understand a narrative art so bare of embellishment and 

explicit commentary, one must be constantly aware of two features: the repeated use of narrative analogy, through 

which one part of the text provides oblique commentary on another; and the richly expressive function of syntax, 

which often bears the kind of weight of meaning that, say, imagery does in a novel by Virginia Woolf or analysis in 

a novel by George Eliot” (Art of Biblical Narrative, 22).  

 
45 The scholarly literature on this field is vast and need not be rehearsed in full here. Useful methodological 

discussions of allusion in the Hebrew Bible can be found in Benjamin D. Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: 

Allusion in Isaiah 40–66 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 6–31; Richard Schultz, The Search for 

Quotation: Verbal Parallels in the Prophets (JSOTSup 180; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 18–61; 

Michael Lyons, From Law to Prophecy: Ezekiel’s Use of the Holiness Code (New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 47–75; 

William Tooman, Gog of Magog: Reuse of Scripture and Compositional Technique in Ezekiel 38–39 (FAT II/52; 

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 4–35; and Jonathan G. Kline, Allusive Soundplay in the Hebrew Bible (SBLAIL 

28; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), 2–6. Kline provides a helpful description of allusion: “The two primary features that 

characterize allusion are, therefore, that it is implicit (not marked by a citation formula, in contrast to quotation) and 

intentional (deliberate on the part of the author)” (3). Explicit instances of narrative analogy, which quote or directly 

reference another biblical text, are not unknown in biblical narrative (cf. 2 Sam 11:21); they are, however, rare, and I 

will not treat any such examples here. I will not use terminology that distinguishes allusion from influence, echo, 

and reverberation, terms that distinguish degrees of intentionality on the part of an author (see Sommer, A Prophet 

Reads Scripture, 10–17; Tooman, Gog of Magog, 4–10; Kline, Allusive Soundplay, 3–4). The fact that narrative 

analogy involves multiple allusions to another narrative implies deliberate authorial intention, although some aspects 

of an analogical structure may also be due to the unconscious influence of other texts. Because of the intentional 

nature of narrative analogy, I will not discuss the relationships among biblical texts as one of “intertextuality,” 

which is more appropriate in the context of synchronic and reader-oriented approaches; see Geoffrey Miller, 

“Intertextuality in Old Testament Research,” CurBR 9.3 (2011): 283–309; Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture, 6–

10; Lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 48–50; Tooman, Gog of Magog, 10–12. 
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interpretation.46 The distinctive feature of narrative analogy versus the broader category of 

allusion is that narrative analogy involves a series of allusions to another text or texts.47  

 Although narrative analogy in the Hebrew Bible has not been extensively studied, several 

scholars have provided helpful methodological discussions of the phenomenon. Meir Sternberg, 

in his chapter “The Structure of Repetition”,48 gives a useful definition of analogy:  

                                                             
46 For bibliography on the massive field of inner-biblical interpretation, see Kline, Allusive Soundplay, 2 n. 3; 

and Bernard Levinson, Legal Revision and Religious Renewal in Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2008), 95–181. In his monumental work on inner-biblical interpretation, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient 

Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), Michael Fishbane discusses examples of “typology,” a category that overlaps with 

narrative analogy. In his discussion of typology in the Hebrew Bible, Fishbane defends of the use of this term, which 

he argues has many different manifestations in biblical and post-biblical literature that can be fruitfully compared 

(350–52). He explains that “inner-biblical typologies constitute a literary-historical phenomenon which isolates 

perceived correlations between specific events, persons, or places early in time with their later correspondents” 

(351). Most of the examples discussed in this project fit into Fishbane’s category “typologies of a biographical 

nature,” which involve “the typological alignment . . . of persons, and the correlation or interfusing of their personal 

traits and personal behaviours” (372; see discussion through 379). Although Fishbane does not discuss examples 

from the David story at length, he mentions that modern scholars “have concluded that later Davidic court circles 

perceived a typological link between Abraham and David, and modelled or adapted their royal histories to the older 

patriarchal narratives to make this explicit” (373). For another discussion of biblical typology, see Brettler, Creation 

of History, 48–50. While I will generally use terms that are more neutral than “typology,” which carries theological 

and religious connotations because of its association with patristic exegesis, it can be a useful concept for 

understanding the phenomenon of narrative analogy in the Hebrew Bible.  

Although some of the examples of narrative analogy discussed in this project exhibit exegetical features, it is 

important to keep in mind that the purpose of narrative analogy is not simply to interpret other texts. For a 

discussion of the relationship between exegesis and composition (in the context of the rewritten Bible genre, but 

relevant here as well), see David Andrew Teeter, “On ‘Exegetical Function’ in Rewritten Scripture: Inner-Biblical 

Exegesis and the Abram/Ravens Narrative in Jubilees,” HTR 106.4 (2013): 373–402. 

   
47 Berman comments, “What distinguishes narrative analogy from analogy is primarily a quantitative issue. 

An analogy, within Sternberg’s definition [see below], contains at least one element of similarity and one of 

dissimilarity. Whole narratives may be considered as analogous, however, as Garsiel writes, only ‘when the points 

of resemblance between narrative units are both numerous (my italics) and evident.’ This is the definition of 

narrative analogy that we have in mind” (Narrative Analogy, 1–2). Berman is citing Garsiel, The First Book of 

Samuel, 28, but Garsiel’s sentence continues, “and the units themselves are contained within a single book.” Garsiel 

calls this phenomenon “narrative duplication,” and it describes texts that other scholars might call “doublets” or 

“type scenes” (28–30). While Garsiel’s definition of “narrative duplication” is not appropriate in its context for 

defining narrative analogy (a term Garsiel does not use), I agree with Berman’s emphasis on the quantitative aspect 

as the distinguishing factor of narrative analogy compared with analogy or allusion more generally.  

 
48 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 365–440. Most of Sternberg’s discussion in this chapter is focused 

on repetition that occurs within a single narrative (such as a command and the description of its fulfillment, or an 
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Analogy is an essentially spatial pattern, composed of at least two elements (two 

characters, events, strands of action, etc.) between which there is at least one point of 

similarity and one of dissimilarity: the similarity affords the basis for the spatial linkage 

and the confrontation of the analogical elements, whereas the dissimilarity makes for 

their mutual illumination, qualification, or simply concretization.49  

 

Sternberg identifies several levels on which similarity patterns manifest themselves in biblical 

literature: “the levels of sound and linguistic sense,” which include relationships between words 

and phrases such as verbatim equivalence, synonymity, antonymity, homonymity, and syntactic 

parallelism; the level of plot, where analogy “assumes the form of equivalences and contrasts 

between events, characters, and situations”; the thematic level, where it is shown in “variations 

on a theme, like the younger brother’s ascendancy”; and the generic level, which includes things 

such as poetry in a prose frame, or the juxtaposition of the narration of an event and with a 

parable about the event.50 All of these levels will prove to be evident in the use of narrative 

analogy in David story.  

 In The First Book of Samuel: A Literary Study of Comparative Structures, Analogies and 

Parallels,51 Moshe Garsiel provides a thorough methodological discussion of narrative analogy, 

                                                             
event recounted by two different characters), and thus is not especially relevant to the topic of narrative analogy as 

discussed in this project.  

 
49 Sternberg, Poetics, 365. Compare Fishbane’s comments on inner-biblical typology: “In so far as the ‘later 

correspondents’ occur in history and time, they will never be precisely identical with their prototype, but inevitably 

stand in a hermeneutical relationship with them. . . . while it is in the nature of typologies to emphasize the 

homological ‘likeness’ of two events, the concrete historicity of the correlated data means that no new event is ever 

merely a ‘type’ of another, but always retains its historically unique character” (Biblical Interpretation, 351).  

 
50 Sternberg, Poetics, 365–366. 

 
51 See n. 23 above.  
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although he prefers the terms “comparative structures” and “linkage systems.”52 He identifies 

two parts in any comparative structure:  

The first of these is the stage of linkage, in which connections are established between 

different members of the comparison (whether contiguous, distant, or dispersed in 

different literary works). . . . Second comes the stage of comparison, in which the reader 

sets linked items together, makes a thoroughgoing comparison between them, and delves 

into the meaning which emerges from the comparison, whether it arises through 

similarity, exaggeration, contrast or any other relationship enforced by the 

juxtaposition.53  

 

Garsiel identifies several linkage techniques that prompt comparison, including various kinds of 

relationships between characters; for example, a biological relationship, such as that between 

brothers or fathers and sons, or the relationship between master and disciple, or simply the 

relationship that arises between characters when they encounter each other in the course of a 

narrative.54 Thematic connections can also function as linkage techniques; Garsiel describes how 

comparison between different parts of a story can be prompted by the connections between 

                                                             
52 Garsiel uses the term “analogy” only “in the restricted sense of ‘points of resemblance between two 

members of a literary comparison,’” whereas Sternberg and others “give it a metonymic expansion to cover not 

merely points of resemblance but the comparison built up on those resemblances, taken as a whole” (The First Book 

of Samuel, 142 n. 14). Garsiel’s point that “when the outcome is contrast or difference, we are forced to call the 

comparison as a whole an ‘analogy of contrast,’ which is ambiguous” is sensible, but since analogy never involves 

exact equivalence, it is reasonable to use the term analogy to describe relationships that involve both similarities and 

differences, as Alter and Sternberg do.  

 
53 Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 18. Berman critiques Garsiel’s separation of the stages of linkage and 

comparison, arguing, “From the moment that common elements are initially identified between two narratives the 

processes of establishing meaning and of discovering further common elements become highly interdependent. On 

the one hand, the identification of the initial elements of analogy immediately begs an interpretation. This 

interpretation, in turn, helps identify, categorize, rank, and potentially even discount altogether, other potential 

elements of the analogical base” (Narrative Analogy, 14). While Berman’s description is certainly accurate, the 

process of recognizing common elements and interpreting them will differ for every reader (and they will differ for 

the same reader with every new textual encounter). For the sake of analysis, it is more straightforward to identify 

common elements and then discuss their significance than it is to attempt to recreate the actual mental processes that 

take place when reading narratives.  

 
54 The First Book of Samuel, 18–19. 
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prophecy and its realization, dreams and their fulfillments, and actions and their consequences.55 

 In many cases, Garsiel explains, comparative structures exist in narratives that are 

contiguous or in proximity to each other, but at other times the connections are between texts in 

different biblical books (as will be the case for the examples discussed in this project). Garsiel 

notes that “in these cases of textual distance and/or weakness of plot and thematic connection, 

the author must insert other linkage and guidance devices in order to direct the reader into 

bringing together and comparing widely separated materials.”56 One of these linkage techniques, 

according to Garsiel, is “literary analogy,” which helps highlight similarities between the 

members of comparison “in relation to subject matter, content, theme, motifs, situation or 

general background.”57 Garsiel explains that although the basis for comparison is prompted by 

similarity, the development of the comparison may ultimately show contrast between the 

members of comparison.58 In addition to literary analogies, another linkage technique identified 

by Garsiel involves “linguistic and stylistic handling”; the author may make use of “similar style, 

similar or identical imagery, shared expressions and even the likeness of sound.”59  

 Garsiel’s discussion of linkage techniques is relevant to the use of narrative analogy in the 

David story. Although the stories about David and those about the patriarchs have a great 

narrative and chronological distance between them, there are natural connections between them 

that encourage comparison. One connection is genealogical—David is the biological descendant 

                                                             
55 Ibid., 20–21. 

 
56 Ibid., 22. 

 
57 Ibid.  

 
58 Ibid.  

 
59 Ibid., 23.  
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of Jacob and Judah, characters with whom he shares analogical connections at several points in 

his story. There is also a prophecy-fulfillment aspect to the relationship between texts in Genesis 

and David’s reign, as a royal dynasty appears to be predicted in Gen 17:6 and 49:10. There may 

even be elements of association between the actions of characters in Genesis and their 

consequences in the Samuel narratives, as motifs such as deception and sexual sin recur in the 

lives of characters and their descendants. In addition to these kinds of linkage techniques, many 

similarities in plot details, motifs, and themes can be observed between the David story and the 

narratives of Genesis. Finally, there are examples of unique or rare verbal expressions shared by 

the two corpora, as well as stylistic and structural parallels evident in some of the narrative units.  

 The discussions of Alter, Sternberg, and Garsiel are helpful for understanding the ubiquity 

and importance of narrative analogy in the Bible, and for distinguishing the levels on which it 

operates. The problems of distinguishing the deliberate use of narrative analogy from 

coincidental recurrence of similar plot details and motifs in biblical stories and of determining 

the direction of influence between texts also require methodological treatment.  

 

Criteria for Identifying Narrative Analogy  

Because many similarities between texts are the result of chance or of the use of common motifs 

or conventional language, criteria are needed to identify intentional allusions.60 The most 

                                                             
60 See discussions in Kline, Allusive Soundplay, 18–21; Tooman, Gog of Magog, 27–31; Lyons, From Law to 

Prophecy, 67–75; Miller, “Intertextuality,” 294–98; Dennis MacDonald, “Tobit and the Odyssey,” in Mimesis and 

Intertextuality in Antiquity and Christianity, ed. Dennis MacDonald (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity International Press, 

2001), 11–40; and George Nickelsburg, “Tobit, Genesis, and the Odyssey: A Complex Web of Intertextuality,” in 

Mimesis and Intertextuality in Antiquity and Christianity, 41–55; and Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 26. 

Berman modifies Garsiel’s methodology by adding what he calls the “criterion of congruence.” Building on 

Vladimir Propp’s study of folklore, this criterion requires that “each of the common lexical terms in the first 

narrative must be used in a matching and equivalent fashion in the other” (Narrative Analogy, 11). Although this 

criterion is helpful for establishing deliberate use of narrative analogy, it is overly restrictive if rigidly applied. 

While it is indeed important to pay attention to the function of the elements in the narrative, there may be a 
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commonly agreed on criteria for identifying deliberate textual reuse include overlapping unique 

or distinctive vocabulary,61 multiplicity or density of shared elements, thematic correspondence, 

inversion of locutions,62 shared elements in the same narrative order, and formal or structural 

similarities. When identifying the deliberate use of narrative analogy the same criteria apply, but 

requirements for identifying an individual point of connection need not be overly strict, as a 

narrative will contain multiple connections. An analogical structure between two texts usually 

involves a combination of more and less distinctive parallels; for example, the shared use of a 

unique or rare phrase will appear along with broader plot similarities. Alternatively, there may be 

little verbal overlap between narratives but many instances of common plot details that are rare 

or nonexistent in other narratives. In any case, the evidence for an analogical relationship 

between narratives will be cumulative, rather than resting on any one point of connection.  

 The failure to employ rigorous criteria for identifying narrative analogy can lead to critique 

of the kind found in Paul Noble’s essay, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph: Criteria for Identifying 

Inner-Biblical Allusions.”63 Noble critiques what he sees as haphazard approaches to the 

identification of parallels between the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38 and the David 

                                                             
demonstrable reason that a word or element in one narrative that parallels another is used differently in the alluding 

narrative. 

 
61 There is a high probability of textual influence in cases where two texts share a word or phrase that does not 

appear elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. In the case of distinctive but not unique shared vocabulary, Tooman explains, 

“The borrowed element may be distinctive of a particular source, but not exclusive to it. Thus, ‘distinctive’ merely 

means that the locution, image, or trope in question is associated with a particular antecedent text, though it may 

appear in other texts as well” (Gog of Magog, 28).  

 
62 The inversion of locutions in a biblical allusion is often called “Seidel’s law”; see Tooman, Gog of Magog, 

30 n. 90; Lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 71. 

 
63 Paul Noble, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph: Criteria for Identifying Inner-Biblical Allusions,” VT 52.2 (2002): 

219–52. 
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story,64 but his own methodology is not without its problems. His essay thus illustrates the 

difficulty of identifying convincing examples of narrative analogy, and because his subject is the 

relationship between the David story and a narrative in Genesis, I will discuss his argument at 

some length here.  

Noble’s primary critique of previous approaches is that they are not guided by a rigorous 

methodology: 

The basic methodological flaw in these arguments, I think, is that the standards for 

identifying resemblances have been set far too low. Finding resemblances then becomes 

very easy; yet, although at first glance this seems to show that there is abundant evidence 

for a connection between these passages, a more careful assessment in fact suggests just 

the opposite. Taken as a whole, the resemblances are a disorderly hotch-poch [sic] of 

generally quite imprecise parallels, sometimes bubbling up in clusters (e.g. in Amnon’s 

rape of Tamar, 2 Sam. xiii), sometimes all but disappearing from quite long stretches of 

the narrative (e.g. from the rebellions of Absalom and Sheba, 2 Sam. xv-xx), often 

jumbling across each other, and all with very little sign of any intelligible plan or design 

informing the whole. In other words, they are far more suggestive of the sort of random 

half-similarities which may arise between two texts simply by chance, than of a subtle 

author who is trying to intimate to his readers that he is covertly commenting upon 

another story that they know.65  

 

Noble’s own proposal for the identification of sustained allusions in narrative is based on Alter’s 

concept of the “type-scene”;66 he uses the term “type-narratives” to describe stories “which each 

manipulate a set of shared motifs in such a way as to provide meaningful variations on 

essentially the same underlying plot.”67 Noble argues that his method shows parallels that “form 

an interconnected pattern, which taken as a whole gives a balanced presentation of each story”; 

                                                             
64 I discuss Noble’s critique of scholarship on the parallels between the David story and Genesis 38 (essays by 

G. A. Rendsburg and C. Y. S. Ho in particular) further in Chapter Four.  

 
65 Noble, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 227–28. 

 
66 See Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative, 55–78. 

 
67 Noble, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 233. In his analysis, Noble analyzes the stories of Jacob and Esau, Judah 

and Tamar, and Joseph and his brothers as type-narratives that follow the same general plot (233–43).  
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he elaborates: “The type-narrative resemblances are focused on matters that are central to the 

way in which each story presents itself, whereas the resemblances with the David story are often 

based on incidental details or peripheral matters.”68  

While Noble’s critique regarding the methodological weakness of some approaches to 

finding parallels is useful, there are several problems with his focus on “type-narratives.” First, 

by focusing on general plot similarities rather than on verbal parallels, Noble rejects one of the 

most important established and tested criteria for identifying allusions.69 He relies on finding 

“shared motifs” rather than unique or rare verbal similarities or plot parallels to identify related 

narratives, but these shared motifs are his own formulations, and thus broad enough to 

encompass details that may or may not be related.70  

Another problem with Noble’s approach is that it works better with some narratives than 

others. It is not surprising that Noble’s examples are all drawn from the book of Genesis, which 

contains many themes, motifs, and plot details that are repeated throughout its stories. It may be 

                                                             
68 Ibid., 244. 

 
69 For Noble’s argument against relying on rare or unique language or plot elements to identify allusions, see 

ibid., 249–52. 

 
70 For example, the first shared motif between the stories of Judah and Tamar and Joseph his brothers 

identified by Noble is the existence of an “unsatisfactory relationship” between the parties. In Joseph’s case, his 

brothers hate him because he is favored and because of his dreams, whereas the unsatisfactory relationship in Gen 

38 arises from the fact that Judah suspects that Tamar is to blame for his sons’ deaths (ibid., 234). These situations 

are actually very different from each other, however, so that describing them both as an “unsatisfactory relationship” 

is not very meaningful. Noble anticipates this kind of critique, arguing that the actual content of the similar motifs 

matters less than establishing “a pattern of interconnected resemblances” (245). If many of the purportedly shared 

motifs involve plots that are actually very different in their details, however, Noble’s attempt at finding consistently 

paralleled narratives is undermined.  

Noble’s model is vulnerable to the criticism that “type-narratives” are products of literary convention, rather 

than deliberate authorial activity, as this comment in Harvey’s discussion of parallel narratives shows: “A common 

explanation for the parallel narratives is that they are the product of convention. This explanation does not, however, 

explain particular similarities within parallel narratives—for convention lends itself to general patterns rather than 

the recurrence of particular lexemes that have little to do with narrative structure” (Retelling the Torah, 36). 
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the case that “type-narratives” can be identified in a corpus of closely related texts such as these, 

but that does not exclude the possibility that biblical narratives at a further remove from each 

other might share different kinds of analogical relationships.71 Noble is right to look for 

meaningful and consistent relationships between texts, but his methodology is too rigid to 

accommodate many convincing examples of narrative analogy.  

Finally, it is likely that some of the features of connections Noble considers to be 

misidentified, such as “quite imprecise parallels, sometimes bubbling up in clusters . . . , 

sometimes all but disappearing from quite long stretches of the narrative,”72 are the result of 

deliberate compositional motives as well as complex textual development over time. As I will 

argue below, analogies often beget additional analogies, and in the course of the growth of these 

narratives, additional analogical layers may have been added. There is also no reason to believe, 

as Noble does, that every analogical parallel must involve a one-to-one correspondence between 

two characters.73 Biblical examples of narrative analogy often involve characteristics from two 

characters merging in another character, or analogical correlations that shift over the course of 

the narrative. Jonathan Grossman has proposed the term “dynamic analogy” to describe the 

phenomenon of a certain character in one narrative being compared with more than one character 

                                                             
71 For example, the narratives of Genesis 19 and Judges 19 are clearly related, as they share many plot 

similarities and distinctive phrases. Greenstein remarks, however, that “the shared phrases do not correspond with 

the plot in a one-to-one fashion. We are not, it would seem, then, dealing merely with a shared story-pattern or type-

scene” (“The Formation of the Biblical Narrative Corpus,” 170).  

 
72 “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 227; see full quotation above.  

 
73 Noble argues that when finding resemblances, “one must be evenhanded in identifying all such 

resemblances, and in following out their consequences. Thus if it counts in favour of such a methodology that some 

of the resemblances it identifies lead to plausible correlations (e.g. Judah = David) then it must likewise count 

against it that others lead to quite improbable matches (e.g. Tamar = Uriah; Tamar = Nathan; Absalom = Yahweh; 

Onan = Solomon)” (ibid., 227). While this kind of logic appears sensible, it should not be forced a priori on the 

biblical evidence.  
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in another.74 A recognition of the category of dynamic analogy, which Grossman demonstrates is 

prevalent in the book of Esther, provides a helpful corrective to Noble’s assumption about how 

analogical parallels should work.75 Complex and shifting analogical connections can often signal 

important aspects of the significance of the analogies; at other times they might be the result of a 

compositional process that is not as neat as the one Noble imagines.76 A related issue is Noble’s 

contention that parallels should be “central to the way in which each story presents itself.”77 It is 

often the case with analogically related texts, however, that a detail that is central to one story is 

peripheral to or incongruous in another. In fact, this can be a strong marker of an allusion and 

can help in determining the direction of dependence between the texts, as I will discuss below.   

Noble’s critique helps to show two tendencies that should be avoided when discussing 

analogical narratives. One tendency, which Noble criticizes, is to list possible parallels without 

offering convincing arguments for the deliberate nature of the connections, as well as failing to 

discuss the significance of the parallels in terms of the actual dynamics of the analogical 

relationships.78 The other tendency, which Noble advances, is to expect analogical narratives to 

                                                             
74 Jonathan Grossman, “‘Dynamic Analogies’ in the Book of Esther,” VT 59 (2009): 395. 

 
75 Grossman is explicitly responding to Noble’s essay in his identification of the phenomenon of dynamic 

analogy (ibid., 394–95). Part of Grossman’s argument about the use of dynamic analogy in the book of Esther is that 

the shifting analogical correspondences in that book are “yet another manifestation of the motif of reversal that is so 

strongly emphasized in Esther” (413) and that dynamic analogy is used in Esther “to convey a sense of 

capriciousness and instability, such that the reader feels unequipped to assess fully the situations that he reads about 

and the characters whom he encounters” (414). While this conclusion is sensible in the context of the book of 

Esther, dynamic analogy may not be used for the same purposes in other biblical texts.  

 
76 Noble addresses diachronic issues at the end of his essay, concluding that later writers of the Genesis 

narratives were not merely redactors who preserved the diversity of their inherited materials, but authors who shaped 

and developed their sources in significant and meaningful ways (ibid., 247–49). This is certainly a valid point, but it 

does not follow that all biblical rewriting and narrative expansion resulted in perfectly consistent type-narratives of 

the kind Noble identifies.  

 
77 Ibid., 244. See above.  

 
78 Noble comments appropriately on Rendsburg’s conclusion that Gen 38 was written as a joke on the Davidic 

royal family, “Now for this kind of argument it makes very little difference at which points the stories are made to 
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line up next to each other in neat pairs of correspondences, where every character has an 

analogical counterpart that remains stable, and where plot details follow in the same order. This 

is one possibility for how an analogically constructed narrative can look, but it is not the only 

one. In many cases, as I will show, deliberate compositional goals as well as the addition of 

analogical layers over time result in more complex analogical relationships between texts. On the 

one hand, the identification of narrative analogy must be based on sensible criteria; on the other 

hand, rigid, preconceived models of narrative analogy cannot be imposed on the text without first 

examining the biblical data.  

 

Criteria for Identifying the Direction of Dependence between Narratives 

Another important aspect of the study of allusion involves determining the direction of 

dependence between texts. At times, it is very difficult or impossible to make a decision about 

which text influenced another, and the possibility of texts that influenced each other over the 

course of their development must not be ruled out. Furthermore, many of the criteria for 

determining direction of influence that have been developed in previous scholarship apply 

mainly to verbal locutions,79 and so have limited applicability to cases of narrative analogy, 

                                                             
correspond, or just how those correspondences are portrayed. It is the mere fact that there are similarities which is 

significant—the whole catalogue of correspondences adds up to little more than an indirect way of saying, ‘read one 

text in the light of the other’” (ibid., 246). 

 
79 Commonly cited criteria for determining a borrowing text versus a source text include modification or 

adaptation to a new context, incongruity or ungrammaticality of an element, conceptual dependence on the source 

text, interpretive expansions of the borrowed material, conflation of borrowed material, and identifiable purpose for 

textual borrowing. See David Carr, “Method in Determination of Direction of Influence: An Empirical Text of 

Criteria Applied to Exodus 34,11–26 and Its Parallels,” in Gottes Volk am Sinai: Untersuchungen zu Ex 32-34 und 

Dtr 9-10, ed. Matthias Köckert and Erhard Blum; Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlag, 2001), 107–40; Cynthia Edenburg, 

“How (Not) to Murder a King: Variations on a Theme in 1 Sam 24; 26,” SJOT 12.1 (1998): 71–74; Fishbane, 

Biblical Interpretation, 291; Lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 59–67; Tooman, Gog of Magog, 31–35; Kline, Allusive 

Soundplay, 22–23; Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 42–53. 
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which typically rely more on plot parallels than on verbal connections (although the latter are 

usually present in some measure). Nevertheless, developed criteria can be modified so that they 

are relevant for identifying direction of dependence in texts that use narrative analogy. The most 

important criteria for identifying direction of dependence in cases of narrative analogy are 

incongruity, combination or conflation, and identifiable purpose.  

One of the most reliable markers of textual dependence appears when an element that is 

natural in one context is incongruous in another. Edenburg, who calls this phenomenon 

“ungrammaticality,” explains, “‘Ungrammaticality arises in a narrative due to expressions 

formulated or used without regard for language norms, or dysfunctional motifs.”80 This 

incongruity can be intentional or unintentional, and it can involve verbal locutions that are 

awkward or inappropriate in their context, or plot details that are integrated and essential in one 

narrative context but marginal or unnecessary in another.  

Another marker of a borrowing narrative is the combination, synthesis, or conflation of 

motifs and details from another narrative or narratives. Carr has shown that conflation of 

material from various biblical texts is typical of various rewritten Bible compositions;81 although 

the biblical examples of narrative analogy are quite different from the texts he treats, the criterion 

also works well for this kind of textual reuse. In narrative texts, the combination of traits or 

                                                             
80 Edenburg, “How (Not) to Murder a King,” 72–73. Garsiel also discusses incongruity: “On occasion the 

author leaves his fingerprints on the text, when from a desire to set up an analogous link he makes a clumsy use of 

language or a clumsy disposition of the order or content of the verses. If the awkwardness is unintentional, we can 

say that in the anxiety to associate one passage with another or to quote from an old source, the author has taken the 

source’s motifs and style, and that the preservation or quotation of the material has brought about a tension between 

the new and the old. The tension and clumsiness are therefore unintentional byproducts. But it sometimes happens 

that the author will deliberately introduce an anomaly in order to direct the reader’s attention to a meaning lying 

hidden in the passage. Whether the clumsiness is deliberate or not, it is likely to form part of the aggregate evidence 

as to the literary dependence of one passage upon another and their comparability” (The First Book of Samuel, 27). 

 
81 “Method in Determination of Direction of Influence,” 123–24.  
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actions from two or more characters that are brought together into one character can be a sign 

that the narrative is influenced by other texts.82 Likewise, when several details from various 

places in a longer narrative are reflected in a condensed way in a shorter narrative, the shorter 

text is likely the secondary one.  

 The criterion of combination can be fruitfully applied together with the criterion of 

identifiable purpose; that is, when a reasonable purpose or function can be found for the 

modeling of one narrative after another, this can be used to determine the direction of 

influence.83 Although this criterion involves making subjective judgment, it can be part of a 

cumulative case for the dependence of one text one another. Because narrative analogy often 

serves to develop characterization, the dynamics of character development can give clues as to a 

direction of dependence. In her discussion of characterization in biblical narrative, Adele Berlin 

explains,  

A common technique for making a character stand out is to have him act in contrast to 

the reader’s expectation or beyond the expected norm. Many acts of heroism fall into this 

category: David kills twice the number of Philistines required by Saul; Abigail’s actions 

are both in contrast to her husband’s and to the expected norm; Tamar’s actions are 

likewise in contrast to Judah’s and to popular expectation.84 

 

Although Berlin is not discussing examples that compare characters from different books of the 

Bible (as this project does), her formulation applies well to this kind of narrative analogy.85 The 

                                                             
82 Harvey discusses the depiction of Jeroboam as an example of this phenomenon: “The story of Jeroboam 

thus parallels that of Moses as far as Exodus 5 (immediately before the beginning stages of Israel’s deliverance), but 

at the very inception of his kingdom Jeroboam ceased to resemble the deliverer Moses only to become a new Aaron. 

Jeroboam was incomplete Moses and Aaron redivivus” (Retelling the Torah, 2).  

 
83 See Kline’s comment: “A particularly strong way to argue that one text alludes to another is to demonstrate 

that the connections that exist between the two texts serve a clearer purpose or possess a more demonstrable 

function if the proposed alluding text alludes to the source text rather than the other way around” (Allusive 

Soundplay, 22–23). 

 
84 Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 41. 
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effect that Berlin describes is most forceful when one character’s actions contrast with another’s 

or go beyond another’s in either a positive or negative way. If one character is portrayed 

positively in contrast to another who is portrayed negatively, it can be difficult to decide whether 

the contrast was originally intended to highlight the virtues of the good character or the vices of 

the bad one. If analogically paralleled characters are both depicted positively or negatively, 

however, it is likely that the more extreme character (the one who is depicted the most positively 

or the most negatively) is the character modeled after the other. Determining the purpose of an 

analogical parallel is not always straightforward, of course, but these common-sense guidelines 

can be used in combination with other criteria.86  

 The direction of dependence cannot always be determined, either because there are no clear 

markers or because the evidence is mixed. The possibility that texts underwent a complex 

process of growth and mutually influenced each other over time cannot be excluded. In the case 

of narrative analogy in the Hebrew Bible’s Primary History, the importance of identifying the 

direction of influence is mitigated by the fact that the texts being compared are part of the same 

wider narrative context. Although it is difficult to know for certain when the final form of 

Genesis through Kings came into being, it is likely that many of the analogical parallels 

discussed in this project were developed or added at a time when there was some conception of a 

historiography of Israel that included stories about the patriarchs and the reign of David.87 Even 

                                                             
85 It is notable, too, that all of the examples she lists here will be discussed in the following chapters. David’s 

doubling of the bride-price can be compared with Jacob’s service to Laban, Abigail’s actions in her encounter with 

David are reminiscent of Jacob’s in his encounter with Esau, and Tamar of Gen 38 can be contrasted with Tamar of 

2 Sam 13.   

 
86 There are also cases in which the main purpose of an analogically constructed narrative is not to develop 

characterization, and in these cases the guidelines discussed here might not apply.  

 
87 For debates about the existence of an Enneateuch, see Thomas Römer, “How Many Books (teuchs)? 

Pentateuch, Hexateuch, Deuteronomistic History, or Enneateuch?” in Pentateuch, Hexateuch, or Enneateuch: 
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at earlier stages, the use of narrative analogy assumes that an audience would understand the 

connection between the analogically shaped narrative and the source narrative.88 This means that 

determining the direction of influence is usually not necessary for understanding the basic nature 

and function of an analogy; nevertheless, it should certainly be attempted, as it can add depth and 

insights that are not available on a purely synchronic level. 

 

Biblical Parables as a Model for Understanding Narrative Analogy  

A helpful model for understanding the use of narrative analogy in the Hebrew Bible is provided 

by biblical parables, which are stories that are analogically related to their wider narrative 

contexts. Jeremy Schipper’s definition of biblical parables helps show their similarity to, and 

difference from, the phenomenon of narrative analogy: “We define parables in the Hebrew Bible 

as short stories from any narrative genre that function as explicit comparisons created by a 

biblical character rather than the reader. Biblical characters create parables by comparing a story 

with another situation within their immediate context.”89 Unlike parables, narrative analogy 

usually functions implicitly, and it is not depicted as created by a character, as parables are. But 

                                                             
Identifying Literary Works in Genesis through Kings, ed. Thomas Dozeman, Thomas Römer, and Konrad Schmid 

(SBLAIL 8; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 25–42; and Erhard Blum, “Pentateuch–Hexateuch–

Enneateuch? Or: How Can One Recognize a Literary Work in the Hebrew Bible?” in ibid., 43–71. 

 
88 The fact that the stories of Jacob, Judah, and David could be understood as part of the same history makes 

the kind of textual use discussed in this project different from the case of prophetic texts alluding to legal texts, for 

example, in which the question of direction of dependence may at times be more acute. 

 
89 Jeremy Schipper, Parables and Conflict in the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2009), 2. The definition and function of parables in the Hebrew Bible is a debated subject, and the Hebrew word 

mashal can describe various kinds of sayings and proverbs that fit into different genres. The parables I refer to here 

are the kind that fit Schipper’s narrow definition and include texts from Judg 9; 2 Sam 12, 14; 1 Kgs 20; and 2 Kgs 

14 (see ibid., 6–7). Larry Lyke calls these kinds of parables “narrative meshalim”; see King David with the Wise 

Woman of Tekoa: The Resonance of Tradition in Parabolic Narrative (JSOTSup 255; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1997), 1.  
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like parables, narrative analogy sets up a comparison between one narrative and another. For this 

reason, parables provide a helpful illustration of how narrative analogy might work. Despite their 

differences, there are several characteristics of parables that are evident in examples of narrative 

analogy as well.  

 First, parables are multivalent. Although one might expect a parable to relate to its narrative 

context in a straightforward way, this is not typically the case with biblical parables. The 

elements in parables do not always line up neatly in a one-to-one correspondence with elements 

in the surrounding narrative, and this makes multiple interpretations possible.90 A good 

illustration is a parable within the David story, Nathan’s parable of the rich man and the ewe 

lamb (2 Sam 12:1–4), together with Nathan’s words of condemnation that follow it (vv. 7–12). 

Lyke argues that this parable has an “inexact and polyvalent relationship with the preceding 

narrative,” which is “typical of the narrative meshalim in the way it represents ‘refracted’ images 

of the narrative in which it is embedded and of motifs found elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.”91 

The multiple possible interpretations of Nathan’s parable are illustrated by Robert Polzin 

in his discussion of this text.92 In the most straightforward interpretation of the parable, David 

corresponds to the rich man, Uriah to the poor man, and Bathsheba to the ewe lamb.93 But this 

                                                             
90 The lack of exact correspondence between the parable and its related narrative distinguishes parables from 

allegories, as Schipper explains, “We argue that every parable requires some allegorical interpretation to accomplish 

its role as a comparison. The character(s) making the comparison must employ some allegorization to connect the 

parable and the related situation. Even if the speaker of the parable intends to communicate one point through a 

parable (although not necessarily so), the addressee can access that point only by creating some type of allegory. 

Nevertheless, since not every element in the parable may correspond to a related situation, the parable invites only 

limited allegorical interpretation” (Parables and Conflict, 15).  

 
91 Wise Woman of Tekoa, 149.  

 
92 Robert Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomistic History 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 120–30. 

 
93 Ibid., 122–23. 



30 

 

leaves the traveler (v. 4) without an analogue in the narrative, and it only addresses the issue of 

adultery, not murder.94 And as Polzin has shown, Nathan’s accusatory remark, “You are the man 

 ,is ambiguous, inasmuch as every man in the parable (the rich man, the poor man (v. 7) ”!(האיש)

and the traveler) is called “the man.”95 The equation of David with the rich man is complicated 

when Nathan tells David that God took Saul’s wives and gave them “into your bosom (בחיקך)” 

(v. 8, cf. v. 3): when the parable is read with this detail in mind, it appears that God is the rich 

man, Saul the poor man, and David the traveler.96 But Polzin points to another interpretation as 

well, which arises when Nathan tells David that his wives will be taken from him as punishment 

(vv. 11); in this reading, God is the rich man, David is the poor man, and Absalom (who will 

sleep with David’s concubines) is the traveler.97 Polzin summarizes the multivalent meanings of 

Nathan’s parable:  

The scope of Nathan’s parable embraces the entire career of David and the history of his 

house, not just the immediate situation. When Nathan says to David, ‘You are the man 

(of my story),’ he means many things at once: David was the wayfarer, ‘the one who 

comes,’ insofar as his past dealings with God are concerned (12:7–8); he is the rich man 

when his present crimes are brought into the picture (12:9–10); and he will be the poor 

man when God’s punishing future for him and his house arrives (12:11–12).98  

                                                             
 
94 See Lyke, Wise Woman of Tekoa, 148; Schipper, Parables and Conflict, 47–48. The lamb in the parable is 

killed (2 Sam 12:4), but when Bathsheba is understood as the lamb and Uriah as the poor man, the parable only 

seems to address the taking of Bathsheba from Uriah and not Uriah’s murder.  

 
95 David and the Deuteronomist, 122–23. The most natural understanding of the parable is that David is to be 

equated with the rich man, of course, but Polzin’s analysis shows that this interpretation does not completely align 

with Nathan’s explanation following the parable, and that certain details suggest alternate readings of the parable.  

 
96 Ibid., 123–24. This interpretation is strengthened by the reverberations that the verb חמל, which appears in 2 

Sam 12:4 and 6, has with the rejection of Saul as king when he spared (חמל) King Agag (1 Sam 15:3, 9, 15); see 

ibid., 124; Lyke, Wise Woman of Tekoa, 153 n. 44, 154 n. 47. 

 
97 David and the Deuteronomist, 125–26.  

 
98 Ibid., 126; cf. Lyke, Wise Woman of Tekoa, 155 n. 49. 
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Even this threefold interpretation of Nathan’s parable does not exhaust its interpretive 

possibilities, however. Lyke notes that the phrase “the traveler who had come to him ( לארח הבא

 and the ,(אוריה and ארח) may point to Uriah, given the similar-sounding words (Sam 12:4 2) ”(לו

fact that David spoke of Uriah having “come” from the way (11:10 ;הלוא מדרך אתה בא).99 This 

would mean that “David offers to the traveler Uriah the woman that he had taken from the poor 

man Uriah.”100 Schipper offers yet another reading of the parable, arguing that David 

“overallegorizes” it, decoding it as follows: “The rich man (Joab) takes the ewe-lamb (Uriah) 

from the poor man (Bathsheba) and slaughters it to please the traveler (David).”101 According to 

Schipper, this interpretation is incorrect and serves to illustrate David’s lack of discernment;102 

nevertheless, it points to another possibility for understanding the analogical relationship 

between the parable and its narrative context.103 Pointing to some of the same details as Polzin, 

                                                             
99 Wise Woman of Tekoa, 148. Schipper notes further that the verbs used to describe the ewe lamb’s actions 

(“eat,” “drink,” and “lie,”) in the parable (12:3) are those used by Uriah when he refuses David’s offer to return 

home (11:11); see Parables and Conflict, 47–48. 

 
100 Lyke, Wise Woman of Tekoa, 148–49. Lyke does not propose a novel interpretation of the parable based on 

the equation of Uriah and the traveler, concluding rather, “In the end it is impossible to know how to read v. 4 of the 

mashal. While the associations with the earlier narrative are suggestive, they are only that, and inexact as well” 

(149).  

 
101 Parables and Conflict, 48. 

 
102 Ibid., 55–56. 

 
103 Other biblical parables exhibit similar ambiguities. Commenting on 1 Kgs 20:35–43, which depicts a 

prophetic sign-act followed by a short parable, Lyke remarks, “Far from following an abstract and fixed formula in 

its composition, this passage comes together as a pastiche of elements, each vaguely reminiscent of the other and 

each, to a certain degree, following a similar trajectory but maintaining its own peculiar set of concerns and lessons. 

. . . The resulting complementary but ‘loose’ fit makes precise, univocal interpretation quite impossible, since the 

materials of which the passage is composed themselves take different paths and imply different messages. While the 

sign-act and mashal here convey roughly the same message (failure properly to punish Ben-Hadad will eventuate in 

Ahab’s death), the overlap of the forms and their separate trajectories make ambiguous the ‘point(s)’ the passage is 

able to convey” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 131). Lyke also argues that Jothan’s mashal of Judges 9 allows for multiple 
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Lyke, and Schipper do, Joshua Berman argues that the parable can be applied to both of David’s 

sins in 2 Samuel 11, adultery and murder, with different equivalences between the characters of 

the parable and those of the narrative operating in each case.104 In the “parable of adulterous 

rape,” the rich man is David, the poor man is Uriah, and the ewe is Bathsheba, whereas in the 

“parable of murder,” the rich man is David, the poor man is Bathsheba as Uriah’s wife, the 

wayfarer is Bathsheba as she seeks help from David (because she has been impregnated by a 

man who is not her husband), and the ewe is Uriah.105 Berman’s interpretation suggests not only 

that the corresponding elements in a parable and a narrative can shift according to the 

perspective from which the parable is read, but also that a single character can be represented by 

more than one element in a parable, as Bathsheba is in the “parable of murder.”  

 The disjunction between a parable and its context is largely due to the fact that parables as a 

genre are not meant to reflect the narratives they comment on in an exact way, but complex 

processes of transmission can also play a role in the ambiguity and multivalence of parables. 

While it cannot be proven that biblical parables were ever transmitted independently of their 

narrative contexts,106 it is likely that some of them were expanded and reworked. As Lyke has 

                                                             
interpretations (136–44), and that in the Tekoite woman’s parable (2 Sam 14), “David can be understood to be 

analogous to both the Tekoite and her family” (189).  

 
104 Joshua Berman, “Double Meaning in the Parable of the Poor Man’s Ewe (2 Sam 12:1–4),” JHebS 13 

(2013):  1–17 (Article 14). 

 
105 Ibid., 10–13. Berman also suggests another set of equivalences that can be mapped on to the “parable of 

murder”: the rich man is David, the poor man is Bathsheba, the wayfarer is David’s child, and the ewe is Bathsheba 

(15).  

 
106 Lyke assumes this in some cases (see Wise Woman of Tekoa, 146, 158), but given the close connections 

between parables and their contexts I think it is unlikely. Commenting on scholarship that aims to recover the 

original settings of parables, Schipper remarks, “Scholars also argue for the original independence of the parabolic 

materials based on the parables’ general lack of correspondence with their surrounding conflicts. Nonetheless, the 

parables do not mirror the surrounding conflicts in terms of parallel content because the speakers rarely present them 

as pure allegories with a one-to-one correspondence to these conflicts. This concern over a lack of strict 

correspondence mistakes parables for allegories” (Parables and Conflict, 11; see also n. 90 above).  
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argued in his study of the Tekoite woman’s parable in 2 Samuel 14, the growth of parables over 

time adds layers of meaning and contributes to complications in their interpretation; he calls this 

“the agglutinative nature of the meshalim.”107 Commenting on the parallels that Nathan’s parable 

shares not only with David’s situation but also with the story of Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings 21), 

Lyke speculates that they “may be the result of numerous hands at work in the text and 

essentially the result of the immersion of all of the tradents in the idioms that are the basis of the 

parallels.”108 Like parables, narrative analogy may be used in a way that is multivalent, with 

multiple correspondences between characters being possible, or with one character representing 

the conflation of two or more characters. The lack of one-to-one correspondence between 

analogical narratives can be due to the nature of narrative analogy (like a parable, it does not 

intend to reflect another narrative in an exact way), and in some cases it is the product of the 

development of analogical layers by multiple hands over time.  

 A second feature of biblical parables is that they function to intensify the message of their 

contexts. Drawing on Westermann’s work on meshalim, Schipper argues that “the comparison 

intensifies its speaker’s larger message, be it an indictment, a lament, a confession, or so 

forth.”109 Narrative analogy usually functions in a similar way. Rather than adding a completely 

new message or one that goes against the grain of a natural reading of the narrative, analogies 

                                                             
107 Wise Woman of Tekoa, 146.  

 
108 Ibid., 151–52. Compare also Lyke’s conclusion about the multivocal nature of the Tekoite woman’s 

mashal: “The number of interpretive options implied by the Tekoite’s mashal is so large, and so many are likely 

‘unintended’, because of its agglutinative quality. Stated another way, the mashal means so many things because so 

many tradents ‘meant’ it. Messages cross the narrative on numerous trajectories and often imply contradictory 

interpretations” (193).  

 
109 Parables and Conflict, 18. Schipper cites Claus Westermann’s discussion of meshalim in The Parables of 

Jesus in the Light of the Old Testament, trans. and ed. F. W. Golka and A. H. B. Logan (Minneapolis: Fortress, 

1990), 151.  
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generally work to strengthen themes of the narrative that are already present, or to add depth to 

characterization. Commenting on narrative analogy, Peter Miscall writes that “oblique 

commentary is not a matter of direct allusion, of a ‘key’ to a text’s meaning, but rather a matter 

of enrichment, added emphasis, other viewpoints on the given issue, etc.”110 The recognition of 

an analogical relationship between two texts should not be expected to lead to a radical revision 

of their meaning, then, but rather to an intensification and deepening of the meanings that are 

present without a recognition of the analogies.  

 The comparison between parables and narrative analogy cannot be stretched too far. But the 

example of parables serves to show that even an analogically constructed story with obvious 

relevance to its near context does not relate to that context in a simple and straightforward way. 

In the same way, an analogically constructed narrative may combine and conflate characters and 

motifs from other narratives, and it may allow for multiple correspondences among characters. 

Textual growth over time may contribute to the overdetermination and impreciseness of 

analogical relationships. Nevertheless, the meaning or meanings that arise from analogical 

parallels are usually discernable and consistent with the broader messages of the narratives in 

which they appear.  

 

The Shape and Composition of the David Story 

I will use the phrase “the David story” to refer to 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2, a narrative that follows 

the character of David from his first appearance in the narrative until his death.111 There are 

                                                             
110 Peter Miscall, “The Jacob and Joseph Stories as Analogies,” JSOT 6 (1978): 29; cf. Bazak,מקבילות נפגשות, 

197.  

 
111 Many other biblical texts are relevant to David as well, of course, including the large number of psalms 

that are ascribed to him, as well as the account of his life and reign found in 1 Chronicles, but the focus of this 

project is the David story of the Primary History.  
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many scholarly disagreements about the structure of this material, its compositional history, its 

place in the Deuteronomistic History, and its historical setting and Tendenz. While a 

comprehensive discussion of these issues is beyond the scope of this project, I will summarize 

the main debates and discuss their relevance for the study of narrative analogy in this corpus.   

 In early modern scholarship on the growth of the books of Samuel, the approach taken to 

the material was similar to that of Pentateuchal/Hexateuchal criticism, which at that time 

attempted to identify parallel continuous sources or strata.112 Hugo Gressmann, however, 

advanced a fragmentary model according to which the text was assembled from originally 

independent narrative units.113 This fragmentary model was developed in a particularly 

influential way by Leonhard Rost in his book Die Überlieferung von der Thronnachfolge 

Davids.114 Rost identified parts of the narrative of 2 Samuel 9–20 and 1 Kings 1–2 as an 

originally independent document with the overarching theme of who would succeed David on 

the throne, and he also discussed 1 Sam 4:1b–7:1 and 2 Samuel 6 as an independent “ark 

                                                             
112 See P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 8; Garden 

City, NY: Doubleday, 1980), 12–13; John Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David (Winona Lake, IN; 

Eisenbrauns, 2009), 4–5; Sung-Yoo Yoon, The Question of the Beginning and the Ending of the So-Called History 

of David’s Rise: A Methodological Reflection and Its Implication [sic] (BZAW 462; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2014), 1.  

 
113 Hugo Gressmann, “The Oldest History Writing in Israel,” in Narrative and Novella in Samuel: Studies by 

Hugo Gressmann and Other Scholars 1906–1923, ed. David M. Gunn, trans. David E. Orton (JSOTSup 116; 

Sheffield: Almond Press, 1991) 9–58; originally published as Die älteste Geschichtsschreibung und Prophetie 

Israels (SAT II/1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1921). See also McCarter, I Samuel, 13; Van Seters, The 

Biblical Saga of King David, 5–7. Gressmann rejected the idea that the Pentateuchal sources extended into Samuel 

and Kings (“The Oldest History Writing,” 22). He identified the account of Absalom’s and Sheba’s revolts (2 Sam 

15:1–20:22) as the longest unified narrative in any of the historical books of the Hebrew Bible, arguing that “the 

others that might be compared with it have only become larger compositions by the accretion of originally 

independent, smaller units” (48).  

 
114 See n. 4 above.  
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narrative.”115 Rost’s identification of the so-called Succession Narrative has shaped decades of 

Samuel scholarship, and many still hold to its basic outline.116  

Adaptations of the Rostian model have typically involved the addition of various 

authorial or editorial strata, adjustment of the boundaries of the sources, or changes in the 

proposed dating of the material. McCarter, for example, builds on Rost’s work by positing that a 

number of early narrative sources (the Ark Narrative, the Saul Cycle, the History of David’s 

Rise, and the story of Absalom’s revolt) were brought together in a pre-Deuteronomistic 

prophetic history, which was later supplemented by limited Deuteronomistic additions.117 Others 

                                                             
115 More precisely, Rost identified the ark narrative as 1 Sam 4:1b–18a, 19–21; 5:1–11b, 12; 6:1–3b, 4, 10–14, 

16; 6:19–7:1; 2 Sam 6:1–15, 17–20a (The Succession to the Throne of David, 13, 33). He characterized this narrative 

as a “cult history” or “cult legend,” as opposed to a “political history” (28–30). Rost also recognized earlier sources 

that were eventually included in the Succession Narrative, and later additions to it, so that according to him the 

original Succession Narrative comprises 2 Sam 6:16, 20–23; 7:11b, 16; 9:1–10:5; 11:2–12:7a; 12:13–25; 13:1–

14:24; 14:28–18:17; 18:19–20:22; 1 Kgs 1–2:1; 2:5–10; 2:12–27a; 2:28–46 (87). Although Rost specified several 

passages in 1 Sam 23–2 Sam 5 that “provide, without a gap, a continuous depiction of David’s condition while on 

the run from Saul and of the events which led to his ruling over Judah and Israel and to the conquest of Jerusalem” 

(109) he did not analyze this source in any detail, other than to conclude that it was written by a different author 

from that of the Succession Narrative (109–12). 

 
116 For an overview of Rost’s contribution and his influence on subsequent scholarship, see Edward Ball, 

introduction to The Succession to the Throne of David, xv–xlix. At the time McCarter was writing his commentary 

on 1 Samuel (published in 1980), he could write, “Though modified in many details, Rost’s Thronnachfolge Davids 

has remained the starting point in the discussion of the sources of Samuel, and while there is still wide disagreement 

about the nature of the later materials, contemporary scholarship, with rare exceptions (Schulte), is close to 

consensus in sustaining Rost’s view of the early materials in the book as originally unrelated narratives of diverse 

origin and point of view” (I Samuel, 14). Van Seters likewise comments, “Rost’s treatment of SN [the Succession 

Narrative] . . . has so often become a generally accepted thesis or a point of departure for subsequent discussion of 

the David story, with numerous modifications suggested by later scholars. His forceful demonstration of the unity 

and literary quality of SN won widespread approval, even though differences remained about its exact limits” (The 

Biblical Saga of King David, 13). For a recent defense of the unity and coherence of the Succession Narrative, see 

Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Another Contribution to the Succession Narrative Debate (2 Samuel 11–20; 1 Kings 1–2),” 

JSOT 38.1 (2013): 35–58; see also James Ackerman, “Knowing Good and Evil: A Literary Analysis of the Court 

History in 2 Samuel 9–20 and 1 Kings 1–2,” JBL 109.1 (1990): 41–60. 

 
117 I Samuel, 12–30; P. Kyle McCarter, II Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes, and 

Commentary (AB 9; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 4–19. McCarter follows Cross’s two-stage model of the 

redaction of the Deuteronomistic History but sees very little evidence of Dtr2 in 1 and 2 Samuel (I Samuel, 15–16; II 

Samuel, 8).  For a critique of McCarter’s reconstruction, see Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 21–23. 
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have argued for more extensive Deuteronomistic additions in a series of redactions. Timo 

Veijola, for example, identifies three Deuteronomistic redactions in 1 and 2 Samuel: the original 

Deuteronomistic History (DtrG), a nomistic redaction (DtrN), and a prophetic 

redaction (DtrP).118 Van Seters is indebted to the Rostian model, but develops it in a novel 

way.119 He considers the basic level of the David story to be the work of the Deuteronomist; this 

includes much of the material traditionally ascribed to the History of David’s Rise, which Van 

Seters argues did not exist as an independent source. He accepts the unity of the Succession 

Narrative (which he calls the Court History) with similar boundaries to those identified by Rost, 

but he argues that it is a post-Dtr addition with an anti-monarchic and anti-messianic Tendenz. 

The addition of this material was accompanied by a series of supplements to earlier parts of 1 

                                                             
118 Timo Veijola, Die Ewige Dynastie: David und die Entstehung seiner Dynastie nach der 

deuteronomistichen Darstellung (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1975). Veijola’s work on Samuel is a 

development of the model of Deuteronomistic editing developed by Rudolph Smend and Walter Dietrich; see 

Dietrich, “The Layer Model of the Deuteronomistic History and the Book of Samuel,” in Is Samuel among the 

Deuteronomists? Current Views on the Place of Samuel in a Deuteronomistic History, ed. Cynthia Edenburg and 

Juha Pakkala (SBLAIL 16; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2013), 42–43. For discussions and critiques of Veijola’s 

reconstruction, see McCarter, II Samuel, 7–8; Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 20–21; Dietrich and 

Naumann, Die Samuelbücher, 82–84; Dietrich, “The Layer Model,” 43–52; Yoon, So-Called History of David’s 

Rise, 141–45; Jeremy Hutton, The Transjordanian Palimpsest: The Overwritten Texts of Personal Exile and 

Transformation in the Deuteronomistic History (BZAW 396; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 94–101. As McCarter 

explains, the texts he assigns to the prophetic redaction of 1 and 2 Samuel share much overlap with DtrP, with the 

main difference between them being the disagreement over whether this material is pre- or post-Deuteronomistic (2 

Samuel, 7–8; see also Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 22). Hutton considers much of the Succession 

Narrative to be pre-Deuteronomistic (The Transjordanian Palimpsest, 221–22). A succinct statement of Dietrich’s 

reconstruction of three Deuteronomistic layers in Samuel is found in Dietrich, “The Layer Model,” 45–60.  

 
119 The first statement of Van Seters’s reconstruction of the composition of 1 and 2 Samuel can be found in In 

Search of History: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of Biblical History (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1983), 249–91. His model is further developed in “The Court History and DtrH,” in Die 

Sogenannte Thronfolgegeschichte Davids: Neue Einsichten und Anfragen, ed. Albert de Pury and Thomas Römer 

(Freiburg, Schweiz: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), 70–93. Van Seters’s book The 

Biblical Saga of King David is a detailed exposition and development of these ideas; a summary and defense of his 

position can be found on pages 34–39, with a division of sources laid out in an appendix on pages 361–63. 
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and 2 Samuel; Van Seters calls this post-Dtr layer the “David Saga.”120 Other scholars hold to a 

more traditional Rostian reconstruction but argue for including material from earlier than 2 

Samuel 9 in the Succession Narrative, noting connections between this text and earlier stories in 

the books of Samuel.121 

The Rostian model is no longer universally agreed upon, however. With regard to the 

Succession Narrative, disagreements have arisen regarding its theme, genre, and Tendenz, as well 

as regarding the extent and unity of the work.122 Serge Frolov, for example, has challenged the 

linguistic, stylistic, and thematic criteria that Rost used to identify the Succession Narrative, 

arguing that the whole of 1 Samuel 1–1 Kings 2 should be considered “a uniformly 

Deuteronomistic text.”123 Steven McKenzie attributes less of this material to the Deuteronomist, 

but also concludes that the Succession Narrative did not exist as an independent document: “My 

suggestion is that there was no SN. Dtr seems to have had one or more sources for his account in 

2:8-4:12; 21:1-14; 9; 13-20, but these can no longer be isolated.”124 Reinhard Kratz considers the 

                                                             
120 Van Seters classifies this part of the David story as “saga” based on a comparison with Icelandic sagas 

(The Biblical Saga of King David, 42–49). For critiques of Van Seters’s reconstruction and genre designation, see 

Blenkinsopp, “Another Contribution,” 50–57; Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 112 – 13; Otto Kaiser, “Das 

Verhältnis der Erzählung vom König David zum sogenannten deuteronomistischen Geschichtwerk: Am Beispiel 

von 1 Kön 1–2 untersucht. Ein Gespräch mit John Van Seters,” in Die Sogenannte Thronfolgegeschichte Davids: 

Neue Einsichten und Anfragen, ed. Albert de Pury and Thomas Römer (Freiburg, Schweiz: Universitätsverlag; 

Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), 94–122; Steven McKenzie, “The So-Called Succession Narrative in 

the Deuteronomistic History,” in ibid., 123–35.  

 
121 See discussions in Ackerman, “Knowing Good and Evil,” 56; Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 

181–83. 

 
122 See Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 179–83. 

 
123 Serge Frolov, “Succession Narrative: A ‘Document’ or a Phantom?” JBL 121.1 (2002): 81–104; quoted 

phrase on 83. Frolov identifies 2 Sam 10–12 as a possible exception to the unity of this material (102–3).  

 
124 McKenzie, “The So-Called Succession Narrative,” 135. Walter Dietrich also denies the independent 

existence of the Succession Narrative, focusing his argument in “Das Ende der Thronfolgegeschichte” (in Die 

Sogenannte Thronfolgegeschichte Davids: Neue Einsichten und Anfragen, ed. Albert de Pury and Thomas Römer 
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material in 2 Samuel 11–1 Kings 2 to have grown gradually out of several individual episodes 

with varying degrees of independence.125 Auld relies on a completely different starting point 

from the Succession Narrative hypothesis for his model, arguing that Chronicles and Samuel 

developed independently from a common source, and that this source was the basis of the earliest 

version of Samuel, from which the rest of the book grew in a series of interpretive additions.126 

Deuteronomistic revisions play little role in Auld’s reconstruction; he argues that in most cases 

Samuel influenced Deuteronomy, rather than the reverse.127 

The unity and independence of the so-called History of David’s Rise have likewise been 

challenged. Arguments about the where the document begins, and especially about where it ends, 

remain unresolved, and many scholars posit that it was composed from a variety of earlier 

sources or that it consists of a basic document with a series of added layers.128 Furthermore, the 

                                                             
[Freiburg, Schweiz: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000], 38–69) on a critique of Rost’s 

identification of 1 Kgs 1–2 as the conclusion of this document.  

 
125 Reinhard Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative Books of the Old Testament, trans. John Bowden 

(London: T&T Clark, 2005), 174–76; cf. Jacob Wright, David, King of Israel, and Caleb in Biblical Memory (New 

York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 99–102.  

 
126 A. Graeme Auld, I & II Samuel: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 9–14. 

 
127 A. Graeme Auld, “Reading Deuteronomy after Samuel: Or, Is ‘Deuteronomistic’ a Good Answer to Any 

Samuel Question?” in Is Samuel among the Deuteronomists? Current Views on the Place of Samuel in a 

Deuteronomistic History, ed. Cynthia Edenburg and Juha Pakkala (SBLAIL 16; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2013), 93–104. 

 
128 1 Sam 16:1 is an obvious candidate for the beginning of the History of David’s Rise, since this is the 

beginning of the story in which David is introduced, but some argue that the story begins in 1 Sam 15:1 or 16:14. 

The end of the document is even more difficult to identify, with proposals pointing to various places in 2 Sam 5–8. 

See Dietrich and Naumann, Die Samuelbücher, 67–68; Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 38–46. 

On the question of the unity and diversity exhibited by the History of David’s Rise, Dietrich and Naumann 

comment, “If we look into the inner consistency of the textual complex 1 Samuel 16–2 Samuel 5 (or 8), a double 

impression is formed. On the one hand, we can hardly imagine that we are dealing with the self-contained product of 

a freely working, methodical writer. It must have been a loose collection, assembled with difficulty from disparate 

individual narratives. On the other hand, we can observe throughout it the features of a well-considered ordering of 

materials as well as of a purposeful linking of individual pieces into larger contexts and these in turn into a 

meaningfully structured whole” (“The David–Saul Narrative,” 295–96; original in Die Samuelbücher, 68–69). 

Dietrich and Naumann provide an overview of compositional models for this material in Die Samuelbücher, 69–75. 
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numerous connections between the History of David’s Rise and the Succession Narrative 

demand explanation in models that consider these to be originally independent documents.129 

Some posit that connections between these texts were first made by a Deuteronomistic or pre-

Deuteronomistic redactor; others argue that the Succession Narrative is dependent on the History 

of David’s Rise, or the reverse.130 The integrated nature of the material in 1 and 2 Samuel has led 

Kratz to conclude, “The impression forces itself upon us that these are not independent narrative 

works at all but part of a greater whole.”131 Even scholars who focus their analysis on the final 

form of the text need to make decisions about the beginnings and endings of narrative units; 

although they do not concern themselves with the development of the text over time, their 

judgments about the structure of the narrative affect its interpretation.132  

I am in agreement with those scholars who argue that the problem of setting boundaries 

for the History of David’s Rise and the Succession Narrative and the plentiful evidence that 

                                                             
 
129 These connections are outlined by Dietrich and Naumann in Die Samuelbücher, 79–81.  

 
130 Veijola argues that the links between the History of David’s Rise and the Succession Narrative were made 

by Deuteronomistic editors, while Dietrich finds evidence of a pre-Deuteronomistic editorial connection (Die 

Samuelbücher, 82–84). Hutton offers a detailed reconstruction of what he believes to be the pre-Deuteronomistic 

version of 1 Samuel 9–1 Kings 2 (The Transjordanian Palimpsest, 364–71). Yoon considers the connection between 

the History of David’s Rise and the Succession Narrative to have been made on the Deuteronomistic and post-

Deuteronomistic levels (So-Called History of David’s Rise, 192–93). Ackerman explains the relationship by arguing 

that the Succession Narrative (which he considers to be a unified document) was written later than the History of 

David’s Rise, and that “the writer deliberately continued themes and elements from these earlier chapters” 

(“Knowing Good and Evil,” 57). Van Seters’s model also relies on the dependence of the Succession Narrative on 

the History of David’s Rise (In Search of History, 285–86). 

 
131 Composition, 174. Kratz argues that the material between the Saul cycle of 1 Sam 1–14 and the court 

stories of 2 Sam 11–1 Kgs 2 was composed in various stages to produce a story about the common beginnings of the 

kingdoms of Israel and Judah (177).  

 
132 The many scholarly disagreements about the structure of 1 and 2 Samuel are discussed by Michael Avioz, 

“The Literary Structure of the Books of Samuel: Setting the Stage for a Coherent Reading,” CurBR 16.1 (2017): 8–

33. 
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material in these sections is interconnected lead to the conclusion that these cannot be considered 

unified or originally independent narratives. Nevertheless, I will use the traditional designations 

“the History of David’s Rise” and “the Succession Narrative” to refer to the narratives found in 1 

Samuel 16–2 Samuel 5 and 2 Samuel 11–20, 1 Kgs 1–2, respectively. These parts of the David 

story can be read as literary units and discussed in terms of their overarching structure and 

themes without assuming their original independence or authorial unity.  

 Another debated issue about the composition of 1 and 2 Samuel is its historical setting, 

which also has great relevance to the ideological goals of the text. Earlier scholarship assumed 

that much of the account of David’s rise and reign was composed during his own time, or during 

the time of Solomon, and several more recent treatments assume that it is possible to glean 

reliable historical data about David by reading past a surface layer of propaganda.133 Those who 

date the text to a later time period, such as Van Seters, see little hope of recovering historical 

                                                             
133 Representative work from this perspective includes Niels Peter Lemche, “David’s Rise,” JSOT 10 (1978): 

2–25; P. Kyle McCarter, “The Apology of David,” JBL 99 (1980): 489–504; McCarter, “‘Plots, True or False’: The 

Succession Narrative as Court Apologetic,” Int 35 (1981): 355–67; Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons: 

Messiah, Murderer, Traitor, King (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001); and Joel Baden, The Historical David: The 

Real Life of an Invented Hero (New York: HarperOne, 2013). The methodological statements made by Halpern and 

Baden illustrate their approach succinctly. Halpern writes, “To escape the framework of the historical narrative, we 

need only imagine the events from a political and ideological position opposite that of the text” (David’s Secret 

Demons, xv). Baden explains similarly, “The task, then, is to find the middle ground between accepting the biblical 

narratives at face value and rejecting them altogether. This entails digging beneath the pro-David spin of the two 

books of Samuel—removing . . . those elements of the narrative that we recognize as generically nonhistorical—in 

order to access the fundamental events of the past, and then trying to reconstruct the more likely story of what really 

happened” (The Historical David, 13).  

Dietrich and Naumann critically review work that takes this approach and aptly characterize it: “This is, to get 

to the heart of it, a hermeneutic of suspicion. The more decisively one asserts the opposite of what the biblical texts 

seems to say, the more certainly one believes one has scored the historical bull’s-eye” (“The David–Saul Narrative,” 

305; original in Die Samuelbücher, 78–79). For an extended critique of McCarter’s “The Apology of King David,” 

see J. Randall Short, The Surprising Election and Confirmation of King David (HTS 63; Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2010); see also the comments of Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 22–23 and n. 64; 

Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 85–108; and Wilson, Kingship and Memory, 136–37 and n. 8 there. 
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information about David from the narratives of 1 and 2 Samuel.134 Many other treatments of the 

text attempt to distinguish layers from different time periods that are favorable or antagonistic 

toward David and the monarchy.135 My approach in this project is very different from those that 

attempt to recover historical realities; I will concentrate on the texts themselves and the history 

of their development, rather than on the question of the historicity of the events the texts 

describe. Nevertheless, my analysis will have some relevance as a critique of these approaches, 

as it highlights the complex depiction of characters and their intricate relationship to the wider 

story of Israel’s history, as well as the difficulty of establishing certain texts as simply pro- or 

anti-David. 

 Because this project will examine connections between the David story and the narratives 

of Genesis, some comments must be made about the composition of the latter book. 

Unfortunately, the state of scholarship on the composition of the Pentateuch, and Genesis in 

particular, is just as complex and contentious as is the case for work on Samuel, with some 

scholars holding to neo-documentarian views and others advancing various fragmentary or 

supplementary hypotheses.136 The Joseph story, which has always presented problems for the 

                                                             
134 See Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 53–120. Coming from a different perspective, 

Brueggemann also acknowledges the unrecoverable nature of historical facts about David: “It should be understood 

that we not interested here in the ‘historical David,’ as though we could isolate and identify the real thing. That is 

not available to us” (David’s Truth, 1). 

 
135 See, for example, Timo Veijola, “Solomon: Bathsheba’s Firstborn” (trans. P. T. Daniels), in Reconsidering 

Israel and Judah: Recent Studies on the Deuteronomistic History, ed. Gary N. Knoppers and J. Gordon McConville 

(Sources for Biblical and Theological Study 8; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 340–57; originally published 

as “Salomo: Der Erstgeborene Bathsebas,” in Studies in the Historical Books of the Old Testament, ed. J. A. 

Emerton (VTSup 30; Leiden: Brill, 1979): 230–50. On the scholarly tendency to look for editorial layers based on 

ideology, Van Seters remarks critically, “The attempts to sort out the pro- and anti-dynastic/Davidic/Solomonic 

layers in the text and to decide which belong to the original composition and which are editorial layers has become a 

major fixation in the diachronic analysis of the David story” (The Biblical Saga of King David, 29–30).  

 
136 Defenses of the classical Documentary Hypothesis can be found in Friedman, The Hidden Book, 350–78; 

Joel Baden, The Composition of the Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis (New Haven: Yale 
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traditional documentary hypothesis, is considered by many to be an exilic or post-exilic work.137 

The disagreements about the compositional histories of Samuel and Genesis preclude any 

conclusion about their relationship from being formed at the outset of this project. The evidence 

for the dependence of one text on another must rather be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 

Because it is probable that both corpora were undergoing editorial activity during the same time 

periods,138 it is reasonable to assume that the texts had mutual influence on each other. While the 

primary focus of this project is not the formation of biblical literature, my analysis will have 

some relevance for this subject.  

 

Plan of the Study 

In this project I will explore the nature and purpose of the narrative analogies that connect David 

and his family with Jacob and his. Because the analogical material in the David story tends to be 

                                                             
University Press, 2012); and Baruch Schwartz, “Does Recent Scholarship’s Critique of the Documentary Hypothesis 

Constitute Grounds for Its Rejection?” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. 

Thomas B. Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartz (FAT 78; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 3–16. For 

surveys that focus on fragmentary and supplementary approaches, see Konrad Schmid, “Has European Scholarship 

Abandoned the Documentary Hypothesis? Some Reminders on Its History and Remarks on Its Current Status,” in 

ibid., 17–30, and Reinhard Kratz, “The Pentateuch in Current Research: Consensus and Debate,” in ibid., 31–61. 

Also relevant are the debates about the J source in Thomas B. Dozeman and Konrad Schmid, eds., A Farewell to the 

Yahwist? The Composition of the Pentateuch in Recent European Interpretation (SBLSymS 34; Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 2006).  

 
137 On the challenge of the Joseph story for the Documentary Hypothesis, see Christoph Levin, 

“Righteousness in the Joseph Story: Joseph Resists Seduction (Genesis 39),” in The Pentateuch: International 

Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartz (FAT 78; 

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 223–24. On the late dating of the Joseph story, see Yoon, So-Called History of 

David’s Rise, 134 n. 37.  

 
138 Wilson writes, “Over the course of Judah’s early Second Temple period, the books of the Pentateuch, the 

deuteronomistic and prophetic books, and the book of Chronicles took shape as works of Judean literature, as 

corpora with some amount of authority for their Judean readers” (Kingship and Memory, 5; see discussion on 5–9). 

In Kratz’s reconstruction, the J version of Gen 2–35 and a version of 1 Sam 1–1 Kgs 2 were both created in the 

seventh century, and shortly after the exile a pre-Priestly Enneateuch was formed (Composition, 314–18; see also 

chart on 326). See also the comments of Greenstein, “The Formation of the Biblical Narrative Corpus,” 162–63. 
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clustered in certain parts of the David story, I will organize my studies around these clusters. The 

first chapter will treat the parallels between David and Joseph found at the beginnings of the 

stories about them (1 Samuel 16–18 and Genesis 37, 39). The second chapter will focus on the 

ways in which Jacob and David have parallel relationships with their fathers-in-law, Laban and 

Saul, and their wives, Rachel and Michal (1 Samuel 18–19, 24 and Genesis 29, 31). This chapter 

will also include an analysis of 1 Samuel 25 and its parallels with the Jacob and Esau story of 

Genesis 32–33. In chapter three, I will explore the complex relationship between the stories of 

the rape of David’s daughter Tamar (2 Samuel 13) and the rape of Jacob’s daughter Dinah 

(Genesis 34). The fourth chapter will analyze the parallels between the story of David and 

Bathsheba and its aftermath (focusing especially on 2 Samuel 11–13) and the Joseph story 

(Genesis 37–50), with an extended discussion on the connections between the Judah and Tamar 

story of Genesis 38 and the David story.  

 In every subsection, I will first identify all of the probable analogical links between the 

narrative about David and the stories in Genesis, concluding with a chart that lays out the 

parallels and classifies them using the following terminology: theme, motif,139 plot  

                                                             
139 Theme and motif can be difficult words to define and distinguish from each other, as they are often used in 

similar or overlapping ways. In the Bedford Dictionary of Literary Terms (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003), 

Ross Murfin and Supryia M. Ray define a motif as “a unifying element in an artistic work, especially any recurrent 

image, symbol, theme, character type, subject, or narrative detail” (277). A theme is defined as “a statement that the 

text seems to be making about that subject,” and its relationship to a motif is described as follows: “Theme is 

distinguished from motif, a term that usually refers to a unifying element in an artistic work, especially any recurrent 

image, symbol, character type, subject, or narrative detail. In a broader sense, motif can even refer to any recurrent 

theme that helps to unify a given a work of literature” (479). 

In works like Genesis and Samuel, it is difficult to speak of one theme or motif that unifies an entire work, so 

I use these terms to refer to recurring ideas and images, regardless of how much they unify the work or account for 

its primary message. I will follow the distinction made by Lyke (quoting Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The 

Nature of Narrative [London: Oxford University Press, 1966], 27), in which a theme “refers to the world of 

disembodied ideas and concepts” and a motif “refers to the external world” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 12 n. 3). For 

example, deception and sibling rivalry are themes that recur in the narratives of Genesis, whereas the repeated 

appearance of a garment or a goat involved in deception would be a motif.  
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element,140 characterization,141 similar language,142 and structural similarity.143 These 

classifications are not meant to indicate rigid distinctions; many of the parallel elements involve 

more than one term (such as a parallel plot element that is recounted in similar language) and it is 

often difficult to separate one term from another (a thematic parallel may involve 

characterization or plot development, for example). The classification is simply for heuristic 

purposes, as it can help to develop an argument for the purposeful use of narrative analogy—a 

case for analogy is strong when it is developed on several of these levels—or it can indicate 

when different modes of narrative analogy are at work in a narrative, with one text building an 

analogical relationship based on verbal allusions and another on plot similarities, for example.  

After the possible analogical links between two narratives have been identified and 

classified, I will discuss their significance and function. This will usually involve interaction 

with previous scholarly treatments of the analogical connections between the passages. I will 

also discuss relevant text-critical and compositional issues for each text in an attempt to 

reconstruct the direction of influence between them. Taking into account the diachronic 

development of each textual unit as well as the role it plays in its present narrative context will 

help better to account for the nature of the analogical relationship between parallel texts.  

                                                             
140 A plot element is simply something that happens in a narrative. This is the most frequent classification of 

analogical parallels.  

 
141 Characterization, of course, usually involves plot elements, but I will use the term in a limited way to 

classify details that involve description of the characters (such as their appearance or their oldest or youngest status 

in a family) that does not include their actions.  

 
142 This classification will be used when the same or similar language is used in both texts. Almost all 

instances of similar language are combined with another element, such as a plot parallel or a theme.  

 
143 A structural similarity is when the literary forms of two narratives show similarities, such as lengthy 

speeches of characters, plot elements in the same order, or similar combination of genres (such as poetry embedded 

in narrative).  
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It is my hope that the analysis of narrative analogy in the David story in this project will 

contribute to a better understanding of the narrative of 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2 and that it will 

provide insights regarding the stories of Genesis 25–50 as well. The project will also serve to 

illuminate the ubiquitous phenomenon of narrative analogy in the Bible more broadly, showing 

how analogical parallels are constructed, identifying the literary and theological functions of 

these parallels, and demonstrating the ways in which analogical links among texts were 

strengthened and developed over the course of the development of those texts.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

FROM SHEPHERD TO RULER: 

1 SAMUEL 16–18 AND GENESIS 37, 39 

 

 

 

 

When David is introduced into the narrative of 1 Samuel, several conspicuous similarities 

between David and Joseph are evident. This constellation of similar themes and plot details at the 

beginnings of the David and Joseph stories raises the question of whether these apparent parallels 

are the result of common biblical or folkloristic tropes, or whether they are deliberate authorial 

creations. If the case can be made for a deliberately constructed analogical relationship between 

David and Joseph, questions remain as to the purpose of the comparison and the direction of 

influence between the two narratives. The significant differences between the LXX and MT 

versions of 1 Samuel 17–18 and the fact that several of the parallels between David and Joseph 

are contained in MT pluses add an additional layer of complexity, as well as a fruitful 

opportunity to develop a model of the role of narrative analogy in textual growth. 

 I will attempt to answer the questions raised here through a close analysis of 1 Samuel 16–

18 and its connections with Genesis 37 and 39. General parallels between David and Joseph are 

evident in the story of the anointing of David (1 Sam 16:1–13) as well as in the account of David 

entering the service of Saul (vv. 14–23). The story of David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17) offers 

another example of a connection between Joseph and David, especially in the long MT plus of 

vv. 12–31. Finally, David’s increasing success in Saul’s court, described in chapter 18, has as a 

precedent Joseph’s success in a foreign court. Various scholars have drawn attention to the 

parallels between David and Joseph, but these discussions often neglect to treat the text-critical 
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issues presented by 1 Samuel 17–18.1 In the analysis that follows, I will discuss parallels with the 

Joseph story that are found in 1 Sam 16:1–13, 16:14–23, and 1 Samuel 17, with a detailed 

examination of the nature of the MT pluses of 1 Samuel 17–18 and their relevance for the issue 

of narrative analogy in the David story. Questions about the function of the analogies and the 

direction of influence between texts will be addressed briefly in each section and developed more 

fully at the conclusion of the chapter.  

 

A Humble Beginning with Hints of Greatness: 1 Samuel 16:1–13 

The first part of 1 Samuel 16 constitutes the initial introduction to David in a narrative that has 

previously been concerned with Samuel and Saul.2 From the very beginning of this introduction 

it is clear that someone other than Saul has been chosen by God to be king of Israel (v. 1). The 

person who will be chosen is not immediately known to Samuel, however, apart from the 

information God has given him that it will be a son of Jesse (v. 1). When Samuel sees Jesse’s 

eldest son, he assumes, “Surely Yhwh’s anointed is before him” (v. 6). Yhwh’s admonition that 

Samuel “not look at the height of his stature (גבה קומתו), for I have rejected him” (v. 7) contrasts 

                                                             
1 See Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 120–21; Bazak, 102–94 ,מקבילות נפגשות; Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 

58–59; Dietrich and Naumann, Die Samuelbücher, 59; James M. Hamilton, “Was Joseph a Type of the Messiah? 

Tracing the Typological Identification between Joseph, David, and Jesus,” SBJT 12.4 (2008): 52–77. See also 

bibliography in Yoon, The So-Called History of David’s Rise, 134 n. 33. Hans Joachim Stoebe addresses the 

connections between David and Joseph in the context of a discussion of the text-critical situation of 1 Sam 17–18 in 

“Die Goliathperikope 1 Sam. XVII 1 – XVIII 5 und die Textform der Septuaginta,” VT 6 (1956): 397–413 (402–4).  

 
2 Although this is the first introduction to David in the final form of the narrative, many scholars consider vv. 

14–23 to be the original introduction to David, with vv. 1–13 added later. See Dominique Barthélemy, “Trois 

niveaux d’analyse,” in The Story of David and Goliath: Textual and Literary Criticism, ed. Dominique Barthélemy 

et al. (OBO 73; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986), 47; Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 108–9; Ralph Klein, 

1 Samuel (2nd ed.; WBC 10; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008), 159; Kratz, Composition, 177–78. McCarter 

considers 1 Sam 16:1–13 to be part of a “prophetic” redaction of earlier materials; one of the main theological 

emphases of this redaction, according to McCarter, was the divine election of the king. See McCarter, I Samuel, 18–

23, 278. The place of this story in the historical development of the narrative will be considered further below. 
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Yhwh’s chosen king with the rejected one, Saul, who is a head taller than other people ( משכמו

 cf. 10:23).3 The one whom Yhwh has chosen turns out to be David, who ,9:2 ;ומעלה גבה מכל העם

is the youngest (הקטן) of eight brothers (vv. 10–11).4 While Samuel may have been surprised by 

God’s choice of the youngest son of Jesse to be king, the elevation of a younger brother over an 

elder is, of course, the pattern throughout the book of Genesis.5  

David’s position as youngest brother, then, is the first point of connection between David 

and Joseph. Understanding Joseph’s place in his family is not as straightforward, however. He is 

not the very youngest son, of course, but the eleventh out of twelve. In Genesis 37, however, 

Benjamin does not seem to be in view.6 Although according to Gen 35:17–18 Benjamin has 

already been born, Joseph, not Benjamin, is described as the favorite of his father because he is 

the son of his old age (וישראל אהב את יוסף מכל בניו כי בן זקנים הוא לו; v. 3). Benjamin will play 

an important role later in the Joseph story (he is mentioned for the first time in 42:4, when his 

father does not send him to Egypt with his brothers),7 but in chapter 37 it is Joseph who is 

portrayed as his father’s beloved son, favored because he was born after his older brothers.8  

                                                             
3 See Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 113, for this and other ways in which a comparative structure is built to 

contrast Saul and David.  

 
4 In 1 Chr 2:15, David is understood to be the youngest of seven brothers.  

 
5 This is the case in the stories of Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob, and Joseph and his 

brothers. See Joel Kaminsky, Yet I Loved Jacob, 15–78.  

 
6 Walter Brueggemann writes, “[Joseph] is the ‘last’ one (cf. 33:2, 7), for little Benjamin does not figure 

here,” Genesis (Interpretation; Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 299.  

 
7 In 44:20, it is Benjamin who is called a ילד זקנים of his father.  

 
8 Alter remarks that the explanation for Jacob’s favoritism in v. 3 “is a little odd, both because the fact that 

Joseph is the son of the beloved Rachel is unmentioned and because it is the last-born Benjamin who is the real child 
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A second trait that David and Joseph have in common is that they are shepherds. In both 

stories this is one of the first details mentioned about the character. When Samuel asks Jesse if he 

has any more sons, Jesse tells him that there is still the youngest, who is shepherding the sheep 

( הנה רעה בצאןו ; 1 Sam 16:11). David’s occupation as shepherd is also mentioned in the following 

account of his arrival in Saul’s court (v. 19) and repeatedly in the story of his defeat of Goliath 

(17:15, 20, 28, 34–36, 40). The shepherd motif appears later in the Samuel narrative as well; in 

the important text of 2 Samuel 7, which describes the divine covenant with David, Yhwh 

reminds David, “I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep (מאחר הצאן), to become 

prince over my people Israel” (v. 8). Not only is David’s journey from shepherd to ruler 

described here, the connection between David’s role as a literal shepherd of sheep and a 

metaphorical shepherd of people is also implied. David’s royal role as shepherd is also 

referenced in 2 Sam 5:2, and he calls his subjects “sheep” in 2 Sam 24:17.9 The portrayal of 

kings and leaders (including God) as shepherds is widespread in biblical prophetic texts (Exod 

3:1, Jer 23:1–2, 25:34–36, 50:6; Ezek 34:2–24; Mic 7:24; Zech 11:3–17, 13:7) as well as in other 

ancient Near Eastern literature.10 The many references to David as shepherd, as well as the 

conventional use of shepherd language to refer to a king, make it unlikely that this motif was 

                                                             
of Joseph’s old age; The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary (New York: Norton, 2004), 206–7. 

The suggestion that Gen 37 represents a version of the narrative in which Rachel is alive (cf. Joseph’s dream and 

Jacob’s comment in 37:9–10) and Benjamin has not been born is difficult to maintain, given that Joseph’s dream 

includes eleven brothers (v. 9). See Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary; Philadelphia: Jewish 

Publication Society, 1989), 257. 

 
9 The motifs of David as a shepherd of sheep and as a shepherd of Israel are brought together in Ps 78:70–71: 

“He chose David his servant and took him from the sheepfolds; from following the nursing ewes he brought him to 

shepherd Jacob his people, Israel his inheritance” (ESV).  

 
10 See Levenson, Beloved Son, 144. 
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simply drawn from another biblical text, such as the Joseph story. The role that shepherding 

plays in the Joseph story confirms this suspicion.  

As is the case for David, Joseph’s occupation as shepherd is mentioned immediately at 

the outset of the narrative about him, but in the Joseph story this pastoral setting is more 

important to the plot than it is to the characterization of Joseph: “Joseph, being seventeen years 

old, was shepherding the sheep with his brothers (היה רעה את אחיו בצאן)” (Gen 37:2). This is the 

context for the beginning of the conflict between Joseph and his brothers, when he brings a bad 

report about them to their father (v. 2). Joseph’s role as a shepherd is not mentioned later in the 

narrative, and it is not explicitly connected with his position as a ruler later in the story, as it is 

for David. Given that his brothers and his father are shepherds as well (Gen 37:2, 12–14; 46:32, 

34; 47:1, 3), Joseph’s shepherding is not distinctive. The differences between the significance of 

shepherding in the Joseph story and the David story indicate that the motif is probably 

independent to each narrative; nevertheless, it is notable that the construction צאֹן  is only רעֶֹה בַּ

used about Joseph and David (Gen 37:2, 1 Sam 16:11, 17:34).11 

An additional trait shared by David and Joseph is that they are handsome. David’s good 

looks are highlighted when he first appears in the narrative (1 ;והוא אדמוני עם יפה עינים וטוב ראי 

Sam 16:12), despite Yhwh’s admonition that Samuel not judge by appearances ( אל תבט אל

 ”v. 7). He is described shortly afterward by one of Saul’s servants as “a man of form ;מראהו

 ”and from the perspective of Goliath as “ruddy, with a handsome appearance ,(v. 18 ;ואיש תאר)

                                                             
11 The usual construction is רעה צאן or רעה את הצאן.  
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 ;David’s good looks play no obvious role in advancing the plot .(17:42 ;ואדמני עם יפה מראה)

rather, they seem to be one part of the presentation of David as an all-around laudatory 

character.12 

By contrast, a description of Joseph’s appearance occurs only once ( ויהי יוסף יפה תאר

 Gen 39:6), and there it is an important plot detail, because it explains the reason for ;ויפה מראה

Potiphar’s wife’s attempted seduction.13 Although the vocabulary used to describe Joseph’s and 

David’s appearance is not identical in every case, it is similar and overlapping. And while this 

language may appear to be formulaic and typical, the phrase יפה מראה is never used elsewhere to 

                                                             
12 In a comment on 1 Sam 9:2 about Saul’s good looks, McCarter writes, “The attribution of good looks is a 

traditional part of the biblical presentation of an Israelite hero or heroine, e.g. Joseph (Gen 39:6), David (I Sam 

16:12), Esther (Esth 2:7), the infant Moses (Exod 2:2), and so on. The quality is to be interpreted as a physical 

symptom of special divine favor” (1 Samuel, 173). See also Levenson, Beloved Son, 155. It is notable that Saul and 

Moses are not described using the same language that is used to describe members of David’s family and the 

patriarchs and matriarchs; rather, the word that that is often translated “handsome” or “beautiful” in these verses is 

simply טוב (Exod 2:2: 1 ;ותרא אתו כי טוב הוא Sam 9:2: בחור וטוב ואין איש מבני ישראל טוב ממנו).  

For Sternberg also, the mention of David’s good looks in 1 Sam 16 “fulfills a properly characterological role 

in forming the image of an all-round paragon” (The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 356). The motif of good looks in 

the books of Samuel overall is more complicated, however, according to Sternberg. Given the fact that Saul, David, 

and Absalom are all described as good-looking, “we are invited to grasp each member of the trio as both a precedent 

and a foil to the next good-looker in line; and cannot help wondering which of the analogical patterns of 

characterization and foreshadowing will materialize in the end. More generally, again, does the Bible postulate a 

type of the Good-Looking Man or King?” (355). The answer to this question is that “good looks assume a 

determinate indeterminacy. With Saul and Absalom lodged at the extreme of disharmonious correlation and David 

at the harmonious extreme, the rule establishes itself as one of mutually exclusive ambiguity that may keep 

oscillating till the character bows out of Samuel but will finally come to polar rest. The good-looking king may 

crystallize as good and successful or bad and doomed, but, except in transitional phases, not as neither or both” 

(362).  

 
13 In this way, Joseph’s beauty can be compared with Tamar’s. Sternberg explains, “Tamar is beautiful and 

good, but so unfortunate that her very attractiveness proves her undoing” (The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 358). 

The parallels between Gen 39 and 2 Sam 13 will be discussed in Chapter Four.  
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describe men;14 the only other male characters described using similar language are David’s sons 

Absalom and Adonijah.15  

 Although David and Joseph are similarly the youngest (or nearly the youngest) in their 

families, shepherds, and handsome, these details are not distinctive enough to establish a 

connection specifically between these characters. Many biblical characters share these traits,16 so 

these similarities may be due to the use of common motifs rather than the result of direct textual 

influence. On the other hand, the coincidence of all three of these common traits in one man17 

may constitute a deliberate attempt to depict David as a character in continuity with the 

patriarchs, heroes, and rulers of Israel’s history.  

 Not all of the connections between David and Joseph are the result of common literary 

motifs, however; a number of them involve more specific and unique details. The point of 

connection that is most striking in the narrative of 1 Sam 16:1–13 is the ambiguous intimation 

that the youngest brother will become a ruler, which also occurs in the beginning of the Joseph 

story.18 In 1 Samuel 16, Samuel anoints David “in the midst of his brothers (בקרב אחיו)” and the 

                                                             
14 See Bazak, 98 ,מקבילות נפגשות; Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 136–37. For a list of biblical 

characters described with similar language, see Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 627–28. 

 
15 Absalom’s beauty is described as incomparable: וכאבשלום לא היה איש יפה בכל ישראל (2 Sam 14:25). 

Adonijah is described, perhaps in comparison with Absalom, as follows: וגם הוא טוב תאר מאד (1 Kgs 1:6). The only 

other man in biblical narrative who is described in somewhat similar language is an Egyptian killed by one of 

David’s warriors in 2 Sam 23:21 ( מראה [qere איש מצרי אשר ]איש); the text is difficult, however. 

 
16 Youngest/younger: Abel, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, Solomon; shepherd: Abel, Isaac (cf. Gen 

26:20), Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David; handsome: Joseph, David, Absalom, and Adonijah. 

 
17 As the previous note shows, Joseph and David are the only male characters who share all of these features. 

There is also one female character who is a younger sibling, a shepherd, and beautiful; namely, Rachel (Gen 29:9, 

16, 17).  

 
18 Levenson makes this connection, writing, “In a few verses [16:11–13], 1 Samuel presents the theme that, in 

the case of Joseph, will occupy the last quarter of the Book of Genesis: the last shall be first, the youngest brother 

shall rule his elders” (Beloved Son, 145).  
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spirit of Yhwh rushes on David from that day onward ( וה אל דוד מהיום ומעלהותצלח רוח יה ; v. 

13).19 Although the narrator makes it clear that Samuel is anointing the next king (v. 1), the 

question of whether or not Samuel makes this known to David and his family is an open one.20 

And although Yhwh’s spirit immediately comes upon David, his assumption to the throne does 

not come until much later, when the people anoint him king over Judah in Hebron (2 Sam 2:4). 

 While this introduction to David is quite different in most of its details from the beginning 

of the Joseph story, there are several thematic parallels between these narratives. Like David, 

Joseph is given a sign that he will be a ruler in the future; in his case, he has two dreams that 

depict his family bowing down to him (Gen 37:5–10). The fact that kingship is at stake is made 

clear when Joseph’s brothers ask incredulously, “Will you really reign over us? Or will you 

really rule over us? (המלך תמלך עלינו אם משול תמשול בנו)” (v. 8). It is not clear at the outset of 

the story whether these dreams have a divine origin, but they are confirmed when Joseph 

becomes second-in-command to the Pharaoh (Gen 41:39–43) and his brothers bow down to him 

when they come to Egypt for food (42:6). Like David, then, Joseph is given a sign that he will be 

                                                             
 
19 The use of the phrase ותצלח רוח יהוה puts David in continuity with Saul, who also received the spirit of 

Yhwh in this way (1 Sam 10:6, 10, 11:6). It also serves to show the contrast between David and Saul at this point in 

the narrative, when David has received the spirit of Yhwh, and Saul has lost it (16:14). The other biblical character 

who repeatedly has Yhwh’s spirit rush on him is Samson (Judg 14:6, 19, 15:14). In contrast to Saul and Samson, the 

reception of the spirit is a one-time event for David that does not need to be repeated. While Joseph is not depicted 

as receiving the spirit of Yhwh, it is notable that Pharaoh says that Joseph has “the spirit of God in him ( רוח אלהים

 .see Hamilton, “Was a Joseph a Type of the Messiah?,” 57 ;(Gen 41:38) ”(בו

 
20 Short discusses different possible interpretations regarding the awareness of David’s family to the 

significance of the anointing and concludes, “Even after David’s anointing, it is not clear whether the witnesses in 

Bethlehem have truly seen, as YHWH has seen, the one whom YHWH has chosen. Instead, the considerable 

ambiguity over the question of precisely who knows how much about David’s new status as YHWH’s anointed king, 

if recognized, evokes in the readers some sense of mystery and surprise that gradually unfolds through the course of 

the narrative as David is revealed and confirmed as YHWH’s, and therefore Israel’s, beloved son, whom YHWH has 

found, chosen, and provided to replace Saul” (The Surprising Election, 185–86).  
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king, and this sign is made known to his brothers. Like David, Joseph waits years and endures 

many trails before these intimations of leadership are fulfilled.21 Admittedly, recognizing these 

aspects of the stories as parallels requires viewing these texts on a level of abstraction that is 

perhaps unwarranted, as the language and the plots of 1 Sam 16:1–13 and Gen 37:2–11 are very 

different from each other. Nevertheless, because the case can be made from the cumulative 

evidence discussed in this chapter that these narratives are related, the details discussed above 

should be included as points of evidence as well. The chart below outlines the correspondences 

between David and Joseph at the beginnings of the stories about them.  

Parallel Elements Classification of 

Parallel  

David Story (1 Sam 

16:1–13) 

Joseph Story (Genesis 

37) 

Youngest/younger 

brother 

Characterization  David is the youngest 

of eight brothers (vv. 

10–11) 

Joseph is the eleventh 

of twelve brothers (Gen 

29–30; 35:23–26)  

Shepherd  Characterization, motif  David “is shepherding 

among the sheep” ( רעה

 (v. 11) (בצאן

Joseph “was 

shepherding among the 

sheep” (רעה . . . בצאן) 

(Gen 37:2) 

Handsome  Characterization  David is ruddy, with 

beautiful eyes and a 

handsome appearance 

אדמוני עם יפה עינים )

 .v. 12, cf. v) (וטוב ראי

 (in 17:42 יפה מראה ;18

Joseph has a handsome 

form and a handsome 

appearance ( יפה תאר

 (39:6) (ויפה מראה

Divine sign that the 

character will become a 

ruler  

Theme, plot element David is chosen by God 

to be king (v. 1) and 

anointed by Samuel (v. 

13) 

Joseph has dreams that 

his family will bow 

down to him (vv. 5–10) 

Sign occurs in relation 

to the character’s 

brothers 

Plot element David is anointed 

among his brothers (v. 

13) 

Joseph’s brothers are 

represented in his 

dreams and he reports 

his dreams to them (vv. 

5–10) 

                                                             
21 Garsiel believes that one of the main reasons for that the author established an analogy between David and 

Joseph was to highlight this connection between David’s “path of tribulation and trial” that leads to the kingship and 

Joseph’s similar rocky journey to greatness, thereby emphasizing David’s great perseverance and the trustworthiness 

of divine providence (First Book of Samuel, 121). This point will be discussed further below.  
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Sign is ambiguous and 

fulfillment comes much 

later in the story  

Plot element Samuel does not say 

that he is anointing 

David as king, and 

David does not become 

king until 2 Sam 2:4 

It is not clear in the 

beginning whether or 

how Joseph’s dreams 

will be fulfilled (cf. the 

questions of vv. 8, 10) 

 

 As the above discussion has shown, parallels between David and Joseph are evident in 1 

Samuel 16 both in the characterization of David and in the themes evoked by Samuel’s 

anointing. David, like Joseph, is a shepherd, and he is handsome. He is also a younger brother, as 

Joseph is. Although these traits are not unique to these two biblical characters, the coincidence of 

all three traits in one man is found only in David and Joseph. Furthermore, both characters are 

marked as chosen by God to rule, although when and how they will rule is not specified at the 

beginning of their stories, and much time will pass before they assume their positions of 

leadership. The function of the parallels between David and Joseph cannot be fully determined at 

this point in the narrative, but it seems clear that the connections with Joseph bolster a positive 

portrayal of David and put emphasis on his divinely chosen status. Details in the next part of the 

narrative provide additional evidence that this is the case.  

There is little evidence from this passage to make an argument about the direction of 

dependence between the narratives, although there is one aspect of the Samuel story that may 

indicate that it is the secondary one. Garsiel has shown that the scene of 1 Sam 16:1–13 uses 

narrative analogy to establish a contrast between Saul and David, noting several details that 

connect the narratives:  

In both cases it is Samuel who anoints the candidate selected by the Lord, and the initial 

anointing takes place in secret and is associated with a sacrificial meal convened by him. 

In both cases the surprise at the choice is noticeable: Saul is ‘of the smallest of the tribes 

of Israel, and [his] family is the humblest of all the families of the tribe of Benjamin’ 

(9:21); and David is the ‘smallest/youngest’ of his father’s house (16:11). Neither 

candidate is present during the process of selection—Saul hides away, David is with the 
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sheep, and both have to be brought; and the spirit of the Lord comes upon each after his 

anointing (10:10; 16:13). The verbs ‘see’ and ‘choose’ recur in both narratives.22 

 

When narrative analogy is at work in a biblical story, it is not unusual to see details from more 

than one text brought together in the analogical narrative.23 If the Samuel narrative is dependent 

on the Joseph story at this point, it would make sense that the introduction to David would set up 

a negative comparison with Saul, whose fortunes continue to decline as David’s continue to rise 

for the rest of the book of 1 Samuel, and a positive one with Joseph, to reinforce David’s chosen 

status. This evidence alone is not enough to establish the dependence of 1 Sam 16:1–13 on the 

Joseph story, however, and further evidence about the direction of influence between Samuel and 

Genesis will be discussed as it appears.  

 

In the Service of a King: 1 Samuel 16:14–23 

The second half of chapter 16 can be seen as a counterpart to the first half, showing how, after 

God has chosen David, Saul chooses him to be his court musician and armor bearer. Although 

many scholars consider the latter story to be earlier than the former,24 in the final form of the 

narrative both sections are well-integrated and have many points of connection with the wider 

narrative.25 This section contains some possible parallels with the Joseph story, but none of these 

                                                             
22 First Book of Samuel, 114. 

 
23 See discussion in the Introduction (pp. 24, 32–33). This feature can be the work of one author, or of a text 

attracting additional analogical layers over time. Referring to the book of Samuel, Graeme Auld and Craig Ho 

suggest, “A book that is full of parallel structures might have attracted further parallel details to enhance the literary 

effect” (“The Making of David and Goliath,” JSOT 56 [1992]: 24–25). It is notable that 1 Sam 16:1–13 also has 

parallels to the story of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac in Gen 22; see Short, The Surprising Election, 141–42; 

Bazak, 93–88 ,מקבילות נפגשות, Zakovitch, 77–76 ,מקראות בארץ המראות.   

 
24 See n. 2 above, and McCarter, I Samuel, 282.  

 
25 As Garsiel explains, “Chapter 16 is made up of two distinct story units which are connected with each and 

are also well related to the preceding narrative complex” (First Book of Samuel, 111). See also J. P. Fokkelman, The 
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points is distinctive enough to argue that this passage contains deliberate allusions to the Joseph 

story.  

Some of the plot details in this section are broadly similar to the narrative of Genesis 39. 

In both stories, the main character quickly gains a high position in the court of a ruler. In 

Joseph’s case, immediately after he is brought to Egypt and sold to Potiphar, Pharaoh’s captain 

of the guard (v.1), the narrator notes that “Yhwh was with Joseph and he became a successful 

man (ויהי יהוה את יוסף ויהי איש מצליח)” (Gen 39:2). The next verse repeats these ideas, but from 

the perspective of Potiphar: “And his lord saw that Yhwh was with him, and Yhwh caused all 

that he did to succeed in his hand ( ה יהוה מצליח בידווירא אדניו כי יהוה אתו וכל אשר הוא עש )” (v. 

3). Finally, Joseph finds favor in Potiphar’s eyes (וימצא יוסף חן בעיניו) and Potiphar entrusts 

everything that is his to Joseph (v. 4). Joseph’s position in Potiphar’s house comes to an end, of 

course, when Potiphar’s wife accuses Joseph of trying to sleep with her. But Joseph quickly finds 

success even in prison, and some of the same phrases are repeated to describe this success:  ויהי

 .v) באשר יהוה אתו ואשר הוא עשה יהוה מצליח ,(v. 21) יהוה את יוסף . . . ויתן חנו בעיני שר בית הסחר

23).  

David likewise gains immediate favor when he is brought to Saul’s court. Saul’s servant 

who recommends David to be the king’s musician says, “Yhwh is with him (ויהוה עמו)” (1 Sam 

16:18). The servant’s description of David contains two other points that show similarities with 

Joseph: David is “discerning in speech (ונבון דבר)” and “a man of form (ואיש תאר)” (16:18). 

                                                             
Crossing Fates, 133–40. Levenson points out that “repeated election, or election made and then ratified, is not 

unusual” in the Bible (personal communication). 
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Joseph is called “discerning and wise (נבון וחכם)” by Pharaoh (Gen 41:43), and the fact that both 

David and Joseph are described as good looking is discussed above.26 Furthermore, the phrase 

“to stand before” is used to describe David when he enters Saul’s service (1 ;ויעמד לפניו Sam 

16:21) and Joseph when he enters Pharaoh’s (בעמדו לפני פרעה; Gen 41:46).27 Saul loves David 

and makes him his armor bearer (v. 21), and he requests that Jesse allow David to stay with him, 

“because he has found favor in my eyes (כי מצא חן בעיני)” (16:22). This situation—a man rising 

to prominence in a royal court and finding favor in the eyes of a ruler because Yhwh is with 

him—may speak to a deliberately created analogy between Joseph and David, but the 

commonness of the language (and the fact that different vocabulary is used in each story) makes 

the case difficult to prove. Additional relevant data will be considered in the context of 1 Samuel 

18, however, where the claim that Yhwh is with David is repeated and his success is mentioned 

several times.  

 

A Journey and a Conflict: 1 Samuel 17 

The plot of the Joseph story is largely driven by the conflict between Joseph and his older 

brothers. While this kind of fraternal strife does not play a large role in the David story,28 David 

                                                             
26 Bazak notes that the adjective נבון is not applied to any other characters in the Bible except Solomon, and 

there the word refers to Solomon’s heart, not to the character himself (1 ;לב חכם ונבון Kgs 3:12) (98 ,מקבילות נפגשות 

n. 8). See also Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 120.  

 
27 See Hamilton, “Was Joseph a Type of the Messiah?” (57).  

 
28 While David and his brothers have little interaction outside of the narrative of 1 Sam 17, there is, of course, 

a major conflict between David’s sons Absalom and Amnon (2 Sam 13), and another between Adonijah and 

Solomon (1 Kgs 1–2). These incidents will be treated in Chapter Four. 
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does have one adversarial confrontation with an older brother, and there are similarities between 

this incident and the narrative of Genesis 37, in which Joseph’s brothers sell him into slavery. 

The conflict between David and his brothers occurs as part of the story of David and Goliath, 

found in 1 Samuel 17. It is significant, however, that the interaction between David and his 

brothers is not found in all of the ancient versions of this story. This important text-critical issue 

must be addressed in some detail in order to give a full account of the analogical parallels 

between 1 Samuel 17 and Genesis 37. The unusually large difference between the Greek and 

Hebrew versions of 1 Samuel 17–18 provides an opportunity to test and argue for my hypothesis 

that the analogical connections between the narratives of Samuel and Genesis increased and were 

strengthened over the course of the development of these texts.  

 

Excursus: Two Different Versions of 1 Samuel 17–18  

 The narrative of 1 Samuel 17–18 cannot be adequately investigated without a discussion of 

an important Greek witness that contains a significantly different version of this material from 

that found in the MT. The biggest difference between the Codex Vaticanus (LXXB)29 and the MT 

for these chapters is that the Greek version is missing the following material: 1 Sam 17:12–31, 

41, 48b, 50, 55–18:6a, 10–11, 12b, 17–19, 21b, and 29b–30. Smaller differences are in evidence, 

too; the LXX contains additional short minuses, variant readings, and short pluses vis-à-vis the 

MT.30 The MT pluses of 17:12–31 and 18:17–19, 21b are especially relevant for this study, as 

                                                             
29 The other major Greek witnesses (the Codex Alexandrinus and the Lucianic manuscripts) have been 

systematically revised toward the MT, so their version of 1 Sam 17–18 is much closer to the MT of these chapters. 

See McCarter, I Samuel, 9; Stephen Pisano, Additions or Omissions in the Books of Samuel: The Significant Pluses 

and Minuses in the Massoretic, LXX and Qumran Texts (OBO 57; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1984), 79. 

 
30 For a catalogue of all of these differences, see Emanuel Tov, “The Nature of the Differences between MT 

and the LXX,” in The Story of David and Goliath: Textual and Literary Criticism, ed. Dominique Barthélemy et al. 

(OBO 73; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986), 19–22.  
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they contain strong examples of narrative analogy that are missing in the shorter version of the 

narrative.  

 There are two main explanations as to how these different versions came about. The 

majority opinion is that LXXB reflects an earlier Hebrew version, which was either combined 

with another account or expanded without the use of sources to produce the version found in the 

MT.31 A significant minority of scholars holds to the view that the MT reflects the original 

version, which was shortened either by the Greek translator or by a Hebrew scribe.32 I will argue, 

                                                             
 
31 A major point of reference for this debate is the four-way discussion of Dominique Barthélemy, David W. 

Gooding, Johan Lust, and Emanuel Tov in The Story of David and Goliath: Textual and Literary Criticism, ed. 

Dominique Barthélemy et al. (OBO 73; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986). Barthélemy and Gooding 

represent the MT-priority side of the debate, and Lust and Tov the LXX-priority. Each scholar has several 

contributions in the volume; their work will be referenced using the title of the contribution and the abbreviation 

TSDG for the book. Barthélemy’s position is also outlined in his essay “La qualité du Texte Massorétique de 

Samuel,” in The Hebrew and Greek Texts of Samuel, ed. Emanuel Tov (Jerusalem: Academon, 1980), 1–44. 

The following scholars also hold some version of the LXX-priority view, and their positions will be discussed 

further below: Anneli Aejmaleaus, “Rewriting David and Goliath?” in From Scribal Error to Rewriting: How 

(Sacred) Texts May and May Not Be Changed, ed. Anneli Aejmaleaus et al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

forthcoming); Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 19–39; Klein, 1 Samuel, 173–75; McCarter, I 

Samuel, 284–321; Stoebe, “Die Goliathperikope,” 397–413; Emanuel Tov, “The Composition of 1 Samuel 16–18 in 

the Light of the Septuagint Version,” in Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism, ed. Jeffrey Tigay (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 333–62. For additional bibliography see the literature cited by Benjamin J. 

M. Johnson, “Reconsidering 4QSama and the Textual Support for the Long and Short Versions of the David and 

Goliath Story,” VT 62 (2012): 535 n. 6; and Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 78 n. 22. In his book Reading David 

and Goliath in Greek and Hebrew: A Literary Approach (FAT II/82; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), Benjamin 

Johnson analyzes each version from a literary perspective without making a judgment about their priority or 

development (see pp. 12–17). 

 
32 The view that the LXXB version represents a harmonizing abbreviation has been attributed to Wellhausen; 

see, for example, Klein, 1 Samuel, 174; and McCarter, I Samuel, 306–7. As Lust demonstrates, however, 

Wellhausen appears to have changed his mind over time on this issue. In Der Text der Bücher Samuelis (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1871), Wellhausen argued that the LXX was the original text: “Also erklärte sich die 

Auslassung der LXX nicht aus harmonistischer Tendenz, sondern sie entspricht dem ursprünglichen Texte der 

Bücher Samuelis, welcher im MT. aus einem selbständigen Flugblatte interpoliert wurde” (105). He later wrote, in 

the second edition of Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der historischen Bücher, that the LXX was secondary; 

he appears to have returned to his earlier opinion, however, in the third edition of that work. See Johan Lust, “The 

Story of David and Goliath in Hebrew and in Greek,” TSDG, 5–6.  

In recent scholarship, the following works (in addition to those of Barthélemy and Gooding) represent the 

minority view that the MT reflects an earlier version of 1 Sam 17–18: Heda Jason, “The Story of David and Goliath: 

Folk Epic?” Bib 60.1 (1979): 36–70; Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 78–86; Robert Polzin, Samuel and the 
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in agreement with one version of the majority position, that the shorter text is earlier and that the 

MT pluses are narrative expansions that answer exegetical questions and fill in narrative gaps, 

drawing heavily on other parts of 1 Samuel and other biblical texts in order to do so. There are 

several strong arguments in favor of the MT-priority view, however, and these will be dealt with 

first.  

 Those who hold the position that the MT reflects an earlier version of 1 Samuel 17–18 put 

forth a number of arguments based on text-critical, literary, and generic considerations. In every 

case, though, the explanation for the shorter text found in LXXB is that it is a harmonizing 

abbreviation of the original narrative. This harmonizing might have been done on the level of the 

Hebrew, or by the Greek translator.33 A point in favor of this position is that when the MT pluses 

are removed, many of the apparent contradictions and seemingly unnecessary repetitions in this 

narrative disappear.34 One major problem in the MT, easily noticed by anyone reading the text, is 

that Saul does not recognize David after he slays Goliath (17:55–58), although a chapter earlier 

David had entered Saul’s service as his music therapist and armor bearer (16:21–23). This 

contradiction is not present in LXXB, which is missing these verses. The Greek version also 

omits two episodes that can each be seen as one member of a doublet: Saul offering his daughter 

                                                             
Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989), 161–

81, 258–62; Alexander Rofé, “The Battle of David and Goliath: Folktale, Theology, Eschatology,” in Judaic 

Perspectives on Ancient Israel, ed. J. Neusner et al. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 117–51; Van Seters, The Biblical 

Saga of King David, 135–62; and Walter Dietrich, “Die Erzählungen von David und Goliat in 1 Sam 17,” ZAW 108 

(1996): 172–91. See also the literature cited by Johnson, “Reconsidering 4QSama,” 535–36 n. 7; and Pisano, 

Additions or Omissions, 78 n. 23.  

 
33 Tov has argued, however, that the conservative translation technique reflected in 1 Sam 17–18 LXXB makes 

it unlikely that the translator would have omitted large portions of the text in his translation (“The Nature of the 

Differences between MT and the LXX,” TSGD, 19–38). While this does not preclude an abbreviation during the 

transmission of the Hebrew text, Tov finds other evidence to support the priority of LXXB (38–39).  

 
34 See Barthélemy, “La qualité du Texte Massorétique de Samuel,” 20. 
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Merab in marriage to David (18:17–19), which is parallel to the account of Saul’s offer of 

Michal in marriage to David (18:20–27), and one account of Saul attempting to pin David to the 

wall with his spear (18:10–11, cf. 19:9–10).35 Smaller repetitious details, such as the notice in v. 

50 that David killed Goliath (he appears to kill him in v. 51 as well), are also absent in the 

shorter version.  

 Of course, scholars who posit that an abbreviating harmonization took place need to explain 

how such a contradictory text came about in the first place. Some argue that although the MT is 

earlier than LXXB, it is a composite text with a complex textual history.36 Others, especially 

those inclined toward a literary analysis of the final form of the text, attempt to make contextual 

sense of parts of the text that other scholars have identified as contradictory. Gooding’s work 

represents a particularly ardent defense of the logic of the MT version of 1 Samuel 17–18, and he 

presents a number of compelling points showing that the pluses are integrated with (or, in his 

view, essential to) the larger narrative context. For example, he points out that the focus of Saul’s 

puzzling questions in 17:55–58 is not the identity of David, but the identity of David’s father. 

Not only is the identity of David’s father relevant to Saul’s promise to make the victor’s family 

free (17:25), but highlighting David’s father’s obscurity makes the scene of 17:55–18:4—in 

which David, the future king, interacts with the present king and his son—all the more dramatic. 

With the pluses included, the narrative is “about two fathers, and two sons, and two households, 

                                                             
35 These contradictions and others are listed by Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 79; see also Yoon, So-Called 

History of David’s Rise, 124–25. 

 
36 This is Barthélemy’s view; he posits that the Greek version is a harmonized abbreviation of a longer 

account that had accumulated contradictory elements over time (“Trois niveaux d’analyse,” TSDG, 54; “La qualité 

du Texte Massorétique de Samuel,” 20). Dietrich identifies two different stories in the MT version (which he 

considers primary) that have been joined together and supplemented with redactional additions (“Die Erzählungen 

von David und Goliat,” 179–84). 
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and how David was permanently transferred from his father’s household to Saul’s.”37 Gooding’s 

analysis finds the MT version of the story to be “a highly-wrought, sophisticated, narrative-

sequence, that everywhere makes excellent sense.”38 The shorter version is the result of an 

abbreviation of this originally coherent narrative, “which someone with a very literalistic, 

unimaginative mind has truncated, thinking thereby to improve it by removing doublets and 

discrepancies.”39 

 Despite Gooding’s astute literary observations, he has fallen into the same trap as the 

scholars he argues against when he judges the work of his hypothetical harmonizer as “pedantic” 

and “inept.”40 Attempting to make judgements about what ancient authors, redactors, or 

audiences considered to be unacceptably inconsistent or contradictory is difficult.41 The evidence 

that Gooding brings to show that the material in the MT pluses is consistent with the content and 

themes of the wider narrative does argue against the model that the pluses were originally parts 

                                                             
37 D. W. Gooding, “An Approach to the Literary and Textual Problems in the David-Goliath Story,” TSDG, 

60–61. Gooding also shows how the focus on David’s family continues in 18:17–19, and how the theme of the 

transfer of power from one house to another is a major concern of the wider narrative in 1 Samuel (61–63).  

 
38 Ibid., 75. The inelegant punctuation in this quotation is Gooding’s.  

 
39 Ibid., 82. Polzin likewise attempts to show that the MT is not as contradictory as it appears to some 

scholars, although he does not make an absolute judgment about the originality of the MT, and he recognizes the 

discordant elements of the narrative more than Gooding seems to (Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 161–76, 258–62 

nn. 19–22, 32). In his discussion of 17:55–58, he points out the stylistic similarities between this text and the wider 

narrative (including repetition and the use of deictic pronouns) and argues that Saul’s questioning may be a coercive 

attempt to get David to renounce his own father and give his full allegiance to Saul (171–76). While this last point 

may go too far, Polzin is right to highlight the tensions surrounding David at this point in the narrative: on the one 

hand, tension between serving his father and serving Saul, and on the other, tension between loyally serving Saul 

and successfully becoming a leader in his own right.     

 
40 “An Approach,” TSDG, 69, 77.  

 
41 See Tov, “Conclusion,” TSDG, 133. Johnson aptly summarizes this problem: “What looks like evidence of 

multiple sources from a redactional-critical perspective, looks like artful repetition from a literary-critical 

perspective. Despite numerous attempts, the necessary exercise of scholarly judgment has too few criteria to escape 

undue subjectivity in this regard” (Reading David and Goliath, 9).  
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of an independent account that were interpolated rather ineptly into a shorter narrative.42 This 

does not prove that the material of the pluses was original to the narrative, however; a composite 

narrative can also have coherence and consistency of themes.43 The most fruitful way to develop 

a model of textual development is to focus the argument on what best accounts for the textual 

situation as it stands (this will involve both textual and literary criticism), avoiding appeals to 

ineptitude or incompetence on any level.44 

Other scholars have used analysis based on genre to show the priority of the MT version 

of the story. Heda Jason uses the folkloristic models of Propp and Skaftimov to analyze 1 

Samuel 17, concluding that since “the text lends itself to a complete analysis based on narrative 

models both of the fairy tale and of the epic,” it must not be composite; rather, the text 

                                                             
42 See “An Approach,” TSDG, 62–63. 

 
43 As Lust writes, “The rhetorical qualities of a text are not necessarily a criterium of its originality” 

(“Methodological Remarks,” TSDG, 125). See also Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 21–22. 

  
44 The critiques of Gooding and Polzin against scholars such as Tov help to highlight an important 

methodological point concerning the subjective nature of arguments on both sides when it comes to narrative 

coherence. They make the valid claim that text-critical arguments involve subjective judgments just as arguments 

based on a final-form literary approach do. Tov agrees, with reservations: “All our work is subjective, but I claim 

that some analyses are more subjective than others, or, if you wish, some are more objective than others. I should 

not deceive myself, also my own work is subjective” (“Conclusion,” TSGD, 130). The debate demonstrates that 

there is no way to separate “objective” judgements from “subjective” ones, because even undebatable text-critical 

data require interpretation. The text-critical situation of 1 Sam 17–18 does represent an unusual opportunity to 

construct a more plausible model of textual development than is usually the case in biblical studies, however, 

because of the great difference between the Old Greek and Hebrew texts. This difference requires explanation, and 

while both the LXX-priority and the MT-priority sides involve subjective judgments about how the traditions 

developed, we are not left at an impasse, as Polzin seems to think: “What is clear from Tov’s exercise, it seems to 

me, is that no amount of internal text-critical evidence of the type Tov employs can render either alternative more 

likely than its opposite. Like Solomon with the feuding mothers, readers are confronted with two texts, one 

apparently mutilated and the other not” (he argues that the same situation is true for literary-critical arguments) 

(Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 260 n. 21). While Polzin’s argument might stand if we were looking at only 1 Sam 

17–18, it does not when we take a wider view—what we know about the development of the biblical text (as well as 

post-biblical rewriting and interpretation) supports a model of textual expansion, rather than one of abbreviating for 

the sake of harmonization (although there are exceptions; see Juha Pakkala, God’s Word Omitted: Omissions in the 

Transmission of the Hebrew Bible [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013]). See Tov’s remarks about his own 

work on the differences between the MT and LXX in “Conclusion,” TSDG, 131, 134–35. 
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“constitutes a complete literary work.”45 One obvious limitation of Jason’s analysis, however, is 

that it is focused on only one chapter of a larger literary complex. Although it may be possible to 

read the narrative of chapter 17 as a fairy tale or romantic epic,46 it is impossible in the end to 

understand it apart from its larger narrative context in 1 Samuel. Even Jason has to appeal to the 

next chapter for the fulfillment of key elements of the story, such as the king’s giving his 

daughter as a wife to the hero (18:20–28) and David’s joining Saul’s court (18:1–5).47 It is not 

clear, then, what the textual borders of the “complete literary work” are for Jason. Furthermore, 

even though many of the elements in the narrative of 1 Samuel 17 can be classified according to 

the models of Propp and Skaftimov, doing so obscures the message of the story in its context, 

highlighting certain details that play only a minor role in the narrative (such as the alleged 

reward of the king’s daughter in marriage) and ignoring others that may be more important (such 

as David’s conflict with Eliab).  

Alexander Rofé presents a different kind of generic analysis in his defense of the priority 

of the MT. Unlike Jason, he considers the MT to be a composite text, arguing that this version 

came about when an author (or authors) overlaid an earlier, folkloristic tale about a shepherd boy 

defeating a giant with the theological theme of victory over an uncircumcised foe who taunted 

the living God.48 Rofé considers the folkloristic elements of the story to be earlier than the 

theological elements, and he points out that both folkloristic and theological elements can be 

found in both the Greek and Hebrew versions of the story. He argues that if the MT represented a 

                                                             
45 “The Story of David and Goliath,” 60.  

 
46 Jason settles on the latter as the genre of this text; a romantic epic is a sub-genre of historic epic (ibid., 66). 

 
47 Ibid., 43, 45.  

 
48 Rofé, “The Battle of David and Goliath,” 117–18.  
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secondary development, the theological material would be found in the MT pluses, since this 

theological tendency represents a later impulse. Likewise, since the MT contains many of the 

folkloristic elements, which Rofé considers part of the earlier version of the story, it is not likely 

that the MT represents a later version of the story.49 Rofé believes that the final form of narrative 

(he identifies the boundaries of the story as 17:1–58 and 18:2, 5) is quite late; he settles on a 

fourth-century date.50  

Rofé’s argument from genre seems circular, however. Having decided that the folkloristic 

motifs are earlier and the theological content later, he cannot accept that the MT represents a 

later version, since both motifs are found in both versions. Why should the “folkloristic” motifs 

have to be earlier, however, and the “theological” view later?51 A more likely model of 

composition is that of a shorter, earlier narrative (now reflected in LXXB) that contained 

elements of what Rofé calls folklore (a shepherd boy who takes on a seasoned warrior) and 

theology (a godless enemy is defeated through faith in the true God), which were both developed 

further in the later, expanded version. 

 There are a couple of specific arguments from the text of 1 Samuel that are often offered as 

evidence of the priority of the MT version of 1 Samuel 17–18; one is text-critical in nature, and 

                                                             
49 Ibid., 119–20.  

 
50 Ibid., 133–34. Rofé’s argument about the late date of 1 Sam 17 includes some compelling points and will be 

relevant for my discussion of the purpose the analogies between David and Joseph. Hutton disputes Rofé’s argument 

for a late date of this material, however, arguing, “There are very few linguistic indicators suggesting 

incontrovertibly that Version 2 was composed as late as other texts in Late Biblical Hebrew. . . . Those features that 

Rofé has argued point to a 4th cent. dating are questionable” (The Transjordanian Palimpsest, 259; see also his 

thorough critique in n. 118 on 259–60). 

 
51 David Carr, in a critique of Rofé’s essay, writes, “This assumption that folkloristic elements are early, 

however, is not well founded” (The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 172 n. 31).  
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the other concerns the logic of the wider narrative. The text-critical issue involves the different 

versions of 17:26 and 36 in the MT and LXX.52  

 

17:26 MT (missing in LXX) 

ויאמר דוד אל האנשים העמדים עמו לאמר מה יעשה לאיש אשר יכה את הפלשתי הלז והסיר חרפה 

 מעל ישראל כי מי הפלשתי הערל הזה כי חרף מערכות אלהים חיים

 

And David said to the men standing with him, “What will be done for the man who kills 

this Philistine and takes away the reproach from Israel? For who is this uncircumcised 

Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living God?  

 

17:36 MT 

 גם את הארי גם הדוב הכה עבדך והיה הפלשתי הערל הזה כאחד מהם כי חרף מערכת אלהים חיים

 

Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear, and this uncircumcised Philistine shall 

be like one of them, for he has defied the armies of the living God.  

 

17:36 LXX 

καὶ τὴν ἄρκον ἔτυπτεν ὁ δοῦλός σου καὶ τὸν λέοντα καὶ ἔσται ὁ ἀλλόφυλος ὁ ἀπερίτμητος ὡς 
ἓν τούτων οὐχὶ πορεύσομαι καὶ πατάξω αὐτὸν καὶ ἀφελῶ σήμερον ὄνειδος ἐξ Ισραηλ διότι 

τίς ὁ ἀπερίτμητος οὗτος ὃς ὠνείδισεν παράταξιν θεοῦ ζῶντος 
 

Your servant killed both the bear and the lion, and this uncircumcised foreigner will be 

like one of them. Shall I not go and smite him and take away today a reproach from 

Israel? For who is this uncircumcised one who has defied the army of the living God?  

 

 

There is no equivalent for MT v. 26 in LXXB, and v. 36 MT has a minus in the middle of the 

verse vis-à-vis LXXB (underlined above), the content of which is very similar to v. 26 MT. 

Pisano argues, therefore, that this LXXB plus was inserted based on v. 26 MT, “in order to 

maintain this motivation on David’s part for avenging the insult to the Israelites;” this means that 

the translator of LXXB or the author of its Vorlage must have been working with vv. 12–31.53 

                                                             
52 See Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 82–83; and Van Seters, The Biblical Story of King David, 148–49. 

 
53 Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 83. 
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This example is thus a point in favor of “the original unity of chapter 17 as it appears in MT” for 

Pisano.54   

 If one begins with the hypothesis that the Greek version is earlier than the Hebrew, 

however, a different solution to this problem suggests itself. In my view, the author of the MT 

pluses drew extensively on other material in Samuel when composing the additional texts.55 It 

should be no surprise, then, that he would take a phrase from the original form of v. 36 (which is 

part of David’s dialogue with Saul) and use it to construct another of David’s speeches (v. 26). 

Perhaps because he used the material there, he omitted part of it in his version of v. 36.56 Others 

who hold to the originality of the Old Greek posit, as I do, that the clause from v. 36 was inserted 

into v. 26, but account for v. 36 by saying that the material was lost due to homeoteleuton.57 This 

solution is not without its problems, however,58 and a compositional model accounts for the 

differences in the versions here at least as well.  

                                                             
 
54 Ibid., 82. 

 
55 The use of other biblical material in textual expansions is well documented for other parts of the Hebrew 

Bible. See, for example, the many examples of this phenomenon in the transmission of biblical legal material as 

elucidated by David Andrew Teeter in Scribal Laws: Exegetical Variation in the Textual Transmission of Biblical 

Law in the Late Second Temple Period, FAT 92 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014).   

 
56 It must be admitted that if repetition is a problem (and the evidence from this narrative suggests that it is 

not), it is difficult to see why this author would nevertheless include the phrase “for he has defied the armies of the 

living God” in both verses.  

 
57 See Pisano, Additions or Omissions, 82–83. McCarter admits the difficulty of deciding “whether the longer 

text of LXX reflects original material or secondary expansion.” He concludes, “Tentatively, we assume that MT has 

suffered haplography from h‘rl hzh (k’hd m-) to h‘rl hzh (ky hrp m-), which has been partially repaired by the 

restoration of k’hd mhm (cf. Budde).” (I Samuel, 287). 

 
58 Pisano challenges the solution advanced by McCarter and Budde (see preceding note) by pointing out that if 

the phrase כאחד מהם “could have been added, however, it is surprising that the whole passage was not restored” 

(Additions or Omissions, 83 n. 37). It might be countered that if the text lost this material due to haplography, the 

phrase כאחד מהם was later added simply to make sense of the accidently shortened text. 
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Another point of evidence advanced by scholars who hold to the originality of the MT 

involves the reference to a covenant between David and Jonathan later in the narrative. In 1 Sam 

20:8, David tells Jonathan, “Into a covenant of Yhwh you have brought your servant with you 

 No earlier covenant is mentioned between David and Jonathan ”.(בברית יהוה הבאת את עבדך עמך)

aside from the one in 18:3 (ויכרת יהונתן ודוד ברית), a text that is part of an MT plus. It is argued, 

then, that this narrative is essential for understanding the reference in 20:8 and must be an 

original part of the text.59  

The mention of a previously-made covenant in 20:8 does not require a narrative account 

of this covenant making, however, a point that will be discussed below. Furthermore, it is 

difficult to explain the omission of 18:1–5 according to the harmonization model, because this 

particular passage does not contain any contradictions with the wider narrative. Indeed, if the 

covenant mentioned in 18:3 is so essential to understanding 20:8, why would an editor remove 

it? This passage appears, rather, to be a narrative expansion, like the rest of the MT pluses.   

 As I have attempted to demonstrate, arguments for the priority of MT 1 Samuel 17–18 are 

not without their flaws. Those who prefer a model in which the LXXB reflects an earlier version 

of 1 Samuel 17–18 have offered several additional critiques of the theory that LXXB represents a 

harmonizing abbreviation of an originally longer narrative. One of these arguments is that 

contradictions remain even in the narrative found in LXXB. McCarter, drawing on Wellhausen, 

points to the fact that David is described in 16:18 as a mighty warrior, whereas in 17:33 Saul 

                                                             
59 Ibid., 84. 
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expresses doubts about David’s ability to fight Goliath, since he is “only a lad.”60 Based on 

details like this, McCarter wonders “why an editor who was removing contradictions so boldly 

would not remove them all.61 Furthermore, some passages that were supposedly removed do not 

contain any contradictions with the wider narrative, and it is difficult to discern a reason for their 

removal.62 The best example of this is Jonathan’s covenant with David, described in 18:1–4.63 

Another strong point in favor of the priority of LXXB is the lack of known precedent for a scribe 

or translator omitting large sections of a text, whereas extensive evidence exists for the 

expansion of texts.64  

                                                             
60 McCarter, I Samuel, 295. Recognizing that even the LXX retains elements that are in contradiction to 

details in ch. 16, Pisano argues that 17:1–18:5 was originally a unified composition written by an author different 

from the author of ch. 16, and that nothing within 17:1–18:5 is contradictory (Additions or Omissions, 78–86).  

 
61 McCarter, I Samuel, 307. See also Lust, “The Story of David and Goliath,” 9; Tov, “The Nature of the 

Differences,” TSDG, 39. In response to a critique like this, Rofé remarks, “We must conclude that [the harmonizer] 

removed the obvious and disturbing contradictions and duplications but was unable—and most probably 

unwilling—to delve into contradictions inexorably woven into the basic story” (“The Battle of David and Goliath,” 

121). Others might argue that this is not a contradiction at all, but a difference in the perspectives of the characters 

describing David in each case (Andrew Teeter, personal communication).  

 
62 Wellhausen, Der Text der Bücher Samuelis, 105, second footnote.  

 
63 See McCarter, I Samuel, 307. 

 
64 See ibid.; Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 171 n. 31. Rofé argues that similar examples of 

abbreviation and harmonization can be seen in the books of Chronicles, however. He writes, “What is new about the 

shorter version of 1 Samuel 17–18 is neither that is was harmonized nor that it was abridged, but that, here, the two 

processes went hand in hand. The harmonization was achieved by means of a comprehensive abridgment” (“The 

Battle of David and Goliath,” 122).  

Van Seters claims that a comparable case of abridgement might be testified to by the 3.5-line plus (Van Seters 

calls it “a plus of 5 lines,” but this is not the case) before 1 Sam 11:1 found in 4QSama. He writes that “it is very 

widely accepted that in this case the longer text is the more original. It must also be observed that in this case there 

is no obvious text-critical reason, such as haplography or other scribal mistake, so it could just as easily be a case of 

scribal abridgement” (The Biblical Saga of King David, 155). Not all scholars would agree that this plus is original, 

however; it seems rather to be a later addition to the text stitched together from other biblical texts with the goal of 

solving exegetical problems and filling in narrative gaps. For a useful discussion, see the essay “An Addition to a 

Qumran Manuscript as Evidence for the Continuous Growth of the Text: 1 Samuel 10:27–11:1,” in Reinhard Müller, 

Juha Pakkala, Bas ter Haar Romeny, Evidence of Editing: Growth and Change in the Books of the Hebrew Bible 

(Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 79–99. Both the motive for the composition and the compositional technique displayed 

in this plus are very similar to the situation of the MT pluses in 1 Sam 17–18, as will be discussed below.   
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 Those who hold to the view that the LXX represents an earlier version of story generally 

advance one of two models for the development of the longer account. The majority view in this 

case is that the MT version is the result of the combination of two (or more) independent sources. 

McCarter is an often-cited representative of this position; he goes so far as to treat these two 

“sources” separately in his commentary.65 He believes that the point “most damaging to the 

‘shortening’ hypothesis’ . . . is the fact that the materials missing from LXXB, when collected by 

themselves as they are here, can be seen to form a more or less complete narrative of their 

own.”66 This alternative account of David’s confrontation with Goliath, according to McCarter, 

was added “somewhat heavy-handedly into some manuscripts of the completed story after the 

distinctive textual traditions had already begun to develop.”67  

                                                             
 
65 McCarter treats 1 Sam 17:1–11, 32–40, 42–48a, 49, 51–54, under the heading “David and the Philistine 

Champion” (I Samuel, 284–98), followed by the discussion of 1 Sam 17:12–31, 41, 48b, 50, 55–58, 18:1–5, 10–11, 

17–19, 29b–30 under the heading “David and the Philistine Champion: A Second Account” (ibid., 299–309). For a 

similar but more nuanced model with regard to the transmission of the two accounts, see Hutton, The 

Transjordanian Palimpsest, 245–65. Hutton writes, “If we allow for divergent traditions already at the level of the 

oral-textual interface, we might propose that the variant Vorlagen of MT and OG were preserved in two different 

communities valuing their own respective inherited (and memorized) tradition over the other. . . . This model 

eschews previous arguments dedicated to recovering the ‘original’ text and instead prefers to identify both LXXB 

and MT as authentic representatives of nearly contemporaneous—and equally authoritative—competing textual 

traditions. Accordingly, the variance between two manuscripts should be attributed to the exigencies of the 

simultaneous preservation of variant textual traditions and not simply to overly simplistic schemas of textual 

omission or supplementation in sequential stages of development” (264–65). 

 
66 Ibid., 307. These two stories about David and Goliath are not the earliest versions of what happened in the 

Valley of Elah, however, according to McCarter. His reconstruction of the original narrative is as follows: “David 

the warrior (16:18) entered the battle camp in the Valley of the Terebinth as Saul’s weapon-bearer (16:21) and, to 

the amazement of everyone, acquitted himself so manfully in the ensuing battle as to surpass the king himself in 

heroism, so that although Saul slew thousands, David slew tens of thousands and won the hearts of the people 

(18:7)” (ibid., 296; see also 298).  

 
67 Ibid., 298. For McCarter, the fact that the “alternative account” was added to the narrative at a late date 

makes it of less value than the “primitive version” represented in the Old Greek; it is, “at least from the perspective 

of the textual critic, properly excursus material” (ibid., 307). Lust offers a helpful corrective to this view: “What is 

the ‘original form’ of the O.T.? With E. Tov one may identify it with its finished composition. However, when do 

we have a finished composition of a biblical text? . . . Several forms of the same Book of the Bible appear to have 

functioned alongside each other in the congregation of Qumran. A decisive factor in this situation is the recognition 
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 In his analysis of 1 Samuel 17–18, Lust follows McCarter in many of his points. He builds 

on McCarter’s model by pointing out a series of parallels between the MT pluses (especially 

17:12–31, 55–58, and 18:2) and 1 Sam 9. 

Especially are 1 Sam. 9,1ff. and 1 Sam. 17,12ff. closely related. The schema of both 

sections is as follows. A man has a son : 17,12 and 9,1. He sets a task to his son : 17,17-

18 and 9,3. The task is a relatively minor one but the quest for its fulfilment brings the 

hero into contact with the leader of his country : Saul meets Samuel : 9,17ff.; and David 

meets Saul : 17,55-58. Both stories end with “On that day”: 18,2 and 9,24 and with the 

remark that the hero stays with the leader. In the following scene it becomes clear that he 

will become his successor.68   

 

Lust’s discussion here is important for understanding the use of narrative analogy in the MT 

pluses, and the parallels he notes are used as a starting point by Auld and Ho, whose work is 

discussed below. His conclusion that 17:12–31, 55–58, 18:2 “contain the relics of a narrative that 

once was the opening story of the history of David” is similar to McCarter’s model, except that 

Lust appears to believe that this material was part of an earlier book of Samuel. According to 

him, this part of the narrative was later replaced by a different version of the conflict between 

David and Goliath (the one reflected in LXXB), and eventually was added back in to the text by 

an editor.69 

                                                             
of the respective texts or forms of the text by the religious community to which they belong. Applied to the David 

and Goliath story this means that both the Septuagint and the Massoretic text may have preserved ‘a final form’ of 

the narrative” (“David and Goliath in the Hebrew and Greek Texts,” TSGD, 122–23). 

 
68 “The Story of David and Goliath,” TSGD, 13; see also “Second Thoughts,” TSGD, 91.  

 
69 “The Story of David and Goliath,” TSGD, 13–14. Lust’s reasoning that the pluses were part of an earlier 

version of the book runs as follows: “[17:12] follows very well upon 14,52 with its concluding statement of the 

foregoing section : ‘There was a hard war against the Philistines all the days of Saul, and when Saul saw any strong 

man, or any valiant man, he attached him to himself.’ Our story beginning in 17,12 uses some of the same terms: it 

explains that in the days of Saul Jesse had grown old, too old to be a soldier. However, he had sons who could 

follow Saul to the war … If one goes on thinking along these lines, 1 Sam 17,12ff must have belonged to the early 

layers of the book. It remains difficult to explain why exactly this story is not attested by the LXX” (“Second 

Thoughts,” TSGD, 91).  
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 The related conclusions of McCarter and Lust that the MT pluses constitute an independent 

and coherent narrative are not without their problems, however. Certain details, such as the 

explanation that David was going back and forth between accompanying Saul and watching his 

father’s flocks (17:15), do not make sense in an independent narrative about the fight between 

David and Goliath. McCarter classifies examples like this as additions made in order to 

harmonize the alternative account with its new context. Although he claims that the alternative 

account was only “modified slightly,” he includes quite a few verses under the category of added 

harmonizations (17:14b, 15, 23b, 31, 10–11, 17b, 29b).70  

Other parts of this alternative account appear to be missing, or shorter than one would 

expect. Van Seters notes that in McCarter’s reconstructed source, “nothing is said about how 

David actually becomes the one to accept [Goliath’s] challenge, such as we have in vv. 32–40.”71 

McCarter himself admits that in the alternative account, “the duel between David and the 

Philistine is described in the barest essentials;” comprising only 17:41, 48b, and 50.72 But this 

material too appears dependent on the wider narrative.73 Furthermore, in the reconstructed 

                                                             
70 McCarter, I Samuel, 303; see also Lust, “The Story of David and Goliath,” 14. McCarter explains further 

the nature of the changes made to this material when it was incorporated into the book: “The interpolation of the 

alternative account seems to have involved a minimum of redactional harmonization. No doubt some materials—we 

cannot be certain how much—were omitted as superfluous because they duplicated existing materials in the primary 

narrative. Other parts of the story, such as the report of the Philistine’s challenge in v 23, were probably reduced to 

summary form for the same reason. . . . There also seems to have been some attempt, and here we are on less certain 

ground, to revise the alternative account toward the pattern of the primary narrative” (I Samuel, 308). 

 
71 The Biblical Saga of King David, 138.  

 
72 McCarter, I Samuel, 305. Klein remarks that McCarter’s “‘independent account’ has an extremely brief and 

inadequate account of the actual battle” (1 Samuel, 174).  

 
73 The evidence for this, with regard to v. 50 in particular, will be discussed further below.  
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narrative David is not depicted as cutting off Goliath’s head, but in v. 51 he appears before Saul 

and Abner with the head in his hand.74  

Due to problems like these, Klein modifies McCarter’s model by positing that some of 

the shorter MT pluses (vv. 41, 48b, and a phrase from v. 51) are missing in LXXB due to 

haplography, and that “the Hebrew text has been expanded in 17:12–31, 50, 55–58 and 18:1–5 

by a series of excerpts from one or more alternate accounts.”75 He concludes, “Since these 

additions are not internally consistent nor do we know their extent or their non-canonical 

function, it is futile to interpret them separately from their present context.”76 Although Klein’s 

caution about interpreting the MT pluses apart from their context is warranted, his mixed model 

is not necessary; a simpler solution exists that accounts for all of the material of the pluses.  

A better reason for caution in interpreting the MT pluses apart from their present context 

is the possibility that they do not come from an independent source or sources after all, but that 

they were originally composed as an expansion of the shorter version. Auld and Ho believe that 

this was the case; in their view, the pluses were composed “by a redactor out of existing material 

in 1 Samuel.”77 They argue that the supplemental material was composed in order to show 

contrasts between David and Saul, and that “all the major MT pluses can be explained when they 

are read side by side with the characterization of Saul in 1 Samuel 9–10.”78 Their approach, then, 

                                                             
74 Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 138.  

 
75 1 Samuel, 172, 174.  

 
76 Ibid., 174.  

 
77 Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 24. Stoebe also describes the MT pluses as “freie 

Erweiterungen” drawing from other biblical traditions (“Die Goliathperikope,” 404).  

 
78 Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 37.  
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is one that relies heavily on the idea of narrative analogy (although they do not use this term), but 

because their focus is so narrowly set on the contrast between David and Saul, they propose 

some far-fetched parallels and miss more obvious ones. Even when there is good evidence that 

the narrative of a MT plus is drawing from 1 Samuel 9–10, Auld and Ho do not argue the case in 

a convincing manner. Discussion of a few examples from their work will serve to show the 

underdeveloped nature of their valid points as well as their more serious errors.  

Auld and Ho are correct to note, following Lust, the strikingly similar constructions at the 

beginnings of 9:3 (ויאמר קיש אל שאול בנו קח נא) and 17:17 (ויאמר ישי לדוד בנו קח נא).79 They 

neglect to mention, however, that the construction ויאמר ... אל/ל ... בנו קח נא does not occur 

elsewhere in the Bible, a point that would have strengthened their argument that 17:17 is 

dependent on 9:3. And their attempt to draw a contrast between Saul and David here is strained. 

Auld and Ho argue that Kish’s errand was “reasonable” but that Jesse’s errand was not, in order 

to support their argument that the latter story was constructed because “an editor seems to have 

wanted to give a task to David to match the one Kish gave to Saul!”80 As Van Seters argues, 

however, there are more parallels between the content of 17:12–31 and the story of Joseph in 

Genesis 37.81 These are missed by Auld and Ho in their focus on the parallels and contrasts 

                                                             
79 Ibid., 26.  

 
80 Ibid. Their explanation of why Jesse’s task is less believable than Kish’s hints at the analogical connections 

between this narrative and the Joseph story, but Auld and Ho never explicitly acknowledge these connections: “How 

can [Jesse] send his shepherd child to the battlefield just to see how his three eldest sons fare? Is not the youngest 

son dearest to him, as Benjamin was to Jacob?” (ibid.). 

 
81 The Biblical Saga of King David, 146. Van Seters does not believe, however, that the plus of 17:12–31 is 

actually dependent on Gen 37; he makes this point to show the misguidedness of the argument of Auld and Ho. He 

writes, “The similarity between the Joseph and David stories may simply be the use of a common folktale motif and 

nothing more” (146). The number of similarities between the Joseph and David stories, along with the dubious 

notion that a father sending his son on what turns out to be a life-changing errand to check on brothers who are 

hostile to him is a “common folktale motif,” speaks against Van Seters’s argument here.  
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between David and Saul.82 While there does appear to be a parallel constructed between Saul and 

David at this point in 17:17, Auld and Ho have not convincingly described the contrast between 

Saul and David, and they have missed possible analogical connections with other narratives.  

An additional argument that Auld and Ho develop in the wrong direction is the claim that 

Saul did not accomplish the task his father gave him, “whereas David accomplishes his task of 

seeing his brothers in a splendid manner.”83 Actually, David’s task was not simply to “see his 

brothers”; he was supposed to return to his father with his brothers’ “pledge” (17:18). Since Saul 

does not allow him to return home (18:2), he must not have fulfilled this task.84 He does not 

appear to have delivered the food that his father sent either; rather, he leaves it with the keeper of 

the baggage (17:22). A connection can legitimately be drawn between the father-initiated, fate-

changing journeys of Saul and David, but the non-fulfillment of the tasks and the changes in 

plans constitute parallels between the stories rather than differences.85  

                                                             
 
82 Auld and Ho go so far as to argue that a contrast is constructed between David’s father, who sends ten 

cheeses with David for the army commander, and Saul’s father, who doesn’t send anything with Saul (9:7), 

concluding, “The writer not only has arranged a task for David, he also has it arranged by a more thoughtful father!” 

(“The Making of David and Goliath,” 27). Given that David does not appear to give the cheeses to the commander 

(he leaves his things with the keeper of the baggage in 17:22), this conclusion seems like a stretch.  

 
83 Ibid., 27. 

 
84 See the similar critique of Auld and Ho’s argument in Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 133–34. 

 
85 A similarly poorly-executed argument is found when Auld and Ho draw a contrast between the 

“Background of Kish’s errand for Saul,” namely, the lost donkeys (1 Sam 9:3a), and the “Background of Jesse’s 

errand for David,” which is found in 1 Sam 17:16, “For forty days the Philistine came forward and took his stand, 

morning and evening” (“The Making of David and Goliath,” 25). They describe the contrast between these two 

scenes: “The situation that changed Saul’s fate is a rather trivial and uninteresting one: the loss of asses, dull 

animals. But it is David’s brothers’ involvement in battle with the enemy and the consequent dangers beckoning 

David that change both his own fate and that of his people” (26). Although a case can be made for an analogical 

relationship between the narratives of 1 Sam 9 and 17, Auld and Ho do not make it convincingly with their focus on 

the contrast between the lost donkeys and the war with the Philistines. 
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There is a case to be made that a contrast is constructed in the stories of David’s and 

Saul’s journeys, though, especially between the active initiative taken by David and the passivity 

of Saul. Auld and Ho point out several instructive examples of “the portrayal of a purposeful and 

vigorous David” in the MT pluses.86 The contrast between David’s initiative and Saul’s passivity 

is nicely illustrated, for example, when David leaves his things with the keeper of the baggage 

and runs energetically to the battle line (ויטש דוד את הכלים מעליו על יד שומר הכלים וירץ המערכה) 

(17:22), whereas Saul cowardly hides among the baggage (הנה הוא נחבא אל הכלים) when he is 

chosen by lot to be king (10:22).87 The contrast between Saul’s “brainless” questions in 9:7 

(“What can we bring the man? For the bread in our sacks is gone . . . What have we?”) and 

David’s active and assertive inquiries in 17:26 (“What will be done for the man for the man who 

kills this Philistine? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine?) is overdrawn by Auld and Ho, 

however.88  

While the examples discussed above have some merit, other connections that Auld and 

Ho propose between David and Saul are less convincing. They argue, for example, that there is a 

parallel between “Samuel’s covenant meal for Saul: the portion for the king” (9:22–24) and 

“Jonathan’s covenant with David: Jonathan’s offer of the prince’s robe and weapons” (18:3–4). 

Besides the fact that these scenes have no overlap in vocabulary or content (there is no covenant 

                                                             
86 Ibid., 29. 

 
87 Ibid., 28. An additional detail that helps make this contrast, not noted by Auld and Ho, is found in 10:23: 

“And they ran (וירצו) and took him from there [the baggage].” In Saul’s case, others do the running; they have to 

bring him to stand among the people. David does the running himself, and no one has to bring him to the battle line. 

 
88 Ibid. Auld and Ho claim that “The formal and stylistic similarity of these two passages is very clear” (ibid.). 

But the similarities are limited to these undistinctive details: 1) a man asks a person (in Saul’s case, his servant) or 

people (the people standing near David) questions, and 2) the extremely common word כי is found in two of the 

questions.   
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mentioned in the narrative of “Samuel’s covenant meal”), a better parallel for Saul’s meal with 

Samuel can be found in the story of David’s anointing in 16:1–13.89 Furthermore, by focusing on 

the alleged parallels between the story of Saul and the story of David, Auld and Ho overlook the 

role that Jonathan’s covenant plays in its context. They claim that the understanding of the 

content of the covenant in 18:1–3 is dependent on the description of other covenants between 

Jonathan and David later in the book (20:8–17 and 23:17–18). With regard to the narrative of 

18:1–4, Auld and Ho argue, 

Its inappropriate location can be explained in terms of a schema borrowed from the story 

of Saul’s emergence. Thus we find that there is a very close schematic relation between 1 

Sam. 9.22-10.1 and 18.1-4, but 18.1-4, not found in the LXX, does not fit very well with 

the flow of the story in the common text.90   

 

It is difficult to discern the “very close schematic relation” alleged by Auld and Ho, however, 

while it is easy to see a reason for including the story of Jonathan’s love for David at this point in 

the narrative. In chapter 18 everyone seems to fall in love with David—first all Israel and Judah 

(v. 16, cf. v. 28 LXX), then Saul’s daughter Michal (v. 20, cf. v. 28 MT)—so this is a very 

appropriate context to include the first mention of Jonathan’s love for David as well.91  

                                                             
89 Aejmalaeus comments, “Here, at the latest, it becomes evident that some of the parallels listed by Auld and 

Ho are fairly artificial, concentrating mainly on formal details. The sacrificial meal in Ch. 9 actually parallels more 

suitably with the story of David’s anointing in 16:13, which in fact contains other parallels, above all that David is 

anointed by Samuel, just like Saul was (10:1 and 16:13)” (“Rewriting David and Goliath,” 9).  

 
90 Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 36. 

 
91 Auld and Ho likewise miss the context of the MT plus found in 18:30. They contrast David’s popularity 

described there with the negative reaction to Saul found in 10:27 (ibid., 37). While this is a valid contrast, they fail 

to mention that David’s popularity was well-established in the earlier version of the text; similar statements are 

found in 18:6b–8, 14–16, and 28, and these are all present in LXXB. While creating a picture of David that contrasts 

with Saul was likely part of the motivation of the author of this plus, its content was derived from its immediate 

context.  
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The reason for dwelling at length on the analysis of Auld and Ho is that their approach 

bears certain important similarities to mine. I will also argue that the MT pluses did not exist as 

an independent account, and that narrative analogy played a significant role in the composition 

of this material. The specious nature of many of Auld’s and Ho’s arguments leave their work 

open to critique, however, and I hope to demonstrate a more careful method as I lay out my 

argument. Finally, although I believe that the MT pluses draw from the earlier narrative of 

Samuel at points, I will argue that material from Genesis is utilized as well. The conclusion that 

“all the major MT pluses can be explained when they are read side by side with the 

characterization of Saul in 1 Samuel 9–10”92 will be shown to be too narrow in focus. Although 

Auld and Ho are correct that David is contrasted with Saul in the MT pluses, the analogical 

connections are not exhausted by this parallel.  

In her essay “Rewriting David and Goliath?”, Anneli Aejmaleaus has filled in some of 

the gaps left by Auld and Ho.93 She argues,  

There are clearly parallels, not just with the stories about Saul, but also with many other 

texts. However, I see a weakness in the theory of Auld and Ho, in that demonstrating 

parallels or even contrasts between the two first kings is certainly not enough to motivate 

such literary activity. The parallels are not the goal – but rather the means for attaining 

the goal, which is to highlight and complement certain features of the story. The overall 

tendency is of course that David grows in glory, whereas Saul, the rejected king, is 

presented in ever darker tones. The motivation behind the “rewriting” must however have 

been of the kind typical for “rewriting” in general, that is, exegesis and eisegesis, 

explanation of problematic items in the narrative and gapfilling.94 

 

                                                             
92 Ibid. 

 
93 She writes, “I believe that Auld and Ho were on the right track, although their theory needs some fine-

tuning” (“Rewriting David and Goliath,” 9). 

 
94 Ibid., 9. With reference to the work of Geza Vermes, Aejmaleaus calls this work of rewriting a “midrashic 

process.” While I would prefer not to apply the word “midrashic” to literature outside of the rabbinic corpus, there 

are certainly similar exegetical assumptions and techniques at work in inner-biblical rewriting and rabbinic midrash.  
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Aejmaleaus’s model, with its focus on exegetical rewriting, better accounts for the motive behind 

the narrative expansions of 1 Samuel 17–18. In this model, the use of narrative analogy 

(including the use of analogies beyond the book of Samuel) serves the purpose of enhancing 

existing motifs and themes of the narrative, and it also helps to address questions left open by 

this narrative. 

The gap that Aejamaleaus focuses her discussion on involves the motif of the shepherd 

boy: “How could it happen that a small shepherd-boy was on the battle field when Goliath made 

his challenge? To solve this problem the editor of the longer version used an old narrative motif. 

The shepherd-boy David was, of course, sent on an errand by his father.”95 The impetus for the 

rewritten section (in this case, 17:12–31), according to Aejmaleaus, comes from passages that 

mention David having been taken from the flock to be king (2 Sam 5:2, 7:8, Ps 78:70–71)96—the 

addition shows that “David comes directly from the sheep to the anointing scene as well as to the 

battlefield. That the Lord took him from the sheep was taken very literally!”97 Aejmaleaus posits 

that the content of this rewritten section, in particular the motifs of a father sending his son on an 

errand and the enmity of an elder brother against a younger one, comes from Genesis 37.98 

Aejmaleaus has made an important contribution to the discussion of 1 Samuel 17–18 in 

her characterization of the MT pluses as the product of exegetical expansion based on other 

biblical texts. Her discussion of 17:12–31 is suggestive, but it needs to be developed further. I 

will take Aejmaleaus’s model as a starting point as I examine the MT pluses, and I hope that my 

                                                             
95 Ibid., 10.  

 
96 Ibid., 10–11.  

 
97 Ibid., 11.  

 
98 Ibid., 12–13.  
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analysis will help to confirm her argument. The parallels between the Joseph story and the David 

and Goliath narrative will be discussed following this excursus, and the account of David’s 

marriage to Merab (18:17–19) will be treated in the following chapter. Below I will discuss MT 

pluses that have less relevance to the topic of analogical connections between David and Joseph 

or Jacob. While these examples do not show analogical connections with the book of Genesis, 

examining them closely will help to give a fuller picture of the motives and methods of the 

author (or authors) of the MT pluses. I will examine one of the smaller pluses (17:50) and two 

longer ones (17:55–18:5, 10–11) here.  

 

“A Sword Was Not in His Hand,” 1 Samuel 17:50 

 The earlier account of David slaying Goliath as reflected in LXXB, and, for the most part, in 

17:49, 51a MT, runs as follows:  

And David put his hand into his bag and he took from there a stone and he slung it and he 

struck the Philistine on his forehead, and the stone sunk through the helmet99 and into his 

forehead and he fell on his face to the ground. And David ran and he stood over the 

Philistine, and he took his sword and he put him to death and he cut off his head.100  

 

In the MT version, another sentence is inserted between these two: “And David prevailed over 

the Philistine with sling and stone, and he struck the Philistine and killed him, but a sword was 

not in his hand” (v. 50).101 There is also an additional phrase in v. 51, so that the text reads, “and 

                                                             
99 The phrase “through the helmet” (διὰ τῆς περικεφαλαίας) is not found in the MT. This is one of several 

places where the LXX seems to contain interpretive additions.  

 
100 καὶ ἐξέτεινεν Δαυιδ τὴν χεῖρα αὐτοῦ εἰς τὸ κάδιον καὶ ἔλαβεν ἐκεῖθεν λίθον ἕνα καὶ ἐσφενδόνησεν καὶ 

ἐπάταξεν τὸν ἀλλόφυλον ἐπὶ τὸ μέτωπον αὐτοῦ καὶ διέδυ ὁ λίθος διὰ τῆς περικεφαλαίας εἰς τὸ μέτωπον αὐτοῦ καὶ 

ἔπεσεν ἐπὶ πρόσωπον αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὴν γῆν. καὶ ἔδραμεν Δαυιδ καὶ ἐπέστη ἐπ᾽ αὐτὸν καὶ ἔλαβεν τὴν ῥομφαίαν αὐτοῦ 

καὶ ἐθανάτωσεν αὐτὸν καὶ ἀφεῖλεν τὴν κεφαλὴν αὐτοῦ. 

 
 .ויחזק דוד מן הפלשתי בקלע ובאבן ויך את הפלשתי וימיתהו וחרב אין ביד דוד 101
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he took his sword and drew it from its sheath (וישלפה מתערה) and he put him to death . . .” (v. 

51).  

 This example is a good case study with which to evaluate several of the theories discussed 

above. In terms of narrative coherence, the LXX version seems to present a more straightforward 

series of events, whereas the plus in the MT appears to interrupt the flow of the narrative and 

provide a kind of summary statement of the fight. In the longer version, there is a possible 

inconsistency in the fact that David is said to have killed Goliath twice. Arguments about 

narrative coherence can go both ways, however. Gooding argues that v. 50 provides the climax 

to the fight scene and gives its main message of the story, “which is how and by what means the 

giant was overcome.”102 This verse fits “into the thought-flow perfectly” according to Gooding, 

and its absence in LXXB “looks all too much like a pedantic and ruinous attempt to get rid of an 

apparent difficulty.”103 Others arguing for the priority of the MT version might see the apparent 

inconsistency between vv. 50 and 51 as arising from an earlier combination of sources, which 

was “fixed” when a redactor removed v. 50. Those on the LXX-priority side of the debate need 

to explain why an originally coherent narrative was interpolated with material that appears to 

interrupt the flow of the story. And both sides need to account for the MT plus “and drew it from 

its sheath” in v. 51. These different perspectives show that it is difficult to make an argument 

based purely on which version contains a more coherent or elegant narrative; rather, the best 

argument will explain the existence of two different versions with minimal recourse to authorial 

or editorial ineptitude.  

                                                             
102 “An Approach,” TSGD, 70. 

 
103 Ibid. 
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 One attempt to account for the differences in this passage is to posit that two originally 

independent accounts of the fight between David and Goliath were combined here, as McCarter 

does. For him, v. 50 constitutes the entire description of the combat between David and Goliath 

in the alternative account of this story.104 The problem with this reconstruction is that content of 

v. 50 seems to depend on information from the wider context (the “alternative account” has no 

description of David gathering stones for his sling, or rejecting Saul’s armor, for example). 

Neither can McCarter’s model explain the addition of the phrase “and drew it from its sheath” in 

v. 51.105  

 Another approach to this text is seen in Auld’s and Ho’s analysis. They do not see v. 50 as 

part of an independent account but as one of a series of embellishments to the narrative made in 

an attempt to characterize David’s actions as “purposeful and vigorous.”106 The information in v. 

50 goes beyond this characterization, however, according to Auld and Ho: “The MT pluses not 

only depict a purposeful David, they emphasize his doing a wonder as well: when he kills 

Goliath, ‘there is no sword in the hand of David.’”107 But while a strong case can indeed be made 

that David is made to appear braver in the MT version, Auld and Ho again miss the context when 

they attempt to describe the purpose of v. 50. The original narrative made it clear that David 

                                                             
104 McCarter, I Samuel, 305. See discussion above.  

 
105 McCarter does not include the MT plus of v. 51 in his translation of the passage (ibid., 285). In the textual 

note on this verse he makes mention of Dahood’s defense of the originality of the phrase on the basis of the 

parallelism between “sword” and “sheath” (289), but he does not explain why the phrase would have been added or 

omitted from the text.  

 
106 “The Making of David and Goliath,” 29. These additions include David’s two questions in v. 26, the fact 

that Goliath has a shield-bearer with him (v. 41), the notice that David ran to meet Goliath (v. 48), the detail that 

David brings Goliath’s head to Saul (v. 57), and the change in Goliath’s height from four cubits to six (v. 4). All of 

these changes are meant to contrast an active David with a passive and timid Saul (29–30). See discussion above.  

 
107 “The Making of David and Goliath,” 29. 
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struck Goliath with a stone from his sling and that he finished him off and cut off his head with a 

sword, so it is not clear what additional “wonder” v. 50 would be describing. What this verse 

does clarify, however, is that David cut off Goliath’s head with Goliath’s sword, not with his 

own, a point that is ambiguous in v. 51.108  

Thus, while Auld and Ho are right to characterize the MT plus of v. 50 as an addition to 

the narrative that did not come from an independent source, they do not adequately account for 

the exegetical motivation of the plus or its emphasis. The motivation of the addition here seems 

to be along the lines of the “rewriting” model proposed by Aejmalaeus. The exegetical question 

raised by v. 51 (“and he took his sword and killed him”) is, “Whose sword?” Since is clear from 

earlier in the narrative that David did not accept Saul’s armor or weapons and that he prepared 

his sling for the battle, the original narrative implies that he did not have sword (vv. 39–40). And 

Goliath’s sword is mentioned later in the narrative; it is in the possession of the priests at Nob 

(21:10). The addition in v. 50, then, makes it absolutely clear that David did not have a sword, 

and that he used only his sling and Goliath’s own sword to defeat Goliath. The addition of “and 

he drew it from its sheath” in v. 51 is accounted for in this model as well. It continues to clarify 

the point that David was not holding a sword when he initially fell Goliath; he had to take 

                                                             
108 Stoebe, “Die Goliathperikope,” 410. Lust also notes that v. 50 may have been added to clarify the 

ownership of the sword, but he adds that “the verse may equally well be a part of an alternative story on David’s 

combat” (“The Story of David and Goliath,” 12). Johnson comments, “The main point of the verse appears to be to 

make emphatically clear to the reader that David’s statement in 17:47, that the Lord does not save by sword and 

spear, is fulfilled by David slaying Goliath with a sling and not a sword. Whether this point is an emphatic aside, or 

a theological clarification preempting a potential misreading of the story, it clearly emphasizes the connection 

between Goliath’s death and David’s theological claim in v. 47” (Reading David and Goliath, 198). While v. 50 

does emphasize the point that David first felled Goliath with a sling, I believe that the (related) exegetical problem 

behind the addition was the question of whose sword David used in v. 51. It is also important to note the analogical 

connection between this scene and the account of Jonathan’s battle with the Philistines in 1 Sam 14. Garsiel 

observes that although Jonathan is armed with a sword and spear and David is not, Jonathan’s “conduct and 

professions embody the principle that the Lord may aid the few against the many, just as David’s embody the 

principle that the Lord may aid the weak and ill equipped against armed giants” (1 Samuel, 119).   
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Goliath’s sword out of its sheath. Identifying the compositional process here as exegetical 

rewriting does not obviate the conclusion of Auld and Ho that David is portrayed as braver and 

more active in the MT account, but it does add an important dimension that better accounts for 

certain details. Similar exegetical impulses and gap-filling can be seen behind the longer pluses 

of 1 Samuel 17 and 18.  

 

Saul’s Questions and Jonathan’s Covenant, 1 Samuel 17:55–18:5 

The two parts of this long plus illustrate particularly intractable problems for adherents to 

both sides of the debate over which version of 1 Samuel 17–18 is earlier. On the one hand, the 

scene of 17:55–58, where Saul seems not to recognize David, is the most difficult passage to 

reconcile with the wider narrative. It is challenging for those who argue for the priority of the 

shorter text to explain why an author or redactor would have added such an apparently 

contradictory episode. On the other hand, the interaction between David and Jonathan (18:1–4) 

does not appear to be in contradiction with anything in the wider narrative. It is therefore 

difficult for those who hold to the harmonization model to explain why a redactor concerned 

with contradictions or doublets would remove this episode.  

The issues surrounding the first half of the plus (17:55–58) and its tensions with the 

wider narrative will probably never be solved definitively. Despite its dissonance with earlier 

details of the narrative, though, this passage does have significant connections with other parts of 

the story. As discussed above, Gooding emphasizes the appropriate focus on the identity of 

David’s father (and David’s interaction with Saul’s son) at the very point in the narrative when 

David is transferred from his household to Saul’s (18:2). Auld and Ho point to the connection 

between Saul’s questions and the question asked after Saul began to prophesy among a group of 
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prophets: “Who is their father?” (ומי אביהם) (10:12) or, as reflected in the LXX, “Who is his 

father?”109 Johnson explains the structural similarity between these two passages: “It is 

interesting that shortly after Saul’s anointing (10:1) there is a question about his parentage 

(10:12) just as shortly after David’s anointing (16:12) there is a question about his parentage 

(17:55–58).110  

There are also connections between 17:55–58 and later parts of the narrative: David 

brings up the humble nature of his family origins in response to Saul’s offer of his daughter in 

marriage (18:18), and Saul derisively refers to David as “the son of Jesse” repeatedly when he is 

reprimanding his son and others for assisting David (20:27, 30, 31; 22:7, 8, 13).111 Saul’s 

repeated inquiries about the identity of David’s father in 17:55–58, then, may mark the beginning 

of a change in the relationship between Saul and David. Earlier, David was loved by Saul 

(16:21), but soon after the defeat of Goliath Saul begins to be suspicious of David (18:8–9). 

Before long, Saul is referring to David contemptuously as “the son of Jesse” and warning his 

own son that David is a threat to Jonathan’s future kingship (20:31).112 Saul’s questions about the 

identity of David’s father can be read as curious inquiries, perhaps motivated by the desire to 

                                                             
109 “The Making of David and Goliath,” 30–31. The meaning of this question is not clear in either version; see 

McCarter, 1 Samuel, 184. 

 
110 Johnson, Reading David and Goliath, 202.  

 
111 Van Seters argues that the point of 17:55–58 “is not to identify David for the first time—his name is not 

used in direct speech in the whole unit—but to highlight this patronymic, ‘son of Jesse,’ and its future use by Saul” 

(The Biblical Saga of King David, 159). While I agree that this is part of the point of the unit, I disagree with Van 

Seters’s reconstruction in which all of the texts that use this patronymic are assigned to “a restrictive group” (159) 

that was added secondarily to an earlier narrative (see 163–206). 

 
112 It is interesting and probably significant that when Saul is expressing remorse for his murderous pursuit of 

David, he calls him “my son David” (24:17; 26:17, 21, 25). The use of father-son language between David and Saul 

will be discussed in Chapter Two.  
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reward his family (cf. 17:25), or they can be read as contemptuous challenges.113 Saul’s 

ambiguous questions about David’s parentage may thus demonstrate the subtle shift in his 

attitude toward his beloved armor bearer.114  

If this part of the plus is exegetically motived, as I am arguing is the case for much of the 

material in the MT pluses, perhaps the questions addressed here include why Saul uses the 

epithet “son of Jesse” to refer to David and when Saul’s disposition toward David changes from 

one of love to one of animosity. While the narrative of 17:55–18:5 does not answer these 

questions directly, it does weave together several elements that are important for understanding 

the conflict between David and Saul as it unfolds: David’s humble origins, the permanent 

transfer of David from his father’s house to Saul’s court (18:2), and David’s relationship with 

Jonathan.115 The emphasis on David’s father points to the fact that David is not the son of a king. 

The person who is Saul’s son, and who should be the next king, puts his royal status in jeopardy 

immediately after this scene.  

The focus on fathers and sons binds together the two parts of the plus (17:55–58 and 

18:1–5). The related nature of the scene with Saul and David and the one with David and 

Jonathan is also signaled by the grammar, as both begin with infinitives construct prefixed with 

                                                             
113 Polzin identifies the use demonstrative pronouns in 17:55–56 as evidence of the derisive tone of the 

questions, and he believes that Saul is challenging David to name him as his father in v. 58 (Samuel and the 

Deuteronomist, 172–76). 

 
114 Andrew Teeter notes that the theme of Saul’s recognition and non-recognition of David’s identity is 

repeated in the narrative, and thus his failure to recognize David in this scene “is quite consistent with Saul’s 

behavior in the rest of his life” (personal communication).  

 
115 The scene of 17:55–58 also introduces the character of Abner, who will play an important role further in 

the narrative (1 Sam 20:25, 26:5–15, 2 Sam 2–3). Previous to this scene, he has been mentioned as the commander 

of Saul’s army (14:30), but 17:55 marks the first time that Abner acts and speaks in the narrative. Fokkelman notes 

that in 26:14 it is Abner who asks David a question about his identity (מי אתה קראת אל המלך) (The Crossing Fates, 

192). 
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 The apparent interruption of v. 2 (“And Saul took him on 116.(18:1) ככלתו and ,(v. 55) וכראות :כ  

that day and did not let him return to the house of his father”) both provides a resolution to the 

situation described earlier, where David shuttles back and forth between his father’s house and 

Saul’s court (17:15), and heightens the four-way father-son tension that is a focus of the whole 

plus.   

It is easier to find an exegetical motivation for the scene between Jonathan and David 

(18:1, 3–4) than it is for the first part of this plus. A clue to the interpretive move made in this 

passage can be found in the debate surrounding the priority of the versions. Scholars who argue 

for the priority of MT 1 Samuel 17–18 often point to the necessity of the covenant between 

Jonathan and David as narrated in 18:3, given that David makes reference to a covenant that 

Jonathan made with him in 1 Sam 20:8. Lust deals with this problem by positing that the text of 

18:1b, 3–4 was in the original version but was omitted due to parablepsis.117 This unlikely 

solution is not necessary, however.118 Other commentators have argued that David’s mention of 

a covenant does not require an earlier reference to that covenant, a conclusion that is more 

reasonable.119 

                                                             
116 The first part is also divided into two scenes by an infinitive construct prefixed with   (וכשוב) כ (v. 57). See 

ibid., 190.  

 
117 “The Story of David and Goliath,” TSDG, 8–9.  

 
118 Lust does not explain how these particular verses (and not 18:2) would have been omitted by parablepsis.  

 
119 Norbert Peters believes that David’s reference to the covenant in 20:8 is explained sufficiently by the detail 

in 19:1 that “Saul’s son Jonathan delighted greatly in David”; see Beiträge zur Text- und Literarkritik sowie zur 

Erklärung der Bücher Samuel (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1899), 42. McCarter simply states, “Our narrator has 

not mentioned this sacred agreement before” (I Samuel, 341). There are other biblical examples of references to 

events that were not narrated earlier. In 2 Sam 21:1, for example, Yhwh himself claims that Saul killed the 

Gibeonites when no incident like that is described earlier.  
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Although the reference to a formerly-made covenant in 20:8 does not require an earlier 

narrative describing the making of this covenant, early exegetes may have noticed the same gap 

noted by modern defenders of MT priority. This could explain the addition of this scene between 

David and Jonathan—it supplies the backstory for David’s comment in 20:8. The details of these 

verses offer additional support for this view; particularly significant are the number of locutions 

taken from elsewhere in the Samuel narrative and from other biblical texts. The phrase “the soul 

of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David (ונפש יהונתן נקשרה בנפש דוד)” (18:1b) is very close 

to the language of Gen 44:30 (ונפשו קשורה נבפשו), which describes Jacob’s love for Benjamin.120 

Given the many connections between the Joseph story and the David story, it is not surprising 

that this scene from Genesis would be drawn on to describe an example of intense love.121 

The two statements that Jonathan loved David as his own soul ( ויאהבו 122]ויאהבהו[ יהונתן

 v.1b, 3) are clearly derived from 1 Sam 20:17 ;יכרת יהונתן ודוד ברית באהבתו אתו כנפשו ,כנפשו

 and they were probably motivated ,(יוסף יהונתן להשביע את דוד באהבתו אתו כי אחבת נפשו אהבו)

                                                             
120 The construction נפש קשר בנפש is unique to these two verses. McCarter points to the similarity of the 

language in 1 Sam 18:1 and Gen 44:30, explaining that in both cases, “the expression refers to inseparable devotion 

(I Samuel, 305). He does not posit the direct influence of Gen 44:30 on 1 Sam 18:1, however.  

 
121 The context of this language in Gen 44:30 shows it to be especially relevant to the situation described in 1 

Sam 18:1–4. In this important scene, Judah is protesting against Joseph’s attempt to take Benjamin as a servant; he 

argues that because of Jacob’s great love for Benjamin, he will die if Benjamin does not come back with them 

(44:29–31). Instead of preserving himself, Judah offers himself as a substitute for Benjamin (v. 33). In 1 Sam 18, 

Jonathan, instead of remaining loyal to his father and securing his position as heir to the throne, binds himself 

instead to David, sacrificing his own well-being for the good of the one who is favored and chosen by God. Further 

connections between this scene and the Joseph story will be discussed below.  

 
  .is the qere; the BHS apparatus notes that many Hebrew manuscripts have this reading ויאהבהו 122
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by a desire to clarify the ambiguities of the latter text.123 In 20:17, it is unclear who loves whom; 

the verse could be understood to say that Jonathan made David swear because David loved 

Jonathan. Perhaps the narrative of 18:1 and 3 shows an attempt to emphasize that it is Jonathan 

who loves David.124 This would be in keeping with the theme of David’s beloved status and 

popularity that is found throughout 1 Samuel 18.  

The final details of the scene between David and Jonathan include Jonathan handing over 

his garments and his armor to David (18:4), and here also there are connections with other parts 

of the Samuel narrative. When David is preparing to fight Goliath, Saul clothes David with his 

garment (מדיו) and his armor (17:38), and David girds himself with a sword ( רבוחויחגר דוד את  ; 

v. 39). David is not able to walk with Saul’s armor on, however, and so he takes it off (v. 39). In 

the scene between David and Jonathan, Jonathan, like Saul, takes off his clothing and armor 

 and gives it to David, who appears to 125 (המעיל אשר עליו...ומדיו ועד חרבו ועד קשתו ועד חגרו)

accept it, in contrast to the scene with Saul. As many commentators have noted, the robe (המעיל) 

                                                             
123 The textual situation of this verse is complex. In the LXX it is Jonathan who swears to David, the phrase 

 ,is not reflected, and the final phrase is rendered “for he loved the soul of the one loving him.” See Auld באהבתו אתו

I & II Samuel, 239, 242; McCarter, I Samuel, 337. It is not clear what form of 20:17 the author of 18:1, 3 was 

working from, but the divergence in the versions suggests that aspects of the text were difficult for the Greek 

translator. Alternatively, some differences could be due to a tendency in the MT to eliminate the idea that David 

loves Jonathan, as Auld suggests (I & II Samuel, 239, 242). Further complicating matters is the suggestion that 

20:17 is part of a passage (vv. 11–17, 23, 40–42) that was added secondarily by the Deuteronomistic Historian (see 

Klein, 1 Samuel, 205–06; McCarter, I Samuel, 16–17, 344–45). Whether or not 20:17 is part of a later literary 

stratum, it appears to have been in place by the time of the composition of the 18:1–5.   

 
124 Admittedly, this is clearer in 18:1 than it is in 18:3, where the phrase באהבתו אתו כנפשו remains ambiguous 

with regard to its subject and object.  

 
125 Jonathan is depicted as having a sword in 1 Sam 13:22 and a bow implicitly in 1 Sam 20:36–37 and 

explicitly in 2 Sam 1:22. On occurrences of different weapons and their significance in the narrative of 1 and 2 

Samuel, see Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 200.  
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seems to have special significance, given the symbolism surrounding Saul’s robe elsewhere in 1 

Samuel (15:27–28; 24:5, 12).126 It appears that in giving his clothing and armor to David, 

Jonathan is handing over his rightful claim as heir to father’s kingdom.127  

This scene between Jonathan and David, then, serves to solve the exegetical problem of 

when David and Jonathan made the covenant mentioned in 20:8. It also strengthens the theme of 

Jonathan’s loyalty to David that is in evidence later in the narrative, and it suggests a reason for 

Jonathan’s love—given that the meeting immediately follows David’s defeat of Goliath, the 

narrative may be implying that this victory helped endear Jonathan to David. The description of 

Jonathan’s love fits especially well at this point in the story because this is the time when 

everyone around David begins to love him (cf. 18:16, 20, 28), as noted in the discussion above. 

The fact that Saul’s own son appears to be ceding his royal prerogative to David heightens the 

theme of Saul’s decline and adds a cord to the tangle of father-son tensions that are emphasized 

by Saul’s questions in 17:55–58. The final verse of the plus (18:5) describes David’s military 

success and his popularity, anticipating themes that are repeated in chapter 18. The long plus of 

17:55–18:5, then, contains many connections to points in the narrative that precede and follow it, 

and it vividly illustrates the shift from David as Saul’s beloved musician and armor-bearer to 

David as an adversary who threatens Saul’s throne.128 Saul’s increasing jealousy of David is 

starkly portrayed in the next plus, found in 18:10–11.  

                                                             
126 Samuel tears a piece of Saul’s robe in a gesture that symbolizes the kingdom being torn from him (15:27–

28), and David’s cutting of Saul’s robe in 24:5 seems to carry similar significance. Samuel is also depicted wearing 

a robe as a child (2:19) and as a ghost (28:14).  

 
127 Klein, 1 Samuel, 182; McCarter, I Samuel, 305; Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 198. 

 
128 Van Seters, who generally holds to MT priority for 1 Sam 17–18, nevertheless sees 17:55–18:5 as a later 

addition to the narrative, calling it “a highly artificial literary construction made up of components that use, or 

depend on, elements in the larger David and Saul story” (The Biblical Saga of King David, 159). He does not believe 

that this is the case for the other MT pluses, however.   
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Saul’s Spear-Throwing Incident, 1 Samuel 18:10–11 

The first incident in which Saul tries to pin David to the wall with his spear (18:10–11), 

another of the MT pluses, has a close parallel in the very similar event described in 19:9–10. 

These scenes are so similar that they are sometimes called doublets or duplicates of each other, 

and scholars have noted that the latter incident fits more naturally in its context.129 This plus 

appears to be motived by interpretive difficulties in the account of 19:9–10. It also serves as part 

of a narrative structure in which several events have parallels with each other, and it helps to 

emphasize themes found in the wider narrative, which it does by drawing several incidents into 

connection with each other.  

The language of 19:9–10 is ambiguous in several respects, and the rewritten version of 

the incident in 18:10–11 clarifies these ambiguities. The first phrase of 19:10, “Saul sought to 

strike with the spear into David and into the wall (ויבקש שאול להכות בחנית בדוד ובקיר),” does not 

make clear whether Saul actually threw the spear or whether he was simply looking for an 

opportunity to do so. The next phrase, “But David eluded Saul (ויפטר מפני שעול),” is also 

unclear. The verb פטר, which is rare in Biblical Hebrew and typically means “to set free” or “to 

let out,” is used intransitively only here. Finally, it is not clear whether the phrase “he struck the 

spear into the wall (ויך את החנית בקיר)” is the result of David’s escape (Saul had thrown the 

                                                             
 
129 See McCarter, I Samuel, 305. Tov writes, “The sequence of events in the short version 1 [LXXB] is more 

logical than that in the combined text of versions 1 and 2 [now found in the MT]. In version 1, Saul is at first 

envious of David (vv. 8–9), then suspicious (v. 12) and frightened because of David’s successes (vv. 13–15); 

subsequently he wants to have David killed through the Philistines, and when this stratagem does not succeed, he 

attempts to kill him himself (19:9–10)” (“The Nature of the Differences,” TSDG, 42).  
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spear, but David slipped away, so the spear hit the wall instead of hitting David) or whether it 

happens after David slips out (David anticipated Saul’s intention to throw the spear and he got 

away, and Saul struck the wall with the spear in frustration). The reformulation of this event in 

18:11 clarifies these difficulties: “And Saul threw the spear, for he said, ‘I will strike into David 

and into the wall.’ But David turned from him twice ( ויטל שאול את החנית ויאמר אכה בדוד ובקיר

 In this account, Saul clearly does throw the spear, but it missed David ”.(ויסב דוד מפניו פעמים

because he turned away. 

The clarification of ambiguities was not the only motivation for this plus, however. The 

language of 18:10 shows that this narrative was composed to echo an earlier event in Saul’s life. 

When Saul was looking for his father’s donkeys, Samuel told him that he would meet a group of 

prophets and that the spirit of Yhwh would rush upon him (10:5, 6). Samuel’s words are fulfilled 

shortly afterward, and the language used in this narrative is very close to that of 18:10.  

  ותצלח עליו רוח אלהים ויתנבא בתוכם

 

And the spirit of God rushed upon him and he prophesied in the midst of them. (1 Sam 

10:10) 

 

  ותצלח רוח אלהים רעה אל שאול ויתנבא בתוך הבית

 

And an evil spirit of God rushed on Saul and he prophesied in the midst of the house. (1 

Sam 18:10) 
 

Another event relevant to these occurs shortly after Saul’s second spear-throwing attempt, after 

David escapes from him and flees to Samuel (19:11–18). Saul sends three groups of messengers 

to bring David back, but they all end up prophesying with a group of prophets (vv. 20–21). Saul 

then goes himself, and he too receives the spirit of God and begins to prophesy ( ותהי עליו גם הוא

 v. 23), eventually taking his clothes off and continuing his ecstatic ;רוח אלהים וילך הלוך ויתנבא
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activity before Samuel (ויפשט גם הוא בגדיו ויתנבא גם הוא לפני שמואל; v. 24). The concluding 

question asked by onlookers is the same as that found after Saul’s first ecstatic incident: “Is Saul 

also among the prophets?” (10:11, 19:24).  

The original account of Saul’s spear-throwing (19:9–10) is implicitly a counterpoint to 

Saul’s earlier and later instances of ecstatic prophesy, because the evil spirit that tormented Saul 

there (v. 9) began its activity right after the spirit of Yhwh departed from him (16:14–15). The 

author of the plus of 18:10–11 connects Saul’s spear-throwing explicitly with his ecstatic activity 

through the use of verbs צלח and נבא. The formulation of 18:10 thus draws a line of continuity 

from Saul’s initial reception of God’s spirit in 10:10 to the loss of that spirit (and the torment of 

an evil spirit) in 16:14–15 to the spear-throwing incidents of 18:10–11 and 19:9–10, and finally 

to Saul’s ignoble prophecy in the nude of 19:24.  

The effect of bringing these events into connection with each other is a highlighting and 

heightening of the theme (found in both LXXB and the MT) of Saul’s decline. Whereas the 

rushing of God’s spirit in 1 Samuel 10 happens in fulfillment of Samuel’s prophecy and thus 

demonstrates that God is with Saul, as Samuel says, “When these signs come to you, do what 

your hand finds to do (עשה לך אשר תמצא ידך), for God is with you (כי האלהים עמך)” (10:7), in 

18:10–12 the incident helps to show that Yhwh has turned from Saul ( כי היה יהוה עמו ומעם שאול

 v. 12).130 Samuel’s instruction to “do what your hand finds” is given an ironic twist in 18:10 ;סר

                                                             
130 This phrase is not in the LXX; the formulation was probably drawn from 16:14. Discussing the incidents in 

which Saul prophecies (10:10, 18:10, 19:24), Johnson remarks, “Saul’s prophetic experiences, like his spiritual 

relationships, mark his steady decline from positive, to worrying, to negative” (Reading David and Goliath, 213).  
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with the notice that a spear was in Saul’s hand (וחנית ביד שאול). Although this spear-throwing 

incident perhaps fits less naturally in its context than does the second one, it follows logically 

from Saul’s resentment and envy described in the previous verses (18:8–9) and the fear described 

in the following verse (18:12).131 It also plays a role in a narrative structure in which events of 

chapter 18 parallel those in chapter 19: there are two interactions between Jonathan and David 

(18:1–4, 19:1–7) followed by accounts of David’s military victories (18:5–9, 19:8), then two 

spear-throwing incidents (18:10–11, 19:9–10), and two incidents involving Michal (18:20–27, 

19:11–17). To summarize, the plus of 18:10–11 clarifies ambiguities in the spear-throwing 

incident of 19:9–10 and uses language drawn from other spirit-induced activity in Saul’s life to 

strengthen the theme of Saul’s precipitous decline, which happens at the same time that David’s 

fortunes are rising.   

I have argued in this excursus that the shorter version of 1 Samuel 17–18, now found in 

LXXB, is earlier than the longer version of the MT. Rather than constituting an independent 

source, the MT pluses were composed as expansions of the shorter narrative.132 These additions 

give implicit answers to exegetical questions, fill in narrative gaps, and strengthen certain motifs 

and themes of the narrative.133 A primary means by which these additions were composed was 

                                                             
131 Johnson notes that the temporal phrase ויהי ממחרת (v.10) “ties the episode in vv. 10–11 with the previous 

episode which took place on the day David slew Goliath (vv. 6–9)” (Reading David and Goliath, 210). He argues 

further, against McCarter, that the episode of 18:10–11 is not out of place, but “logically ties in the beginning of the 

antagonism between Saul and David with the important theme of the ‘evil spirit from God’ which will continue to 

play a role in the next chapter (19:9–10)” (211).  

 
132 It is not inconceivable that some of the material of the pluses was drawn from preexisting sources, whether 

oral or written. If this is the case, however, the original contexts of the material cannot be reconstructed, as it has 

been shaped so extensively to fit its context.  

 
133 This conclusion is similar to Yoon’s, but his discussion focuses more on the genre of the “Jewish novel,” 

and how the “novelistic impulse” of the post-exilic period is exhibited in the MT pluses of 1 Sam 17–18 (So-Called 

History of David’s Rise, 133–40). 
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by drawing material from other texts. In some cases, words and locutions were borrowed from 

elsewhere; in other cases, larger-scale analogies were constructed with models from other texts. 

The latter is in evidence in the long MT plus of 17:12–31, where one of the analogical 

connections is with the Joseph story.  

 

 Without the narrative found in 17:12–31, David would be at the battlefield with the army of 

Israel as Saul’s armor-bearer (cf. 16:21). In this shorter version, he volunteers to fight Goliath 

(17:32) immediately after the giant offers his first challenge (v. 10) and the Israelites respond 

with fear (v. 11). Saul challenges David’s readiness to fight a seasoned warrior, citing David’s 

youth (כי נער אתה; v. 33), and David responds by describing the how he fended off wild animals 

that attacked his sheep (vv. 34–37). The addition of vv. 12–31 picks up on the shepherd motif 

and develops it. In this version, David is still a shepherd for his father at the time of the battle; he 

goes back and forth between working for his father and working for Saul (v. 15).  

 The connections between the scene of vv. 12–31 and earlier texts of 1 Samuel are evident at 

the outset. This long MT plus begins with an introduction to David that echoes the introductions 

to Saul’s father and Samuel’s father earlier in the book.  

 ודוד בן איש אפרתי הזה מבית לחם יהודה ושמו ישי

 

And David was the son of this Ephrathite man from Bethlehem of Judah, and his name 

was Jesse. (1 Sam 17:12)  

 

  ויהי איש מבן ימין ושמו קיש . . . ולו היה בן ושמו שאול

 

And there was a man from Benjamin, and his name was Kish . . . and he had a son, and 

his name was Saul. (1 Sam 9:1, 2) 

 

  ויהי איש אחד מן הרמתים צופים מהר אפרים ושמו אלקנה
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And there was a certain man from from Ramathaim-zophim from the hill country of 

Ephraim, and his name was Elkanah. (1 Sam 1:1) 

 

The unusual construction of 17:12134 has been explained as evidence of the beginning of 

an independent narrative that has undergone redaction.135 But it may just as well be that the text 

is an original composition modeled on these other biblical stories, with the differences due to the 

fact that the narrative is not actually the first introduction to David in the book of Samuel.136 The 

parallels with the introductions to other important characters in the book of 1 Samuel (Samuel 

and Saul) show that the narrative was constructed on the basis of analogies with other texts. 

Some of these analogies are drawn from earlier in the book of Samuel, especially the story of 

Saul’s journey in chapter 10, as discussed above.  

                                                             
134 S. R. Driver notes that the expected construction for “the Ephrathite” would be האיש האפרתי הזה. He 

suggests that “הזה is a late and unskilful insertion made with the view of identifying the איש אפרתי here mentioned 

with the ישי of ch. 16. Or it might be an error for היה” (Notes on the Hebrew Text and the Topography of the Books 

of Samuel [2nd ed.; Oxford: Clarendon, 1913], 140). See also McCarter, 1 Samuel, 301.  

 
135 Lust examines the parallels listed here, along with Judg 13:2, and writes, “The subject of all these 

introductory verses is the father of the hero. This entails that 17,12, like the parallel verses had ויהי at the beginning 

and not David.” He concludes, “Verse 12 must be regarded as the opening line of an independent story” (“Second 

Thoughts,” TSDG, 91). Lust also speculates that “Verse 12 must have been reworked in a period in which it had 

been customary to associate Ephrata with Bethlehem and with the house of David. . . . The insert of Ephrata 

suggested a link with Rachel and Jacob and their sons (cf. Gen 35,19; 48,7)” (ibid.). Whether or not Lust is right that 

“Ephrata” is a later addition, the connection established here with Rachel and her sons provides an implicit 

connection between David and Joseph. 

 
136 Aejmalaeus points to evidence from the Hexaplaric group O that supports Lust’s proposition that the text 

was originally about Jesse, rather than David, but concludes, “The changed formulation of the beginning does not 

prove that the text had an independent existence” (“Rewriting David and Goliath,” 6).   

From the MT-priority side of the debate, Gooding uses the differences between 17:12 on the one hand and 

1:1, 9:1 on the other to show that the construction in 17:12 is not the usual way a new character is introduced in 

Samuel. Details in the following verses also presuppose the wider narrative, according to Gooding. “One can only 

conclude, therefore, that 17,12-16 never served the function of presenting the dramatis personae for the first time, 

not even when they stood in the hypothetical context of the hypothetical Version 2” (“An Approach,” TSDG, 57). 

While I agree with Gooding that 17:12 does not look like an introduction to David from an independent narrative, I 

disagree that 17:12–31 was part of the original story.  
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The contrast between David and Saul that is established here does not exhaust the 

analogical connections of the narrative, however; many connections between David and Joseph 

can be found as well.137 The first of these is the “younger brother” status of Joseph and David, 

which has already been discussed above in the context of 1 Sam 16:1–13. In the narrative of 1 

Samuel 17, David’s youth is emphasized again (ודוד הוא הקטן; v. 15) as he stays home while 

three of his elder brothers follow Saul to war (vv. 13–14). There is an emphasis here not only on 

David’s youth, but also on his father’s old age. Joseph is said to be beloved because he was the 

son of his father’s old age (בן זקנים הוא לו; Gen 37:3), and Jesse’s age is illustrated with the 

strange phrase זקן בא באנשים (1 Sam 17:12).138 Jesse’s age may have been mentioned here to 

explain why he was unable to go to the battlefield, but perhaps this notice was included also to 

connect him with another elderly father who sent his younger son to check on his brothers. 

 Verbal parallels can be found in the instructions given to Joseph and David by their fathers. 

When Jacob sends Joseph to Shechem to visit his shepherding brothers, he instructs him, “Go, 

see if it is well with your brothers and with the flock, and return to me a word ( לך נא ראה את

 ,Jesse’s instructions to David are similar .(Gen 37:14) ”(שלום אחיך ואת שלום הצאן והשבני דבר

                                                             
137 Stoebe notes some of the connections discussed below, arguing that the influence is seen in general ideas 

rather than in specific verbal formulations from the Joseph story: “dieser Einfluss nur in der allgemeinen 

Gedankenabfolge, nicht in der uns bekannten Wortgebung der Josephsgeschichte liegt” (“Die Goliathperikope,” 

402).  

 
138 On this phrase, McCarter comments, “MT (cf. LXXA) has zqn b’ b’nšym, an impossible combination that 

invites two reconstructions: (1) zqn b’ bšnym, as reflected in our translation [old, advanced in years] (so LXXL, 

Syr.); and (2) zqn b’nšym, “old among men.” Though certain objections can be raised against either (cf. Wellhausen, 

Driver), the former seems preferable” (I Samuel, 301). Fokkelman, on the other hand, comments on the poetic effect 

of the phrase: “To have eight sons and have become old: their connection is indicated in the maximal rhyme and the 

alliterations which connect the end of 12b and c: šemōnā bānīm . . bā baššānīm” (The Crossing Fates, 152). 
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including the admonitions to see about their welfare and to bring something back from them: 

“See if your brothers are well, and bring some token from them ( ואת אחיך תפקד לשלום ואת

 of (שלום) ”Both younger brothers are instructed to see to the “peace .(Sam 17:18 1) ”(ערבתם תקח

their brothers, but whereas Joseph is supposed to bring back a word (דבר), David is required to 

bring back “their pledge” (ערבתם).139 The rare word ערבה is used only one other time in the 

Bible,140 but its more common verbal counterpart ערב appears at a crucial moment in the Joseph 

story, when Judah offers himself as a pledge to his father for Benjamin ( אנכי אערבנו מידי תבקשנו

 Gen 43:9, cf. 44:32).141 Perhaps the appearance of the word ;אם לא הביאתיו אליך והצגתיו לפניך

 here in the story of David helps call to mind the wider account of fraternal conflict and ערבה

resolution found in the Joseph story.  

 While Joseph’s and David’s conflicts are of a much different magnitude, there are 

similarities between them. Both incidents are provoked by the presumptuous words of the 

younger brother. Joseph’s brothers, who already hated Joseph because of the favoritism shown to 

                                                             
139 Klein explains, “The pledge is some token that would confirm the safe delivery of the goods and their own 

well-being” (1 Samuel, 177). In this way, although the pledge is a physical object, it has a similar function to the 

“word” that Joseph is to bring back from his brothers.  

 
140 Prov 17:18: אדם חסר לב תוקע כף ערֵֹב ערבה לפני רעהו.  

 
141 Apart from 1 Sam 17:18 and Gen 43:9, 44:32, ערב/ערבה does not appear with the meaning of “pledge” 

elsewhere in the Primary History (the root appears in the hithpael stem in 2 Kgs 18:23 with the meaning “to make a 

wager”). On the importance of Judah’s sacrificial role in the Joseph story, see Levenson, Beloved Son, 161–64. 

Further evidence that the pledge David is charged to bring back is related to Joseph’s “word” can be found in the 

relationship between the narratives of Gen 37 and 38. In Gen 37, the garment that Joseph’s brothers bring back 

instead of Joseph (vv. 31–32) is parallel to the pledge (ערבון) that Tamar demands of Judah in Gen 38:17–18 

(Andrew Teeter, personal communication).  
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him by their father (37:4), begin to hate him more when he tells them about the dream that 

implies that he would rule over them. They reply incredulously, “Will you really reign over us? 

Or will you really rule over us?” and they hate him “because of his dreams and because of his 

words (על חלמתיו ועל דבריו)” (v. 8). Even after this, Joseph persists and reports his second dream 

to his brothers (v. 10).  

David’s brother Eliab’s anger is likewise roused by the presumptuous words of his 

younger brother. When David meets his brothers at the battlefield, he begins to ask around about 

what would be done for the person who defeated Goliath (17:26). To Eliab, David’s question 

indicates an insolent presumption to be involved in something that is out of his league. He says 

to David, “Why have you come down, and with whom have you left those few sheep in the 

wilderness? I know your presumption and the evil of your heart, for to see the battle you have 

come down” (v. 28). Eliab’s response to David, like that of Joseph’s brothers to him, attempts to 

put David in his place. In the face of Eliab’s rebuke, David is undaunted; he brushes Eliab off, 

saying, “What have I done now? Wasn’t it just a word? (הלוא דבר חוא)” (v. 29).142 Then he 

proceeds to ask another group of people the same question, even though he has already heard the 

answer (v. 30). David, like Joseph, has angered his elder brother with his words.143 David, like 

                                                             
142 The translation and interpretation of David’s question הלוא דבר הוא is much debated. See discussions in 

Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 164–65; Johnson, Reading David and Goliath, 192–94. Both of them note the 

prevalence of the word דבר in the near context, and this is the important point for my analysis—David’s “word” is 

what provokes the anger of his brother, just as Joseph’s words provoke his brothers.  

 
143 Fokkelman considers the conflict to include all of David’s brothers who are present; he says that Eliab as 

the firstborn is “their spokesman.” He notes that the conflict with Eliab is “the negative counterpart of v.23a, 

David’s interest in his brothers’ welfare as a positive pole at the beginning” (The Crossing Fates, 161). 

Understanding Eliab’s reaction as reflecting that of David’s other brothers as well provides a closer parallel to the 

Joseph story.  
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Joseph, sees his words as innocent, while his brother recognizes them as an overreaching attempt 

to get involved in heroics that may lead to greatness.144 

Some commentators, insisting on the contradictions between the MT pluses and the 

previous narrative, argue that the description of David’s argument with Eliab is unaware of the 

account of David’s anointing in 1 Samuel 16, because an Eliab who was present at David’s 

anointing would not respond to his question so angrily.145 But the parallel with Joseph shows 

Eliab’s reaction to David to be all the more understandable in light of this anointing. Instead of 

choosing Eliab, who was apparently tall and handsome (16:7), Samuel anoints the youngest son 

David, who was not even called to the meeting initially because he was with the sheep. Perhaps 

this favoritism is part of what prompts Eliab’s angry response to David.146 Although Eliab’s 

response is understandable, David is soon vindicated through his victory over Goliath, and 

nothing more comes of his conflict with his older brother. In retrospect, the focus of his 

apparently presumptuous and self-interested questions shifts to the need to defeat “this 

uncircumcised Philistine” who has “defied the armies of the living God” (v. 26). Joseph is 

vindicated in the end as well, when his brothers bow down to him in fulfillment of his dreams.  

                                                             
144 Bazak finds a different parallel between David’s questions at the battlefield and the Joseph story; he draws 

attention to the scene in which Joseph is looking for his brothers and asks a stranger where they are (Gen 37:15–17) 

 Although both of these incidents do involve a conversation in which the younger brother hears .(96 ,מקבילות נפגשות)

someone’s words, asks a question, and receives an answer, as Bazak points out, there is nothing distinctive that 

connects these interactions.  

 
145 So Klein, 1 Samuel, 162, 173, 178; Stoebe, “Die Goliathperikope,” 399.  

 
146 Gooding uses the parallel with Joseph and his brothers to make the same point, without claiming that the 

David story is dependent on Gen 37 here (“An Approach,” TSDG, 59; “A Response,” TSDG, 104). Commenting on 

Eliab’s rebuke, McCarter writes, “This is the only hint we get that tradition told of a strain in David’s relationship 

with his brothers similar to that in the story of Joseph” (I Samuel, 304). I would argue that this “hint” is the result of 

a deliberately conceived connection with the Joseph story, rather than a small detail drawn from a larger tradition 

about the conflicted relationship between David and his brothers, as McCarter implies.  
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Neither Joseph nor David returns home after being sent to check on his brothers. Joseph 

is sent to Egypt and never returns; only his bones are brought back to his homeland (Exod 13:19, 

Josh 24:32). After David defeats Goliath, the earlier arrangement of going back and forth 

between Saul’s court and his father’s house comes to an end: “And Saul took him on that day 

and would not let him return to the house of his father” (1 Sam 18:2; an MT plus). Both Joseph 

and David become rulers, but their offices are very different, as Joseph is second-in-command to 

the Pharaoh, whereas David is king of Israel.147 Joseph, of course, is eventually reconciled with 

his brothers. It seems that David is, too; when he goes to the cave of Adullam, “his brothers 

heard, and all the house of his father, and they went down to him there” (22:1). Like the conflict 

between David and his brothers, this reconciliation (if it can be called that) plays little role in the 

wider narrative.148  

A thematic point of connection between the Joseph and David stories is the evidence of 

God’s providence. God’s direction of events through seemingly coincidental occurrences is an 

important motif in the Joseph story; this idea is expressed clearly by Joseph at the end of the 

story: “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, in order to bring about 

this present result, to preserve many people alive” (Gen 50:20).149 Johnson shows that this idea is 

present as well in the MT version of 1 Samuel 17, where “David’s ‘chance’ arrival on the 

battlefield just as Goliath is offering his challenge is actually evidence of divine direction. Thus, 

the theme of God’s role in the conflict and in David’s path to the throne is emphasized in the 

                                                             
147 David’s position as a kind of second-in-command to Saul is similar to Joseph’s role, however. 

 
148 Bazak sees more significance to David’s reuniting with his family, noting that although both Joseph and 

David are forced to live away from home, David’s brothers participate with him in his misfortune ( אחי דוד

  .(100 ,מקבילות נפגשות) (משתתפים אתו בצרתו

 
149 See Levenson, Beloved Son, 154, 167.  
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MT.”150 Stoebe points out the similarity between the scenes in which David is brought to Saul 

when his words are heard (17:31) and Joseph is brought before Pharaoh when it is learned he can 

interpret dreams (Gen 41:14)—in both cases God has provided a hero seemingly out of 

nowhere.151  

The chart below summarizes the connections between the MT plus of 1 Sam 17:12–31 

and the Joseph story. 

Parallel Elements Classification of 

Parallel  

David Story (1 Sam 

17:12–31) 

Joseph Story (Genesis 

37) 

Young son and old 

father  

Characterization  David is the youngest 

of eight sons ( ודוד הוא

 his father ;(v. 14) (הקטן

is old ( והאיש בימי שאול

 (v. 12) (זקן בא באנשים

Joseph is the eleventh 

of twelve brothers (Gen 

29–30; 35:23–26); he is 

the child of his father’s 

old age (בן זקנים הוא לו) 

(v. 3) 

Father sends son to 

check on his older 

brothers  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Jesse sends David to 

check on the wellbeing 

of his brothers ( ואת

 .v) (אחיך תפקד לשלום

18) 

Jacob sends Joseph to 

check on the wellbeing 

of his brothers ( ראה

 (v. 14) (את שלום אחיך

Son is asked to bring 

something back from 

brothers  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Jesse asks David to 

bring back his brothers’ 

pledge ( ואת ערבתם

 (v. 18) (תקח

Jacob asks Joseph to 

bring back a word 

about his brothers 

 (v. 14) (והשבני דבר)

 

Judah pledges himself 

for Benjamin ( אנכי

 .cf ,43:9) (אערבנו

44:32) 

Younger brother shows 

presumption to 

greatness  

Plot element  David asks what will be 

done for the man who 

defeats Goliath (v. 26) 

Joseph tells his brothers 

about his dream in 

which they bow down 

to him (vv. 6–7) 

Older brother/brothers 

rebuke the younger  

Plot element David’s eldest brother 

Eliab rebukes him for 

his presumption and the 

evil of his heart (v. 28) 

Joseph’s brothers ask 

incredulously if he will 

really rule over them, 

and they hate him more 

(v. 8) 

                                                             
150 Johnson, Reading David and Goliath, 187.  

 
151 Stoebe, “Die Goliathperikope,” 403.  
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Younger brother 

persists  

Plot element, structural 

similarity  

David asks the same 

question to another 

group of people, and 

they give him the same 

answer (v. 30) 

Joseph tells his brothers 

about another dream 

with similar content (v. 

9) 

Younger brother does 

not return home after 

errand  

Plot element After David defeats 

Goliath, Saul does not 

let him return to his 

father’s house (18:2) 

Joseph is sold into 

slavery and goes to 

Egypt (v. 36) 

God’s providence at 

work  

Plot element, theme  David arrives at the 

battle just as Goliath is 

making his challenge 

(v. 23) 

 

 

 

Neither Saul nor 

anyone in his army was 

willing to face Goliath, 

but an unknown 

shepherd boy takes him 

on  

Joseph is able to 

provide food for many 

people because his 

brothers sold him into 

slavery (cf. 50:20) 

 

No one is able to 

interpret Pharaoh’s 

dreams until Joseph is 

brought from prison 

(41:14) 

 

 

 

Without the plus of 17:12–31, there would be no conflict between David and his brothers, 

and there would be less evidence of God’s providential direction at the beginning of David’s 

career. It appears that the author of this plus drew on the Joseph story (especially Genesis 37) as 

a model for this part of the narrative. If the anointing scene of 1 Sam 16:1–13 can be seen as 

parallel to the story of Joseph’s dreams in Genesis 37, the battlefield conflict between David and 

Eliab is another refraction of this story, adding the element of sibling rivalry that was not present 

in 1 Sam 16:1–13. It is obvious, however, that whereas the conflict between Joseph and his 

brothers drives the plot of that narrative, David’s conflict with his brother is relatively minor. 

The centrality of the sibling rivalry theme in the Joseph story compared to its marginal role in 

this part of the David story is evidence that the Samuel narrative was influenced by Genesis at 

this point, and not the other way around. The fact that this scene is part of an MT plus, and that 

the MT pluses of 1 Samuel 17–18 typically draw much of their content from elsewhere in 
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Samuel and from other biblical texts, is another indication that this text likely depends on the 

Joseph story.  

Rather than setting the stage for a story of fraternal strife between David and his brothers, 

the argument between David and Eliab appears to put David in continuity with another Israelite 

leader who also embarked on an errand from his father that dramatically changed the course of 

his life. The main conflict that develops in 1 Samuel 16–31 is, of course, the conflict between 

David and Saul. And it is in this fraught relationship, more than the relationship between David 

and his brothers, that the sibling rivalry of the Joseph story plays out, this time on a tribal level. 

In 1 Samuel, Saul, a descendant of the youngest child of Jacob (Benjamin), and David, a 

descendant of the unlikely hero of the Joseph story (Judah), are drawn into a conflict to see who 

will rule over all the tribes of Israel. As Kratz has commented, even at a relatively early stage of 

the formation of the Samuel narrative, “Saul has become a cipher for the house of Israel, David a 

cipher for the house of Judah.”152 The depiction of the relationships between Saul, his children, 

and David that occupies much of the History of David’s Rise is a manifestation of the sibling 

rivalry theme, and the conflict between Saul and David may have been part of the impetus 

behind the addition of the story of David and his brothers in 1 Samuel 17. The addition of this 

scene helps to emphasize the sibling rivalry aspect of the coming conflict between Saul and 

David, and, at least in the final form of 1 and 2 Samuel, it also foreshadows the conflicts that will 

develop among David’s own children.  

 

  

                                                             
152 Composition, 181. 
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Success in the Court: 1 Samuel 18 

Following the defeat of Goliath, David continues to find personal and professional success in 

Saul’s court. The theme of David’s success and the basis for this success—God’s being with 

him—was introduced in 1 Samuel 16, and it is repeated several times in this chapter. As in 

chapter 16, David’s success in Saul’s court bears similarities to Joseph’s success in Pharaoh’s 

court, although the vocabulary used to describe this success is different in each story. Some of 

the narrative reports of David’s success are found in both the MT and LXXB versions, while 

some are missing in LXXB. This suggests that the theme of David’s success was strengthened 

over the course of the development of this text.153  

 Even before the notices about David’s success, the account of the covenant between 

Jonathan and David (18:1–4) contains connections with the Joseph story. First, as discussed 

above, the phrase “the soul of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David ( ונפש יהונתן נקשרה בנפש

ונפשו קשורה ) recalls the description of Jacob’s love for his favored son Benjamin (v. 1b) ”(דוד

 Gen 44:30), which is mentioned by Judah in the context of his self-sacrificial appeal to ;נבפשו

Joseph. In the next verse of the plus (18:2), Saul refuses to let David return to the house of his 

father, an action that has the same effect as that of Joseph’s brothers, who sell him into slavery 

and do not allow him to return to his father. Then, Jonathan strips off his robe ( ויתפשט יהונתן את

 and gives it to David (v. 3), which is the opposite of what Joseph’s brothers do (המעיל אשר עליו

                                                             
153 Klein notes, “The purpose of almost all the additions and alternate readings seems to be to heighten the 

hostility of Saul for David, or to magnify the virtues of David,” (1 Samuel, 187). Some of the additions to this 

chapter will be discussed here; others will be discussed in the following chapter.  
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to him—strip him of his robe (ויפשיטו את יוסף את כתנתו את כתנת הפסים אשר עליו; Gen 37:23). 

The action has the opposite meaning as well; whereas Joseph’s brothers take the symbol of 

Joseph’s favored status and rob him of any privileges he might have had as his father’s beloved 

son, Jonathan gives up his favored status as heir to the throne of his father and turns it over to 

David by means of a symbolic garment. In this scene, then, Jonathan is a mirror image of 

Joseph’s brothers at their worst moment, and at the same time Saul’s actions parallel those of 

Joseph’s brothers. This addition thus provides an apt continuation of the allusive references in 1 

Samuel 17 to Joseph’s journey to check on his brothers, as well as an appropriate introduction to 

the picture of David’s success in 1 Samuel 18, which is reminiscent of Joseph’s in Genesis 39.  

 The first notice of David’s achievement occurs at the end of the long MT plus 17:55–18:5, 

after Jonathan has handed over his armor and weapons to David: “And David went out and was 

successful everywhere Saul sent him (ויצא דוד בכל אשר ישלחנו שאול ישכיל)154 and Saul set him 

over the men of war, and it was good in the eyes of all the people and in the eyes of the servants 

of Saul (וייטב בעיני כל העם וגם בעיני עבדי שאול)” (v. 5). This is followed by the account of the 

women’s song praising David for slaying his tens of thousands (v. 7, found in both the MT and 

LXXB) and the first notice of Saul’s jealousy: “And Saul was very angry, and this thing was evil 

in his eyes (וירע בעיניו הדבר הזה), and he said, ‘They have given to David tens of thousands, but 

to me they have given thousands. What more can he have but the kingdom? (ועוד לו אך המלוכה)’” 

(v. 8). The last sentence of Saul’s statement is not found in LXXB, which suggests that it was 

added to make clear that Saul understands the threat to his kingdom from the beginning, and that 

                                                             
154 The construction is awkward here. It could also be translated, “And David went out; wherever Saul sent 

him he was successful.”  
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this knowledge drives his jealous behavior. It may be that the phrase “this thing was evil in his 

eyes” inspired the opposite formulation describing David’s popularity (“and it was good in the 

eyes of all the people and in the eyes of the servants of Saul”) in the plus above (v. 5).  

 After the plus describing Saul throwing his spear at David (vv. 10–11), the themes of Saul’s 

jealousy and David’s success are mentioned again: “And Saul feared before David, for Yhwh 

was with him (כי היה יהוה עמו), but he had turned from Saul” (v. 12). Aside from the first clause, 

this is an addition to the earlier version of the story, continuing the trend of making clear the 

reasons for Saul’s emotions and actions.  

 Verses 13–16, which are present in the earlier version of the story, appear to have provided 

much of the material for the pluses described above:  

And Saul removed David from his presence and made him a commander of a thousand. 

And he went out and came in before the people. And David was successful in all his 

ways, and Yhwh was with him (ויהי דוד לכל דרדו משכיל ויהוה עמו). And Saul saw that he 

was very successful (הוא משכיל מאד) and he dreaded him. And all Israel and Judah loved 

David, for he went out and came in before them. 

 

Saul’s appointment of David over the “men of war,” along with his success in this endeavor and 

his popularity (v. 5), was probably drawn from this passage, as was the notice in v. 12 that God 

was with David (although the latter was probably inspired by 16:14 and 18 as well).  

 The same themes—God’s being with David, David’s popularity and success, and Saul’s 

fear—are repeated at the end of this section, after the description of David’s marriage to Michal: 

“And Saul saw and knew that Yhwh was with David (וירא שאול וידע כי יהוה עם דוד)” (v. 28a),155 

“And Saul grew still more afraid of David, and Saul was the enemy of David continually” (v. 

                                                             
155 This part of the verse is found in LXXB, except for the phrase “and he knew” (וידע in the MT).  
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29),156 “And the princes of the Philistines went out, and as often as they went out David 

succeeded more than all the servants of Saul (שכל דוד מכל עבדי שאול), and his name became very 

great” (v. 30). The final verse, which is the conclusion of the whole section, is an MT plus.  

 It is clear throughout 1 Samuel 18 that the additions to the earlier narrative emphasize the 

themes of David’s rising fortunes and Saul’s falling ones, and that the phrasing of these additions 

was based on material in the existing narrative.157 It may be the case that the model for David’s 

success was found in Joseph, who also found success and popularity and eventually rose to a 

position of leadership, as discussed above. As is the case for David, Joseph’s rise is described in 

terms of his success (Gen 37:2, 3, 23),158 God’s being with him (v. 2, 3, 21, 23), and his finding 

favor with various people (v. 4, 21). Alter notes the structural similarity in the narratives of 1 

Samuel 18 and Genesis 39, inasmuch as the final verses of the former (vv. 28–30) “constitute a 

formal concluding frame to the whole episode, much like the concluding verses in Genesis 39, 

which mirror the opening ones.”159 Although most of the parallels to David’s service in the court 

of a ruler are found in Genesis 39, there are several important similarities to be found in the 

account of Joseph’s appearance before Pharaoh in Genesis 41 as well. The similarities between 

the narratives are laid out in the chart below.  

                                                             
156 The first clause is found in both versions of the story, the second only in the MT.  

 
157 It is also notable that in 17:37, before David goes to challenge Goliath, Saul says, “May Yhwh be with you 

 In light of the narrative of 1 Sam 18, where Yhwh’s presence with David results in his successes ”.(ויהוה יהיה עמך)

and Saul’s jealousy, Saul’s remark in 17:37 looks like an ironic foreshadowing of the events to come.  

 
158 The words that describe David and Joseph being successful are different—1 Sam 18 uses the verb שכל 

(three times in the Hiphil, once in the Qal), whereas Gen 39 uses צלח (a Hiphil participle in each case). In 1 Samuel, 

the root צלח is used with a different meaning; it only occurs in the Qal stem, and always has the spirit of God/Yhwh 

as its subject (10:6, 10:10, 11:6, 16:13, 18:10).  

 
159 The David Story, 117. 
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Parallel Elements Classification of 

Parallel  

David Story (1 Sam 

16:14–23, 18:1–30) 

Joseph Story (Genesis 

39, 41) 

Man enters court of 

ruler  

Plot element, similar 

language 

David enters Saul’s 

service as his musician 

ויבא דוד אל שאול ויעמד )

 (16:21) (לפניו

Joseph is sold to 

Potiphar, the captain of 

Pharaoh’s guard (39:1) 

 

Joseph enters Pharoah’s 

service ( ויוסף בן שלשים

שנה בעמדו לפני פרעה 

 (43:46) (מלך מצרים

Man is discerning  Similar language  David is said to be 

discerning of speech by 

one of Saul’s men 

 (16:18) (ונבון דבר)

Joseph is called 

discerning and wise by 

Pharaoh ( אין נבון וחכם

 (43:39) (כמוך

Ruler gives man great 

responsibilities  

Plot element David serves Saul as 

his musician (16:23, 

18:10) and armor-

bearer (16:21) 

 

David is made a 

commander over the 

men of war (18:5) and a 

thousand (18:13) 

Potiphar appoints 

Joseph over his whole 

house (39:4) 

 

When in prison, the 

chief jailor puts Joseph 

in charge of the 

prisoners (v. 22)  

Man has success  Plot element, 

characterization  

David succeeds in 

everything he does: 

לכל דרדו  ,(18:5) ישכיל

הוא  ,(v. 14) משכיל

 ,(v. 15) משכיל מאד

 שכל דוד מכל עבדי שאול

(v. 30) 

Joseph is a successful 

man (ויהי איש מצליח) in 

Potiphar’s house (v. 3); 

Yhwh makes 

everything he does 

succeed ( וכל אשר הוא

 (עשה יהוה מצליח בידו

(v. 4), (  ואשר הוא עשה

 (v. 23) (יהוה מצליח

God is with the man  Characterization  Yhwh is with David: 

יהוה  ,(16:18) ויהוה עמו

 ויהוה עמו ,(18:12) עמו

 כי יהוה עם דוד ,(18:14)

(18:28) 

Yhwh is with Joseph: 

 ,(v. 2) ויהי יהוה את יוסף

 ,(v. 21) ויהי יהוה את יוסף

 (v. 23) יהוה אתו

Man finds favor with 

many people  

Plot element, 

characterization, 

similar language   

David finds favor in 

Saul’s eyes ( כי מצא חן

 (16:22) (בעיני

 

David’s leadership is 

good in the eyes of the 

people and Saul’s 

servants ( טב בעיני כל יוי

Joseph finds favor in 

Potiphar’s eyes ( וימצא

 (v. 4) (יוסף חן בעיניו

 

Yhwh gives Joseph 

favor in the eyes of the 

chief jailor ( ויתן חנו
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העם וגם בעיני עבדי 

  (18:5) (שאול

 

David receives acclaim 

from the singing 

women (18:6–7) 

 

Jonathan, Michal, and 

all Israel and Judah 

love David (18:1, 3, 16, 

20, 28) 

 .v) (בעיני שר בית הסהר

21) 

 

Joseph’s suggestion 

that Pharaoh appoint a 

wise leader is good in 

the eyes of Pharaoh and 

his servants ( וייטב

הדבר בעיני פרעה ובעיני 

 (Gen 41:37) (כל עבדיו

 

Potiphar’s wife wants 

to sleep with Joseph (v. 

7)160 

 

The parallels between David and Joseph can be seen in both the LXXB and MT versions 

of 1 Samuel 18. No major new ideas are added in the MT pluses here; rather, the existing themes 

of David’s success and popularity are strengthened. By highlighting the divine presence with 

David and his resultant success, the analogy between David and Joseph helps to emphasize the 

themes of David’s ascent and Saul’s decline. While the language used in 1 Samuel 18 to describe 

David’s success is different from that used about Joseph, the story of Joseph may have provided 

a model of an upright character who receives divine and human favor, and who perseveres in the 

face of opposition from one or more sources. The fact that similarities between David and Joseph 

can be found both with regard to their initial appointments to service (David’s becoming Saul’s 

musician in 1 Samuel 16 and Joseph’s entry into Potiphar’s service in Genesis 39) and with 

regard to another appointment to a position of prominence (David’s being made a military 

                                                             
160 This attention is, of course, negative for Joseph, and results in his unjust imprisonment (Gen 39:8–20). 

There is no parallel for this incident at this point in the David story, aside from the fact that Michal loves David. 

While Saul meant for Michal’s love to become a snare for David (18:21), the situation does not turn out as he had 

planned. This narrative will be discussed further in the following chapter. In early interpretative traditions, Potiphar 

is also depicted as loving Joseph; see Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen 39:1 and Jubilees 39:10 (I am grateful to 

Andrew Teeter for bringing this point to my attention).  
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commander in 1 Samuel 18 and Joseph’s becoming second-in-command to Pharaoh in Genesis 

41) suggests that there is be a structural parallel between the narratives: both characters have two 

occasions in which they rise to an elevated position in the service of a leader.  

At this point it is appropriate to discuss more fully the function of the parallels between 

David and Joseph that are clustered at the beginnings of the stories about them (1 Samuel 16–18 

and Genesis 37, 39).161 Various explanations of the connections between David and Joseph have 

been suggested. Garsiel lists the main parallels162 and argues, “The point of this comparison can 

readily be elucidated. The author of Samuel wishes to invest David with Joseph’s halo, and 

therefore builds up a system of linkages which establish the analogy.”163 This is not the only 

point of the analogy between David and Joseph, however, according to Garsiel. The author also 

wants to draw a connection between the great trials suffered by both characters as they persevere 

on their paths to divinely-ordained positions of leadership. The effect of the analogy, according 

to Garsiel, is that “the greatness of David, who stands fast under trial, and of Providence, which 

brings him to fulfilment of the promise, are both reinforced by means of the hinted parallel with 

the story of Joseph.”164 The intertwined nature of God’s providential choosing and the upright 

                                                             
161 Later in the David story there are further connections with the Joseph story; these occur especially in the 

narrative about David and Bathsheba (2 Sam 11–12) and the story of the conflict between Absalom and Amnon (2 

Sam 13). This material will be discussed in Chapter Four.  

 
162 In addition to connections that have been discussed above, Garsiel lists the following parallels: both David 

and Joseph are forced to live in foreign lands (cf. 1 Sam 26:19, Gen 40:15), both are given a wife by a ruler, and the 

ruler of the place where they are living in exile gives them territory (First Book of Samuel, 120–21). 

 
163 Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 121. 

 
164 Ibid. Yoon comments on the importance of divine providence in the History of David’s Rise: “The story of 

a more active but declining Saul, and a more passive but rising David, however, soon makes us realize that the 

ultimate focus of the Saul-David narrative is not either on Saul or David, but on God who is implied in the whole 

narrative as the master of all human events. In the narrative, Saul is described as one who struggles desperately to 

maintain his power, but the more he tries, the worse he becomes. David on the other hand stays quiet and passive, 

but he is led to high position by an invisible power” (So-Called History of David’s Rise, 120).  
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character of the chosen one is discussed by Levenson, in a description of Joseph that could be 

applied to David as well (at least at some points in the narrative): “Joseph succeeds because of 

God’s favor, but God’s favor comes to the man who, because of his mounting strength of 

character and self-knowledge, is able to put it to proper use.”165 That this interconnection 

between divine election and human responsibility is at play in the narrative of 1 Samuel can be 

seen in Samuel’s words to Saul after Saul has disobeyed God’s command: “Yhwh has sought for 

himself a man after his own heart, and Yhwh has appointed him as prince over his people” 

(13:14). The analogy established between David and Joseph in 1 Samuel 16–18 helps to confirm 

that David is this man.  

Bazak, however, offers a different explanation of the analogy constructed between David 

and Joseph. He is aware of Garsiel’s reading, but he argues that the point of the comparison is to 

highlight differences between David and Joseph rather than similarities.166 The main point of 

distinction between the characters, according to Bazak, is that Joseph played a role in provoking 

the conflict with his brothers, whereas David did nothing to provoke his; Bazak contends that the 

consequences of this different behavior are shown in what happens to them (Joseph ends up in 

slavery in Egypt, whereas David has a successful career fighting the Philistines).167 Bazak argues 

further that the relationships between David and his brothers and Joseph and his brothers reflect 

their spiritual dispositions; whereas Joseph does not mention God in his interactions with his 

                                                             
 
165 Beloved Son, 167–68. 

 
 .and n. 9 there 98 ,מקבילות נפגשות 166

 
167 Ibid., 98–100. Bazak offers a strange interpretation of David’s interaction with Eliab, claiming that when 

David responds to Eliab’s rebuke in 1 Sam 17:29, he “answers modestly (עונה בצניעות)” (ibid., 100). While the exact 

force of David’s words is debated (see n. 142 above), his behavior at the battlefield is difficult to characterize as 

modest.  
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brothers in Genesis 37, David speaks about God from the beginning (Bazak cites 1 Sam 

17:26).168 He concludes that David’s behavior serves as a corrective to Joseph’s, and that 

David’s story teaches that leadership must be based in humility.169 Bazak’s interpretation suffers 

from overreading the analogy between David and Joseph, however. Because David’s conflict 

with his brothers is much less intense and consequential than Joseph’s conflict with his, it is not 

surprising that David plays less of a role in provoking his brothers than Joseph does. And it is 

difficult to argue that David, who goes around asking bold questions about what would be done 

for the man who defeats Goliath, does nothing to prompt the conflict with his brother. It may be 

that David displays a humbler attitude at the beginning of his story than Joseph does (especially 

because he plays no active role in the anointing scene of 1 Samuel 16), but the comparison is 

mostly between a positively portrayed Joseph and a (perhaps slightly more) positively portrayed 

David.  

I agree with Garsiel, then, that the parallels between David and Joseph function to 

characterize David positively by modeling him after Joseph in certain respects. There is likely an 

additional layer of meaning in the analogy, however, which is hinted at by Lust in his first essay 

in The Story of David and Goliath: “The narrative in 1 Sam. 17,12ff. . . . implicitly compares 

David with Joseph, and thus presents David as the king of all the tribes of Israel and Judah.”170 

Because Joseph comes to be associated with the Northern Kingdom of Israel,171 the narrative 

                                                             
168 Ibid., 100–101. 

 
169 Ibid., 101–2. 

 
170 “The Story of David and Goliath,” TSDG, 13.  

 
171 The tribes named after Joseph’s sons Manasseh and Ephraim are part of the Northern Kingdom, and 

“Ephraim” is used as a name for the Northern Kingdom in numerous prophetic texts. See Siegfried Herrmann, 

“Ephraim in the Bible,” ABD 2:551. The title “house of Joseph” can be used to refer to the tribes of Manasseh and 
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portrayal of David as a new Joseph helps to emphasize his authority over the northern tribes, and 

not only over his own tribe of Judah.  

This perspective may explain why the author of 1 Sam 17:12–31 included the conflict 

between David and Eliab when the sibling rivalry theme seems to do little to advance the plot of 

the narrative here. The fraternal conflict so central to the Joseph story does not play out in a 

major way among David and his brothers, but it does emerge on a tribal level later in the story. 

As representatives of their tribes of Judah and Benjamin, David and Saul can be understood as 

engaging in an intertribal conflict with each other as Saul pursues David, attempting to kill him 

(1 Samuel 19–26). Further in the story, the conflict between the tribes becomes a literal reality. 

After Saul’s death, David becomes king over “the house of Judah” (2 Sam 2:4), while Abner 

makes Saul’s son Ish-bosheth king over Israel (vv. 8–9). A long war ensues between “the house 

of Saul and the house of David” (3:3), and even though David eventually triumphs and is 

anointed king over all Israel (5:3), his tribal troubles are not over. While evidence suggests that 

Absalom’s revolt did not break down along tribal lines,172 he may have exploited some inter-

tribal tensions.173 And the rebellion started by Sheba (a Benjaminite) soon after the conclusion of 

Absalom’s revolt is definitely a tribal affair. It begins with an argument between the men of 

                                                             
Ephraim (Josh 17:17, Judg 1:22–23), but more typically denotes the Northern Kingdom as a whole (Josh 18:5, 2 

Sam 19:21 [Eng 19:20], 1 Kgs 11:28, Amos 5:6, Obad 18, Zech 10:6).  

 
172 This point is debated; some commentators see the “men of Israel” whose hearts were stolen by Absalom 

(15:6) as referring to the northern tribes only, while others believe the revolt attracted people from the northern 

tribes as well as Judah. McCarter lists compelling evidence in favor of the second position, especially the fact that 

Absalom proclaims himself king in Hebron (v. 10), the traditional capital of Judah. See McCarter, II Samuel, 357–

58.  

 
173 This is suggested by the incident involving Shimei the Benjaminite that happens during Absalom’s revolt. 

Shimei curses David for being a “man of blood” who ruled in place of the house of Saul (16:5–8). Notably, when 

David is on his way back from Jerusalem, Shimei comes out to apologize, wanting to be “the first of all the house of 

Joseph to come down to meet my lord the king” (19:21).  
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Judah and the men of Israel about who has the right to bring David back to Jerusalem (19:42–

44). This incident is a struggle among “brothers” (v. 42) about who has more claim to David; it 

may even (if evidence from the LXX is accepted) include an argument from the men of Israel 

that they are the “firstborn” (v. 44).174 In the midst of this debate, a scoundrel named Sheba 

attracts “all the men of Israel” with the rallying cry, “We have no portion in David, and we have 

no inheritance in the son of Jesse!”, while the men of Judah stay faithful to David (20:1–2). 

Although Sheba’s revolt is soon put to an end (20:22), it foreshadows the future split between the 

Northern and Southern Kingdoms (cf. 1 Kgs 12:16). The intertribal conflicts described in 2 

Samuel, and their later repercussions, thus show the importance of the idea that David is king 

over all the tribes of Israel. The mapping of Joseph onto David perhaps also serves further to 

undercut Saul, who, as a representative of the tribe of Benjamin, would be closely associated 

with Joseph.  

The question of the direction of influence between the Samuel and Genesis narratives has 

implications for understanding the force and function of the parallels between Joseph and David. 

Based on the evidence offered above (especially the heavily analogical character of the MT 

pluses and the fact that most of the analogical material appears in later layers of the narrative), I 

have assumed in this discussion that David is modeled after Joseph, rather than the reverse. 

Exploring a possible reconstruction of the diachronic relationship between these texts offers 

further confirmation of this hypothesis. Because Joseph is a representative of the Northern 

Kingdom, many scholars identify a Northern origin for an early version of the Joseph story.175 

                                                             
174 The LXX appears to reflect the phrase וגם בכור אני ממך (καὶ πρωτότοκος ἐγὼ ἢ συ), which was later 

corrupted to וגם בדוד אני ממך, now found in the MT. See McCarter, I Samuel, 419. 

 
175 See Carr, Fractures of Genesis, 273–82.  
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Dietrich and Naumann use the posited Northern origin of the Joseph story to explain the 

modeling of David after Joseph, comparing it with the relationship between the Exodus and Ark 

narratives: 

The Exodus and Joseph stories are of Northern, Israelite origin; the David and the Ark 

stories are Judahite. On the (very likely) supposition that the Israelite narratives are 

somewhat older, it is entirely possible that the Judahite, or more precisely, established 

Jerusalem narrators or writers, created a sort of Judahite national epic, undoubtedly with 

the use of older individual Judahite traditions. This was in conscious contrast to the 

corresponding Northern model. They created one national epic about the founder of the 

royal house of Jerusalem and one about the central ritual object of the divine house of 

Jerusalem.176   

 

If this reconstruction is correct, it would support the model of textual influence I have been 

working from, in which the Joseph story influenced the Samuel narratives discussed here. I 

would argue, however, that the use of narrative analogy in the David story indicates a situation of 

coordination of the traditions, rather than of co-option or contrast, as Dietrich and Naumann 

describe. The relationship between Israel and Judah is an obvious concern of the History of 

David’s Rise, which points, for Dietrich and Naumann, to the time after the fall of the Northern 

Kingdom for the composition and editing of much of this material:  

In both periods [after the fall of Israel and during Josiah’s reign], relations between North 

and South must have been crucial in people’s thinking. The end of the kingdom of Israel 

unleashed a flood of refugees from the North into the South. Many traditions seem to 

have reached Judah at this point and were amalgamated with the Judahite heritage.177  

 

                                                             
176 “The David–Saul Narrative,” 287; original in Die Samuelbücher, 59. 

  
177 “The David–Saul Narrative,” 302–3. original in Die Samuelbücher, 76. See also Wright, David, King of 

Israel, 46–47. Kratz also identifies an early version of the Joseph story as arising during the same time period as the 

composition of the first version of the Samuel narratives: “The basic stratum of Gen. 37–45 derives from a situation 

in which Israel and Judah are living in the land, but the better part of Israel, the oldest son of beloved Rachel, who is 

Israel’s favourite, has been sold by his own brothers into Egypt” (Composition, 279; on the period of 720 to 587 

BCE for the pre-Deuteronomistic Samuel composition, see 181–82).  
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Modeling David after Joseph during this time period would have helped to bring continuity 

between these traditions, and the depiction of David as ruler of both Israel and Judah would 

presumably have been an important one at this time.  

The Northern origin of the Joseph story is not undisputed, however, and some argue that 

it is primarily a product of the exilic or post-exilic period.178 If this is the case, it is still plausible 

that at least some parts of 1 Samuel 16–18 are dependent on the Joseph story, as the analogical 

connections in this part of the narrative are mostly in later layers of the composition. The 

introduction to David in 1 Sam 16:1–13 is typically considered to be a late addition to the 

story,179 and the story of David and Goliath, even in its shorter version, may also be a late 

addition to the book; linguistic evidence favors this conclusion, as does a comparison of the 

theology of the story with similar ideas in other biblical texts.180 The story may have developed 

from the brief account of 2 Sam 21:19, where it is said that Elhanan the Bethlehemite slew 

Goliath the Gittite, “the shaft of whose spear was like a weaver’s beam” (cf. 17:7), along with 

the following story of David’s nephew Jonathan killing a giant (vv. 20–23).181 If the story of 

David and Goliath is late composition that grew out of the short accounts of giant slaying in 2 

Sam 21:19–23, it should not be surprising that this narrative would attract additional expansions, 

                                                             
178 See Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 134–35 n. 37; Hyun Chul Paul Kim, “Reading the Joseph 

Story as Diaspora Narrative,” CBQ 75 (2013): 219–38. 

 
179 See n. 2 above. 

 
180 See Rofé’s extensive argument in “The Battle of David and Goliath,” 125–44; also Lust, “Methodological 

Remarks,” TSDG, 125 (focusing on linguistic details); and McCarter, I Samuel, 295–98 (focusing on the content of 

the story and its literary context). 

 
181 It is notable that the latter account (21:20–23) tells of a giant who defied (ויחרף) Israel (v. 21). In the books 

of Samuel, the verb חרף appears only one other time outside of 2 Sam 21:22 and 1 Samuel 17; in chapter 17 it is 

used five times. 
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as the evidence from LXXB suggests. Because the evidence for connections between the David 

story of 1 Samuel 16–18 and the Joseph story is strongest in the layers of the text that have 

typically been identified as later additions (1 Sam 16:1–13 and the MT pluses), it is reasonable to 

assume that these texts could be dependent on the Joseph story, even if the Joseph story on the 

whole is a later composition than the earliest version of 1 Samuel. The problem of tribal conflicts 

and the issue of the unity of the people of Israel continued into the exilic and post-exilic time 

period, making the presentation of David as a new Joseph relevant in that time as well.182 The 

importance of the concept of David as a ruler of a united Israel in the exilic time period is 

illustrated well by Ezek 37:15–25.183 This passage not only describes the post-exilic uniting of 

the Joseph and Judah tribes (Ezek 37:19–22), but also gives a divine promise that “my servant 

David will be king over them; they will all have one shepherd” (v. 24).184 The hope for a united 

                                                             
182 On Benjaminite-Judean rivalry in the Babylonian and early Persians periods, see Joseph Blenkinsopp, 

David Remembered: Kingship and National Identity in Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 29–41; 

Blenkinsopp, “Benjamin Traditions Read in the Early Persian Period” in Judah and the Judeans in the Early Persian 

Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Manfred Oeming (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 629–45; and Amit, “The 

Saul Polemic in the Persian Period” in ibid., 647–59. Blenkinsopp also discusses the eventual reconciliation between 

Judah and Benjamin (see David Remembered, 35–36; “Benjamin Traditions,” 630). Exilic readers also may have 

noted the fact that David, like Joseph, spent a period of his life in exile from his homeland. 

 
183 Levenson remarks that David (and his son Solomon) “reigned over a united kingdom of north and south 

(that is, Joseph and Judah), and the memory of this unity remained alive and served in some circles as an ideal (Ezek 

37:15–23)” (Beloved Son, 163). 

 
184 For discussion of this and other passages that relate to David as a ruler of the reunited tribes, see 

Blenkinsopp, David Remembered, 115–37; Wilson, Kingship and Memory, 198–216. Rofé also discusses other 

prophetic passages that speak of David as king in the future (Jer 30:9, Ezek 34:23–24, and Hos 3:5) and dates them 

to the fifth century BCE (“The Battle of David and Goliath,” 141–43). He concludes that the David and Goliath 

story in its final form is a product of a similar milieu: “These messianic expectations, if we have understood them 

correctly as such, provide the context for the David and Goliath story. David the shepherd boy, who vanquishes the 

Philistine giant, who removes disgrace from Israel (1 Sam. 17:26), who proclaims in the midst of the armed camps 

‘that Israel has a God . . . and that God does not save through the sword and the spear—the war is the Lord’s, for He 

will give you into our hands’ (vv. 46–47), is not even a prototype for the Davidic descendant destined to be revealed. 

It is this very David, and none other, who will appear” (“The Battle of David and Goliath,” 144).  
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kingdom with a Davidic ruler that is explicitly expressed in this prophetic passage is implicitly 

conveyed in the narrative of 1 Samuel with the presentation of David as a new Joseph.  

 

Conclusion 

I have argued in this chapter that the analogical links between David and Joseph were 

strengthened during the course of the composition and transmission of 1 Samuel. It is possible to 

propose a rough sketch of how this process unfolded in the case of 1 Samuel 16–18. It may be, as 

some commentators have argued, that 16:14–23 and 18:6–16, 20–28 represent the earliest layer 

of this part of the story. In this version of the narrative, the connections between David and 

Joseph are evident only in the similar depiction of a young man who finds success in the court of 

a ruler because Yhwh is with him. There may have been a deliberate attempt by the author of this 

text to model David after Joseph, but the language is not similar enough nor the parallels dense 

enough to make this case with certainty. The next development in the narrative was probably the 

inclusion of 16:1–13. Here the parallels with Joseph are stronger, as David, the youngest of eight 

brothers, is given a divine sign of his future rule in the midst of his brothers. While the verbal 

connections between this narrative and the Joseph story are not extensive, the thematic resonance 

is strong, arguing for a deliberate attempt to model David after Joseph.   

While the shorter version of the David and Goliath story does not contain any evident 

connections with the story of Joseph, the long plus of vv. 12–31 appears to be modeled after the 

tale of Joseph’s journey to check on his brothers and their subsequent conflict. The author of this 

addition perhaps noted the parallels between David and Joseph in 1 Samuel 16 (as well as the 

overtones of sibling rivalry present in the conflicts between David and Saul’s family that 

consume much of the narrative of 1 Samuel) and added the picture of conflict between David and 
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his own brothers (absent in the scene of 16:1–13) to the narrative. Some MT pluses in 1 Samuel 

18 also strengthen the parallel with Joseph in their emphasis on David’s divinely-guided success. 

Other additions to chapter 18 develop an analogical structure between David and Jacob, a topic 

that will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 While the details of the development of an analogical comparison between David and 

Joseph in 1 Samuel 16–18 cannot be reconstructed with absolute certainty, the cumulative weight 

of the possible parallels and the evidence from the shorter and longer versions of the narrative 

speak to the soundness of the conclusion that, at certain points during the course of the 

development of this text, an author or authors deliberately evoked details from the Joseph story 

(especially as found in Genesis 37 and 39). The analogical connection between David and Joseph 

serves to emphasize certain themes that are important in the History of David’s Rise, such as the 

rise of David, the decline of Saul, and the workings of divine providence. The analogical 

relationship between David and Joseph also plays an important role in the development of the 

sibling rivalry theme that plays out in the conflict between David and Saul in 1 Samuel and in the 

familial and tribal conflicts that appear in 2 Samuel. The connection between David and Joseph 

bolsters the positive characterization of David, and, perhaps more importantly, David’s 

connection with Joseph implicitly confirms the idea that he will be king over all of Israel, both 

the northern and the southern tribes. This depiction of David is further strengthened through 

analogical links with his ancestor Jacob, as the discussion in the following chapter will show.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

DECEPTIVE DADS AND DOUBLE DAUGHTERS: 

1 SAMUEL 18–19, 24–25 AND GENESIS 29, 31–33 

 

 

 

 

In the previous chapter, I argued that an analogical structure was established in 1 Samuel 16–18 

between David and Joseph. The effect of the analogy was to heighten the positive 

characterization of David and to portray him as the eventual king of the northern as well as the 

southern tribes. The connections between David and Joseph are most evident at the beginning of 

the David story—in the scenes of his anointing, his errand to check on his brothers, and his 

growing success as a member of Saul’s court. This cluster of connections at the outset of the 

narrative is fitting, given that the goal of the comparison between David and Joseph is to show 

what kind of person this future king of Israel is. As the story goes on, however, the parallels with 

Joseph appear with less frequency (they will reappear in some narratives of 2 Samuel, however). 

In the account of Saul’s pursuit of David, another analogical connection is more evident—the 

comparison between David and Jacob. The David-Jacob analogy at this point in the narrative is 

centered on the relationships between these men and their fathers-in-law. Both fathers have two 

daughters, both men marry at least one of these daughters, and in both cases the relationship 

between the man and his father-in-law sours, forcing the man to flee. In this part of the story the 

analogical connections function to develop the characterization of Saul and David, but the way 

the analogies work is slightly different from the way they work in the case of David and Joseph. 

A final narrative that is relevant for the Jacob-David analogy is the story of Abigail and Nabal in 

1 Samuel 25, which shares significant connections with the story of Jacob and Esau. The use of 



124 

 

narrative analogy in this story builds on and also complicates the depiction of David as an 

analogical counterpart of Jacob.  

 

Marriage Negotiations for Two Daughters: 1 Samuel 18:17–27 

Relatively early in the stories of David and Jacob, both characters begin to work for the men who 

will become their fathers-in-law. In both narratives some kind of service to the father is expected 

in exchange for marriage to his daughter, both stories involve an older and a younger daughter, 

and both include deceptive dealing on the part of the father. There are also many differences 

between the stories; some of these might be understood as significant inversions, while others are 

due to the very different roles that the marriages play in the plots of the narratives. Like the 

parallels between David and Joseph in 1 Samuel 16–18, the analogical connections between 

David and Jacob appear to have been strengthened over the course of the development of this 

part of the narrative. 

 The large differences between LXXB and the MT discussed in the previous chapter are 

evident in this section of the text as well. The MT pluses include the entire account of Saul’s 

offer of his daughter Merab to David (vv. 17–19), the second half of v. 21 ( ויאמר שאול אל דוד

 and a phrase in v. 27 ,(ולא מלאו הימים) a phrase at the end of v. 26 ,(בשתים תתחתן בי היום

 In addition to these pluses, there is a difference in wording found in v. 27. All of the .(וימלאום)

MT pluses and differences vis-à-vis LXXB appear to be relevant to an analysis of the analogical 

parallels between David and Jacob. As was the case for much of the material in the MT pluses 

discussed in the previous chapter, these texts appear to be exegetically motived, drawing heavily 

from elsewhere in the book of Samuel and from other biblical texts to fill in gaps in the narrative.  
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 The longest plus of this section (vv. 17–19) contains the story of Saul’s suggestion that 

David marry his elder daughter Merab.1 Without this section, only Michal would have been 

offered to David as a wife. The only time Merab is mentioned in the Bible outside of this brief 

episode is in 1 Sam 14:49, after a list of Saul’s sons: “and the names of his two daughters were 

these: the name of the firstborn was Merab and the name of the younger was Michal ( ושם שתי

 This language is strikingly similar to that used about 2”.(בנתיו שם הבכירה מרב ושם הקטנה מיכל

Laban’s daughters: “The name of the elder was Leah, and the name of the younger was Rachel 

 3 If the custom in Saul’s time was understood to be.(Gen 29:16) ”(שם הגדלה לאה ושם הקטנה רחל)

the same as that described by Laban—“It is not done so in our place—to give the younger before 

                                                             
1 In the LXX, Merab is called Merob, a vocalization also reflected in 4QSama. Michal is rendered Melchol in 

the LXX. See McCarter, I Samuel, 254. For consistency I will use the MT spellings and vocalizations of these 

names.   

 
2 There is, in fact, another possible mention of Merab, a point that will be relevant for this discussion. In 2 

Sam 21, David has seven of Saul’s descendants executed in order to appease the Gibeonites (some of whom Saul 

had put to death) and end a famine. Among the executed were “five sons of Saul’s daughter Michal, whom she bore 

to Adriel the son of Barzillai the Meholathite” (v. 8 MT). Two MT manuscripts and LXXL have the name Merab, 

however; this reading is also reflected in the Syriac and in Targum Jonathan (see McCarter, 1 Samuel, 306). The 

name Merab makes more sense here, both because Adriel is Merab’s husband in 1 Sam 18:19 and because Michal 

“had no child to the day of her death” according to 2 Sam 6:23. Of course, this makes “Michal” in 1 Sam 21:8 the 

lectio difficilior. J. J. Glück, in his brief essay “Merab or Michal,” ZAW 77.1 (1965): 72–81, argues for the 

originality of the reading “Michal.” He claims that the point of mentioning Michal’s husband is to show that David 

was not executing his own children, but Michal’s from another marriage (75). Glück believes that the name of 

Michal’s husband was written erroneously as “Adriel the son of Barzillai the Meholathite” when it should have been 

“Paltiel son of Laish” (cf. 1 Sam 25:44, 2 Sam 3:15) (75–81). While this latter argument is unconvincing, it is 

difficult to explain why the sensible reading “Merab” would have been changed to “Michal.”  

McCarter marshals the following point in defense of the reading “Merab”: “LXXB agrees with MT, but the 

fact that it renders mykl as michal instead of the usual LXX melchol (3:13, etc.) shows that it is recensional and 

suggests . . . that merob was in fact the OG rendering” (II Samuel, 439); see also the extensive discussion in Hutton, 

The Transjordanian Palimpsest, 261–63. I prefer to follow McCarter in seeing “Merab” as the original reading in 2 

Sam 21:8. While the substitution of Michal for Merab is difficult to account for, perhaps this change was accidental, 

a result of the fact that Michal plays a much larger role than Merab in the overall narrative of 1 and 2 Samuel.  

 
3 Leah is called הבכירה in Gen 29:26. Outside of the narrative of Lot and his daughters in Gen 19, the word 

  .is only used in reference to Leah and Merab בכירה
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the firstborn (לא יעשה כן במקומנו לתת הצעירה לפני הבכירה)” (Gen 29:26)—the question may have 

arisen why Saul offered his younger daughter in marriage to David before offering the elder. 

 The story that fills in this narrative gap draws heavily on language from its immediate 

context and elsewhere in 1 Samuel. When Saul suggests to David that he will give him Merab as 

a wife, he offers the following requirement: “only be for me a valiant man and fight the battles of 

Yhwh (אך היה לי לבן חיל והלחם מלחמות יהוה)” (v. 17). Saul’s proposition is overlaid with 

narratorial irony; he has already taken David into his service (18:2) and David has already been 

leading successful campaigns against the Philistines (vv. 5–7). Moreover, when David is 

recommended to Saul as a musician, he is called “a mighty warrior (וגבור חיל)” and a “man of 

war (ואיש מלחמה)” (16:18), expressions that are echoed in Saul’s requirement.4 Further adding to 

the irony of Saul’s proposition is that he had promised that the man who slayed Goliath would be 

given his daughter in marriage (17:25, 27).5 No mention of this reward is made after David kills 

Goliath, and Saul’s words to David in 18:17 recall this failure to follow through on his pledge—

the only previous mention of a “battle of Yhwh” in 1 Samuel comes when David confronts 

                                                             
4 It is possible that even the description of David as “a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite” (בן לישי בית הלחמי) in 

16:18 is punned on here in the word והלחם in 18:17. Fokkelman points to two examples where the words בית לחם, 

 ,appear to be punned on (in 16:18, 20 and in 17:12, 13, 17) (The Crossing Fates, 138, 152) לחם and ,מלחמה

evidence that the suggestion of a longer-distance wordplay involving similar words in 18:17 and 16:18 would not be 

far-fetched.  

 
5 Scholars debate whether Saul’s proposition in 18:17 is a fulfillment of his promise in 17:25. McCarter is 

among those who believe that it is, due to his idea that the MT pluses can be read as an independent source. Even in 

this model, however, he has to suggest that vv. 10–11 are out of place and that v. 17b is redactional in order for the 

marriage offer to work as a fulfillment of Saul’s promise in 17:25 (I Samuel, 305–6). I agree with those who see it as 

unrelated, since no explicit reference is made to David’s defeat of Goliath in 18:17. Furthermore, Saul is clearly 

requiring future valiant service from David, hoping that he will fall into the hands of the Philistines. See Johnson, 

Reading David and Goliath, 215; Lust, “Second Thoughts,” TSDG, 89. 
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Goliath, saying, “For the battle is Yhwh’s, and he will give you into our hand ( כי ליהוה המלחמה

 David has already been fighting Yhwh’s battles and has made the 6.(17:47) ”(ונתן אתכם בידנו

Philistines fall into the Israelites’ hands; now Saul wants David to continue this fighting in order 

that he fall into Philistine hands.7  

 Saul’s secret reason for his offer of Merab in marriage to David—“let not my hand be 

against him, but let the hand of the Philistines be against him (אל תהי ידי בו ותהי בו יד פלשתים)” 

(18:17)—is constructed using vocabulary from the near context. Saul’s hand was against David 

just a few verses earlier, when he threw a spear from that hand at David, hoping to pin him to the 

wall (vv. 10–11).8 The phrase ותהי בו יד פלשתים is reproduced exactly from v. 21, in the context 

of Saul’s similar plot when he offers his daughter Michal in marriage.  

 David’s response to Saul’s proposition also shows connections with the earlier narrative. 

Despite the fact that for his valiant service he should already have been offered Merab’s hand in 

marriage, he seems to refuse Saul’s offer, saying, “Who am I and who are my kinsfolk9—the 

                                                             
6 The only other occurrence of the phrase “battle/battles of Yhwh” in 1 and 2 Samuel comes in 1 Sam 25:28 

when Abigail tells David that Yhwh will make “a sure house” for David “because my lord fights the battles of 

Yhwh” (כי מלחמות יהוה אדני נלחם). This also seems ironic in light of Saul’s words in 18:17; whereas Saul was 

attempting to rid himself of his rival for the throne by having him fight the battles of Yhwh, Abigail declares that 

David will be king because he fights these battles.  

 
7 Johnson remarks similarly, “It is not without a little narrative irony that Saul requests that David do exactly 

what he has been doing, i.e., having military success. The very thing which has been distressing Saul is the very 

thing that he requests from David. It is further ironic that the narrative has led us to expect Saul to offer his daughter 

to David because he has killed a Philistine but instead Saul offers his daughter so that David will be killed by the 

Philistines” (Reading David and Goliath, 215–16).  

 
8 Fokkelman comments, “Saul wishes to be astute and advises himself: ‘let not my hand turn against him’, for 

that has twice gone ignominiously wrong, ‘but the hand of the Philistines’” (The Crossing Fates, 230).  

 
9 The rare word י יִּ  and then misvocalized משפחת אבי בישראל meaning “kinsfolk,” was apparently glossed by ,חַּ

in the MT as י יַּ  .my life.” See McCarter, I Samuel, 303; Klein, 1 Samuel, 185“ חַּ
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family of my father in Israel—that I should be son-in-law to the king? ( מי אנכי ומי חיי משפחת

 The tenor of David’s response is similar to his protest .(v. 18) ”(אבי בישראל כי אהיה חתן למלך

when Saul offers Michal to him as a wife: “I am a poor man and lightly esteemed” (v. 23), but its 

content echoes earlier points in the narrative. The references to David’s family and his father call 

to mind Saul’s questions about David’s paternity in 17:55–58 (another MT plus), and the phrase 

 appears to allude to Saul’s promise that the household of the giant slayer will משפחת אבי בישראל

be free in Israel (17:25 ;ואת בית אביו יעשה חפשי בישראל),10 another promise for which there is no 

evidence of fulfillment. David’s humble objection is thus, ironically, a further indictment of Saul 

and his unfulfilled promises to David.  

 David’s apparent refusal of Saul’s offer of Merab as a wife is more likely an appropriately 

self-denigrating response to Saul’s seemingly generous offer.11 That David’s response is not a 

literal refusal is confirmed in the next verse, which says, “But it happened at the time of the 

giving of Merab the daughter of Saul to David that she was given to Adriel the Meholathite as a 

wife (ויהי בעת תת את מרב בת שאול לדוד והיא נתנה לעדריאל המחלתי לאשה)” (v. 19). It is evident 

from this verse that Saul’s offer of marriage to Merab was more than a simple suggestion—

arrangements were made for the marriage, and Saul seems to have changed his mind and given 

                                                             
10 See Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 232. Auld and Ho note the additional similarities between David’s 

question here and Saul’s in 9:21 (הלוא בן ימיני אנכי מקטני שבטי ישראל ומשפחתי הצערה מכל משפחות שבטי בנימן), as 

well as its parallels with another question of David’s in his prayer of 2 Sam 7:18 (מי אנכי אדני יהוה ומי ביתי) (“The 

Making of David and Goliath,” 32–34).  

 
11 In Fokkelman’s words, “We realize that v. 18 contains only a rhetorical refusal: such words are the first that 

an insignificant subject is expected to use deferentially” (The Crossing Fates, 231). See also Johnson, Reading 

David and Goliath, 216. McCarter, however, writes that “David seems to decline the offer, and Saul gives Merob to 

another man” (I Samuel, 306).  
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her to someone else.12 The name of the man Merab does marry, Adriel the Meholathite, may 

have been taken from 2 Sam 21:8; this is especially likely if “Merab” is accepted as the original 

reading there.13 

 I have attempted to demonstrate here that the short narrative about Merab was composed by 

drawing together words, phrases, and concepts from elsewhere in the books of Samuel. This was 

probably done in order to answer the question of why Saul did not offer his elder daughter in 

marriage to David before he offered the younger. When looking vv. 17–19 in its narrative 

context, the case can be made that the content and placement of this text were also influenced by 

the model provided in Genesis 29, where Laban offers his two daughters in marriage to Jacob. I 

have already mentioned the fact that both stories have a father with two daughters who are called 

the elder/firstborn (הגדולה/הבכירה) and the younger/smaller (הצעירה/הקטנה) (Gen 29:16, 26; 1 

Sam 14:49, 18:17). Many more parallels can be adduced,14 and there is additional evidence from 

the MT pluses that the author of this version was attempting to construct an analogy between 

David and Jacob.  

                                                             
12 Some translations imply that the reason Merab was not given to David was because of his protest in v. 18; 

the NIV is representative: “So when the time came for Merab, Saul’s daughter, to be given to David, she was given 

in marriage to Adriel of Meholah” (v. 19). The context seems to merit a disjunctive translation, (“But at the 

time…”), however, as found in the ESV, NRSV, and NJPS. 

 
13 See n. 2 above.  

 
14 Many commentators have noted parallels in 1 Sam 18–19 between Saul/David/Michal and 

Laban/Jacob/Rachel, but some of the more thorough discussions can be found in Bazak, 21–109 ,מקבילות נפגשות; 

Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 274–76; Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 130–31; Yair Zakovitch, Jacob: 

Unexpected Patriarch, trans. Valerie Zakovitch (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 84–86; Zakovitch, 

 Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 59, 61–65; and John Dekker, “‘May the Lord Make the ;34–33 ,מקראות בארץ המראות

Woman like Rachel’: Comparing Rachel and Michal,” TynBul 64.1 (2013): 17–32. While these scholars mention 

many of the parallels discussed in this section and the next, they do not consider the diachronic dimension of the text 

presented by the differences between the Greek and Hebrew versions. I will discuss these commentators’ views in 

more detail when considering the significance of the analogies.  
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 Both David and Jacob are drawn into marriage negotiations with their future fathers-in-law 

soon after they begin working for them. After Jacob stays with Laban for a month (Gen 29:14), 

Laban asks, “Just because you are my brother, should you serve me for nothing? Tell me, what 

shall your wages be?” (v. 15). Jacob proposes that he serve Laban for seven years in exchange 

for his younger daughter Rachel, and Laban agrees (vv. 18–19). In this narrative it is Jacob who 

brings up the subject of marriage to Laban’s daughter—the younger one—and Jacob sets the 

terms of the deal. The discussion surrounding the marriage of Saul’s daughter proceeds in the 

opposite direction. Saul announces the prospect of his daughter—the elder one—becoming 

David’s wife (הנה בתי הגדולה מרב אתה אתן לך לאשה) and Saul specifies the service required of 

David (1 Sam 18:17).  

Another significant parallel involves deceit on the part of Laban and Saul. Both Laban 

and Saul are dishonest in their dealings with their sons-in-law, and both fathers-in-law fail to 

follow through on the terms of the initial marriage negotiations. In Laban’s case the dishonesty 

and the deal-breaking are united in one act, when he covertly exchanges Leah for Rachel on 

Jacob’s wedding night (Gen 29:23). When Jacob asks Laban, “Why did you deceive me? ( ולמה

 15 Laban explains, “It is not done so in our place, to give the younger before the,(v. 25) ”(רמיתני

firstborn” (v. 26). He offers Jacob the chance to marry Rachel as well in exchange for another 

seven years of service (v. 27). Through his trick, Laban gains an extra seven years of service 

from his son-in-law. 

                                                             
15 The same question occurs later in the narrative of 1 Sam 18, when Saul asks his daughter Michal why she 

helped David escape from him (v. 17). This incident will be discussed below.  
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In contrast to Laban’s subterfuge, Saul’s deceptive attempt is more subtle, more serious, 

and less successful. Saul’s murderous intentions and dishonest dealings are clear throughout the 

narrative of 1 Samuel 18, although the question of whether or not David discerns these intentions 

is left open. As discussed above, Saul offers his daughter Merab to David with the requirement 

that he be his soldier and “fight the battles of Yhwh,” hoping that David will fall victim to the 

Philistines (v. 17). The duplicitousness of Saul is seen first through the fact that he has not given 

his daughter in marriage to David even though David is already meeting his requirements, and 

because David should have married his daughter after he killed Goliath. Next, Saul inexplicably 

withdraws his offer to give Merab to David, giving her to another man instead (v. 19).16 Just as 

Laban changed the terms of the marriage agreement with Jacob at the last minute, preventing his 

younger daughter from marrying Jacob, so also Saul goes back on his deal right at the time of the 

wedding, so that his elder daughter is prevented from marrying David.  

Jacob is able to marry Rachel soon after he marries Leah, and in David’s case another 

prospect also comes along soon after the first deal is broken. The story of how David came to 

marry Michal begins with the notice that Michal loved David (ותאהב מיכל בת שאול את דוד; v. 

20). This is especially notable given the fact that nowhere else in a biblical narrative text is it 

explicitly said that a woman loves a man romantically.17 If Michal’s love is read in the context of 

                                                             
16 Klein also sees Saul’s deceitfulness as the main theme of this story: “In its present form [the proposed 

marriage with Merab] shows the duplicity of Saul. The king hoped David would be killed in the battles (v 17) he 

would fight as part of the marriage agreement, and he reneged on the offer of his daughter when the time for 

marriage came” (1 Samuel, 186). While it is not clear from the text whether or not Saul’s rescinding of the offer was 

made because David failed to die in battle, as Klein implies here, his point that Saul’s duplicity is displayed in this 

narrative is valid.  

 
17 While Alter, in a widely cited comment, claims that Michal is “the only woman in the entire Hebrew Bible 

explicitly reported to love a man” (The David Story, 115; cf. The Art of Biblical Narrative, 148), this is not 

completely accurate, as Rebekah is said to love her son Jacob (ורבקה אהבת את יעקב; Gen 25:28). Although the love 

of a mother for a son is, of course, different from the love of Michal for David, the word used is the same.  
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the Jacob story, it might be understood as an inversion of that story, in which Jacob’s love for 

Rachel is emphasized (Gen 29:18, 20, 30).18 Genesis 29 has the features of a conventional 

biblical story about beauty, love, and marriage: Rachel is beautiful (יפת תאר ויפת מראה; v. 17) 

and Jacob loves her (ויאהב יעקב את רחל; v. 18).19 In this narrative Jacob immediately falls in love 

with his host’s beautiful daughter, whereas in 1 Samuel, it is David who is described as 

handsome (16:12 ;והוא אדמוני עם יפה עינים וטוב ראי, cf. 17:42) and who is surrounded by people 

who love him from the moment he enters Saul’s service (18:1, 3, 5, 16). In light of the context of 

1 Samuel 18, the inversion here is not meant to highlight a lack of love on David’s part, but to 

strengthen the emphasis of the whole chapter on the surprising love that the Israelite people and 

even members of Saul’s own family have for David.20 Michal’s love thus functions primarily as 

another poignant example of David’s rising fortunes and Saul’s decline. 

                                                             
 
18 Also notable as a possible inversion is the mention of David’s beautiful eyes (1 ;עם יפה עינים Sam 16:12) in 

light of the description of Leah, who has “weak eyes (ועיני לאה רכות)” (Gen 29:17). Both of these phrases are 

unusual in biblical narrative, where descriptions of a person’s eyes are used elsewhere typically to give information 

about vision in old age (cf. Gen 27:1, 48:10; Deut 34:7; 1 Sam 4:15; 1 Kgs 14:4; one exception is found in 1 Sam 

14:27, 29, which describes Jonathan’s eyes brightening after he eats honey). David is thus compared in a positive 

way with Rachel (through his good looks) and in a negative way with Leah (with his beautiful eyes).  

 
19 Compare the following stories with similar elements: Rebekah is beautiful (Gen 24:16) and Isaac marries 

and loves her (v. 67); Shechem loves Dinah (Gen 34:3) and wants to marry her (v. 4); Tamar is beautiful and Amnon 

loves her (2 Sam 13:1); Esther is beautiful (2:7), and the king loves her makes her his queen (v. 17). 

 
20 Other commentators have assumed that the point of a comparison between David and Jacob here is to show 

that David does not love Michal. Robert Lawton, in the brief article “1 Samuel 18: David, Merob, and Michal” 

(CBQ 51 [1989]: 423–25), concludes, “Why the parallel? Why would the ‘author’ want the reader to think about 

Jacob, Leah, and Rachel? Is there, in fact, a parallel? After all, Jacob loves Rachel. But that is the point. Aware of 

the parallel, the reader expects to learn that David ‘loves’ Michal. And yet that is what the reader does not hear. The 

narrator tells us that ‘Saul’s daughter Michal loved David’ (1 Sam 18:20), but there is no mention of David’s loving 

her. . . . Mentioning Merob sets up a parallel which underscores what David lacks in his relationship with Michal: 

love” (424–25). The same conclusion is reached by Dekker, who quotes Lawton (“Comparing Michal and Rachel,” 

21–22); see also Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 626, and Bazak, 21–111 ,מקבילות נפגשות. Michal’s love for David may 

indeed be striking due to the fact that a woman does not love a man elsewhere in the Bible, but it would actually be 

surprising in this context if David’s love for her were mentioned, given the context of the chapter. The word “love” 
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In Michal’s love Saul senses another opportunity to harm David; he hopes that “she may 

be a snare to him, and the hand of the Philistines may be against him” (v. 21). The second half of 

this verse is an MT plus: “And Saul said to David, ‘For a second time/through the second one21  

become my son-in-law today (בשתים תתחתן בי היום)’” (v. 21). This part was clearly added in 

order to integrate the account about Merab into the present narrative. Its relevance for the present 

discussion is that it serves to emphasize that this is the second time Saul has engaged in marriage 

negotiations with David concerning his daughters, just as Laban and Jacob negotiated two 

marriage deals. The phrase also continues to highlight Saul’s deceitfulness and failure to follow 

through on his promises to David.  

In this situation David again seems hesitant to become the king’s son-in-law (whether 

this is actually due to humility or whether he senses that Saul had malevolent intent is 

                                                             
) occurs five times in 1 Sam 18 (אהב) ִit occurs only three other times in the book of 1 Samuel), and in every case it 

describes a person or people’s love for David, and never his love for someone else. With the context of 1 Sam 18 in 

mind, it seems that David’s non-love for Michal is a “blank” rather than a “gap,” to use Sternberg’s terminology 

(Poetics, 236). The mistaken conclusion drawn by these commentators as a result of reading Michal’s love for David 

primarily against the backdrop of the Jacob story serves as a warning against the tendency to derive meaning from 

narratively distant parallels without considering the immediate context of each story.  

 
21 “For a second time” (NASB) and “through the second one” (NJPS) are two possible translations of the 

difficult בשתים. These translations, and many commentators, translate the ordinal number שתים here as the cardinal 

number “second” (שנית). This seems to be required by the context, although there have been attempts to retain the 

literal meaning. See Fokkelman, The Crossing Fates, 236 n. 36. An alternative way to read the verse (going against 

the Masoretic pointing) is to attach בשתים to the previous phrase, ויאמר שאול אל דוד, as in the ESV: “Therefore Saul 

said to David a second time, ‘You shall now be my son-in-law.’” 
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ambiguous),22 but Saul has his servants speak to David “discreetly” (בלט)23 in order to convince 

him to agree (v. 22), a detail that helps emphasize the deceitful nature of the transaction. In 

contrast to the vague requirements of the previous agreement (“be a valiant man and fight the 

battles of Yhwh”), this time Saul sets the bride price at 100 Philistine foreskins (v. 25), again 

hoping that David will fall into the hands of the Philistines (v. 25).  

The next part of the story describes David’s accomplishment of the task set by Saul and 

includes a couple of conspicuous details:  

And his servants spoke these words to David, and the matter seemed right in the eyes of 

David, to become son-in-law to the king. And the days were not fulfilled ( ולא מלאו

 and David arose and he went, he and his men, and he struck the Philistines, 200 ,(הימים

men, and David brought their foreskins and they gave them in full number (אוּם ל  מַּ י   to (וַּ

the king, that he might become son-in-law to the king. And Saul gave him Michal his 

daughter as a wife. (vv. 26–27) 

 

The phrases “and the days were not fulfilled” (ולא מלאו הימים) and “and they filled them” 

 the Greek has 100 ,(מאתים) are not reflected in LXXB, and where the MT has 200 (וימלאום)

(ἑκατὸν). All of the changes of the MT version may serve to signal allusions to the Jacob story. 

After Jacob completes the agreed-upon seven years of service to Laban, he tells him, “Give me 

my wife, for my days are fulfilled (כי מלאו ימי), that I may go in to her” (Gen 29:21). The verb 

                                                             
22 Alter comments on the ambiguity of David’s responses to Saul: “Does [David] genuinely feel humble as a 

poor Bethlehemite farm boy suddenly taken up by the court? Is he merely following the expected effusive formulas 

of court language in these gestures of self-effacement before the king? Or, guessing the king’s intention but 

confident he has a stronger hand to play than Saul realizes, is he through his protestations of unworthiness being 

careful not to appear too eager to marry into the royal family because of what such a desire might suggest about his 

political ambitions?” (The Art of Biblical Narrative, 149).  

 
23 Regarding this translation, Fokkelman explains, “This does not simply mean ‘in secret’, that rendering 

would be pointless here. There is no need for the words with which Saul prompts them, or their contents, to remain 

concealed from any party whatsoever. … [T]he courtiers must speak to David discreetly, i.e., in such a way that the 

origin of their arguments remains concealed from David” (The Crossing Fates, 237).  
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 occurs twice more in this narrative, when Laban requires Jacob to wait a week after his מלא

marriage to Leah before he can marry Rachel: “Complete (לֵא  .the week of this one [Leah]” (v (מַּ

27), “And Jacob completed (לֵא מַּ י    .the week of this one” (v. 28) (וַּ

A strong case can be made that the MT plus ולא מלאו הימים (v. 26) marks an allusion to 

Jacob’s מלאו ימי (Gen 29:21), which occurs in the similar context of the fulfillment of a task 

required to marry a man’s daughter. One indication of the presence of an allusion is the 

incongruity or “ungrammaticality” of the marker,24 and the incongruity of the phrase  ולא מלאו

 ,is evident on the levels of vocabulary and narrative context. With regard to vocabulary הימים

while the construction מלא plus יום is used with relative frequency throughout the Bible to 

describe the fulfillment of a period of time or the condition of old age,25 the negation of this 

construction is very rare.26 The phrase is also strange in the context of the narrative, because 

there was no earlier mention of a required time period for David to acquire the bride price.27 This 

                                                             
24 See discussion in the Introduction, p. 25.  

 
25 Variations of this phrase are found 20 times in the Bible: Gen 25:24, 29:21, 50:3; Exod 7:25, 23:26; Lev 

8:33, 12:4, 12:6; Num 6:5, 13; 1 Sam 18:26; 2 Sam 7:12; 1 Chron 17:1; Esth 1:5, 2:12; Isa 65:20; Jer 25:34; Lam 

4:18; Ezek 5:2; Dan 10:3.  

 
26 The only other example of a negative version of this construction appears in Isa 65:20, which is a prophetic 

promise that in a future time there will not be לֵא את מַּ ימיו זקן אשר לא י  . This instance of the negative phrase is quite 

different from the one that appears in 1 Sam 18:26: the stem of the verb is different (Piel, rather than Qal), and the 

phrase is used to describe people living to old age rather than to indicate a period of time not yet being over.  

 
27 Bazak mentions this incongruity as a point in favor of an allusion to the Jacob story here (מקבילות נפגשות, 

110 n. 2); see also Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 59 n. 18; Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of Samuel, 154. 
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evidence points to the likelihood that the phrase ולא מלאו הימים constitutes an allusive reference 

to מלאו ימי in Gen 29:21, a phrase that is natural and grammatical in its context.28  

 The conclusion that the Samuel narrative is alluding to Genesis here is strengthened by the 

appearance of the other MT plus, אוּם ל  מַּ י   which also has marks of ungrammaticality.29 ,(v. 27) וַּ

Its plural subject is out of place between two phrases that have David as their subject ( ויבא דוד

 in the Piel, used to describe David (or מלא Furthermore, the verb 30.(להתחתן במלך ,את ערלתיהם

his men) giving the full number of foreskins to Saul, is not used in this sense elsewhere in the 

Bible.31 It may have been the occurrence of this verb twice in Gen 29:27 and 28, also in the Piel 

stem and also referring to the fulfillment of a prerequisite for marriage, that prompted this 

addition in the MT.  

                                                             
28 McCarter argues that this plus “probably arose marginally (perhaps, as Wellhausen and others have 

supposed, to emphasize David’s eagerness)” (I Samuel, 316); see also Klein, 1 Samuel, 185. I believe it is more 

likely that the plus was written at the same time as the other MT pluses of 1 Sam 17–18 and was intended to be part 

of the text, as the longer pluses were. If part of the motivation of the plus was, in fact, “to emphasize David’s 

eagerness,” this would fit with the trend of many of the other MT pluses in 1 Sam 17–18. Klein comments, 

“Throughout this chapter [18] the MT escalates the tension between Saul and David and magnifies the virtues of 

David” (1 Samuel, 185). For this trend in ch. 17, see Auld and Ho, “The Making of David and Goliath,” 28–30. 

 
29 McCarter thinks that this addition is the result of “the same marginal plus” (ולא מלאו הימים; see previous 

note) having “found its way into the text in fragmentary condition” here (I Samuel, 316). Auld conjectures similarly 

that the word is “possibly a corrupt repetition of wl’ ml’w hymym (itself an MT plus) at the end of v. 26” (I & II 

Samuel, 222). While I agree that the additions of ולא מלאו הימים and וימלאום are related, the proposal that the latter 

phrase is a mangled version of the former is not convincing.  

 
30 The verb is singular in some Greek manuscripts, as well as in the Vulgate and in some Targum manuscripts 

(see the BHS apparatus and McCarter, I Samuel, 316). A singular verb could function as an allusion to the Jacob 

story as well as a plural one here.  

 
31 Auld notes that this phrase “represents a unique use of ml’ ” (I & II Samuel, 222), and McCarter writes 

similarly that “no true parallel for this use of ml’, ‘fill,’ exists” (I Samuel, 316).  
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 The final difference between the MT and LXXB is in the number of foreskins that David 

brings back to Saul; the former has 200, and the latter 100 (v. 27). Although the MT contains the 

more difficult reading, as it does not correspond to the number given in v. 25, there is evidence 

in 2 Sam 3:14 that the LXX contains the original reading. In that verse, David says to Saul’s son 

Ish-bosheth, “Give me my wife Michal, to whom I became engaged with the price of 100 

Philistine foreskins (אשר ארשתי לי במאה ערלות פלשתים).”32 What is notable about the 200 

foreskins in light of the Jacob narrative is that it portrays David paying Saul double the agreed-

upon bride price. Jacob also ends up doubling the bride price he originally decided on with 

Laban.33 He had agreed to serve Laban seven years in exchange for marriage to Rachel (Gen 

29:20), but he is forced to work seven more years (עוד שבע שנים אחרות; v. 27) in order to marry 

her. The instances in biblical narrative of bride-price negotiations are few;34 it is therefore 

especially striking that in both of these stories (and nowhere else in the Bible) the terms of the 

original agreement are doubled.  

 The MT version of 1 Sam 18:17–28, then, shows many parallels with the story of Jacob’s 

negotiations with Laban and his marriages to his daughters in Genesis 29. Even without the MT 

pluses, connections can be found between the two narratives. In both of them a father expects 

                                                             
32 McCarter comments, “MT, OL have ‘two hundred,’ as if David brought double the required amount. Is this 

a scribal exaggeration or is it original, LXX having been ‘corrected’ to v 25? The issue is decided by II Sam 3:14, 

where the lower price is cited” (I Samuel, 316).  

 
33 See Bazak, 110 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
34 Perhaps significantly, the only other occurrence of the word ר  in biblical narrative (which appears in 1 מֹהַּ

Sam 18:25 but not in the Jacob story) comes in Gen 34:12. There Shechem offers any bride price for Dinah, and her 

brothers respond that she can only marry them if they remove their foreskins (vv. 14–15). A situation that is 

somewhat similar to Saul’s proposal in 1 Sam 18:25 (but more similar to the situation described in 17:25) is found in 

Josh 15:16–17 / Judg 1:12–13, but there is no deceit or changing the terms of the marriage requirement in these 

accounts.  
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some kind of service in exchange for his daughter’s hand in marriage, and both fathers are 

deceptive about their true purposes. It would be difficult to argue with any certainty that the 

earlier version of 1 Samuel 18 was intended to evoke the narrative of Genesis 29, however. The 

situation is different in 1 Samuel 19, where the text does not show the same large differences 

between the Greek and Hebrew versions. This narrative shows more specific connections 

between David and Jacob; these will be examined below. It may have been the case, then, that an 

ancient author recognized an analogy between David and Jacob in the earlier version of 1 

Samuel 18–19 and sought to strengthen this analogy by means of an additional compositional 

layer, adding the elements of another daughter, a failure to give her in marriage, and a time 

period within which the bride-price was to be obtained. Given the complicated textual state of 

this narrative and the fact that not all of the MT pluses in 1 Samuel 18 can be understood as 

attempts to draw connections with the text of Genesis, other motivations as well must be ascribed 

to this author.35 But the ungrammatical nature of some of the additions, as well as their clear 

thematic and verbal similarities with material in Genesis 29, points to a purposeful analogy with 

the Jacob-Laban story.  

The chart below summarizes the parallels between David and Jacob found in the 

narrative of 1 Sam 18:17–27. While some of these similarities could easily have appeared in two 

unrelated stories about men negotiating a marriage with a woman’s father, the density of similar 

elements as well as the appearance of conspicuous and unusual similar vocabulary is evidence of 

the deliberate construction of an analogy between David and Jacob. The question of the purpose 

of this analogy is an important one and will be discussed below.  

                                                             
35 The addition of ולא מלאו הימים and the change from 100 to 200 foreskins (vv. 26, 27), for example, fit with 

the overall tendency in the MT pluses of 1 Sam 17–18 to make David more active and his feats more extraordinary. 

See n. 28 above and the discussion in the previous chapter.  



139 

 

 

Parallel Elements Classification of 

Parallel  

David Story (1 Sam 

18:17–27) 

Jacob Story (Gen 

29:15–30) 

Father with two 

daughters 

Characterization, 

similar language  

Saul has two daughters 

שם הבכירה מרב ושם )

 Sam 1) (הקטנה מיכל

14:49) 

Laban has two daughters 

שם הגדלה לאה ושם )

 .(v. 16) (הקטנה רחל

Father offers both 

daughters in marriage  

Plot element  Saul offers first his elder 

daughter in marriage (1 

Sam 18:17), then his 

younger daughter (v. 21) 

Laban gives first his 

elder daughter in 

marriage (v. 23), then 

his younger daughter (v. 

28) 

Love Plot element, 

similar language  

Michal, Saul’s younger 

daughter, loves David 

ותאהב מיכל בת שאול )

 (v. 20, cf. v. 28) (את דוד

Jacob loves Rachel, 

Laban’s younger 

daughter ( ויאהב יעקב

 .v. 18, cf. v) (את רחל

20) 

Daughter to be given in 

exchange for service to 

father  

Plot element  Unspecified daughter 

(presumably the elder) to 

be given to the man who 

fights Goliath (1 Sam 

17:25) 

 

Saul offers his eldest 

daughter in marriage to 

David in exchange for 

service in his army (1 

Sam 18:17) 

 

Saul offers his younger 

daughter Michal in 

marriage to David in 

exchange for 100 

Philistine foreskins (1 

Sam 18:25)  

Jacob proposes to serve 

Laban seven years in 

exchange for marriage 

to his younger daughter 

Rachel (vv. 18, 20) 

 

Laban makes Jacob 

serve another seven 

years for Rachel (vv. 27, 

30) 

Service rendered to the 

father-in-law is double 

the amount originally 

agreed upon 

Plot element  David kills 200 (rather 

than 100) Philistines and 

gives their foreskins to 

Saul (v. 27) 

Jacob serves Laban 14 

(rather than 7) years in 

order to marry Rachel 

(v. 27) 

Father fails to give 

promised daughter  

Plot element No mention made of 

marriage offer after 

David kills Goliath 

 

Merab given to someone 

else at the time she was to 

be given to David (v. 19) 

Laban gives Jacob Leah 

instead of Rachel (vv. 

23, 25) 
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Deception on the part of 

the father-in-law 

Plot element 

(similar language)36 

Saul hopes that David 

will be killed by the 

Philistines as he obtains 

the bride price (vv. 17, 

25) 

Laban switches Leah for 

Rachel on the wedding 

night (v. 23), thus 

tricking Jacob into 

serving him an 

additional seven years 

(v. 27) 

Marriage to the younger 

daughter in exchange 

for service to the father 

Plot element  David marries Michal 

after bringing Saul two 

hundred Philistine 

foreskins  

Jacob marries Rachel 

and is committed to 

serving Laban another 

seven years (Gen 29:27–

28, 30)  

Period of time to fulfill 

terms of bride-price 

agreement   

Similar language  “And the days had not 

been fulfilled ( מלאו  ולא

 before David ”(הימים

accomplishes the task of 

getting the foreskins (v. 

26)  

Jacob says, “Give my 

wife, for my days are 

fulfilled (מלאו ימי)” 

(Gen 29:21) 

Other “fulfillment” 

language  

Similar language  David gives the foreskins 

to Saul: “And they gave 

the full amount (אוּם ל  מַּ י   (וַּ

to the king” (v. 27) 

Laban requires Jacob to 

fulfill Leah’s wedding 

week before he marries 

Rachel:  לֶא שבע זאת מַּ

לֵא שבע זאת מַּ י   .vv) ... וַּ

27, 28) 

 

 The analogies in this episode function primarily to deepen the characterization of Saul and 

David. David, compared with Jacob, is both a more upright character and more successful in 

dealing with his deceitful father-in-law. The differences between the two narratives serve to 

emphasize these points. Whereas Jacob appears to be on the receiving end of a measure-for-

measure recompense when he is fooled into marrying Leah,37 David has done nothing to deserve 

                                                             
36 The question “Why did you deceive me?” occurs in the context of Laban’s deception of Jacob (ולמה רמיתני; 

Gen 29:25) and Michal’s deception of Saul (1 ;למה ככה רמיתני Sam 19:17). This will be discussed further below.  

 
37 Jacob gained his elder brother’s blessing through deception (Gen 27), and then is deceived into marrying an 

older sister. Laban’s comment, “It is not done thus in our place—to give the younger before the firstborn” (29:26) 

thus serves to confirm the fact that Jacob is receiving just punishment for his treatment of Esau. Zakovitch outlines 

the measure-for-measure nature of Jacob’s recompense: “In the story of the stealing of the blessing, the mother, 

Rebekah, took advantage of the father’s blindness to replace her firstborn son with the younger one. In the parallel 

episode, the father, Laban (who is Rebekah’s brother), takes advantage of darkness (which prevents Jacob from 

seeing the bride’s identity) to substitute his younger daughter with the firstborn” (Jacob, 64).  
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Saul’s deceitful and malevolent treatment of him.38 Jacob is an active character who loves 

Rachel and sets the terms for his marriage to her with Laban, yet he is outsmarted by Laban in 

this episode. David, on the other hand, is loved by Michal and protests that he is unworthy to 

become the king’s son-in-law—but he gets the best of Saul in the end. Jacob’s fourteen years of 

service represent an unfair doubling of the terms of his original agreement with Laban, whereas 

David’s doubled offering of foreskins to Saul is a boastful triumph over Saul’s murderous 

intentions.  

If David is valorized by means of parallels with Jacob, Saul is a more wicked and less 

effective adversary when compared with Laban. Laban tries and succeeds at getting years of 

labor out of his nephew Jacob in exchange for marriage to his daughters, while Saul never 

intended for David to marry his daughter, wanting rather to get him killed. Saul’s problem since 

David entered his court has been David’s beloved status—he is loved by Jonathan, by the people 

of Israel, and by Michal. After David marries Michal, Saul is in a worse position than he was 

before his marriage plot. When he sees that Michal loves David, he becomes more afraid of 

David for this, and their relationship as enemies is solidified in Saul’s eyes (1 Sam 18:28–29).39 

Yet David continues to go out against the Philistines and enjoys success and a good reputation 

(v. 30). The analogy established between David and Jacob, on the one hand, and Saul and Laban, 

on the other, thus strengthens the themes of David’s rise and Saul’s decline that are the primary 

focus of 1 Samuel 18.  

                                                             
38 Johnson notes several of the parallels between David/Saul and Jacob/Laban and concludes similarly, “While 

Saul is consistently dealing deceptively with David, David in turn does not appear to be dealing deceptively with 

Saul. In fact, David foils Saul’s plots, not by resorting to his own deceptions, but by sheer success” (Reading David 

and Goliath, 217).  

 
39 This is the case according to the MT reading of 18:28: “And Saul saw and knew that Yhwh was with David, 

and Michal the daughter of Saul loved him.” LXXB reads, “And Saul saw that Yhwh was with David, and all Israel 

loved him.”  
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The force of the analogy in this instance seems to depend on the Samuel narrative being 

dependent on Genesis, as it makes the Samuel characters appear better (in David’s case) and 

worse (in Saul’s case) than those in the narrative of Genesis 29. The incongruity of the phrase 

 in 1 Sam 18:26 compared with its natural use in Gen 29:21 also speaks to the ולא מלאו הימים

dependence of the former text on the latter. Finally, the fact that the analogical structure in this 

episode depends so heavily on the material in the MT pluses, which I have shown are densely 

analogical and allusive, makes it likely that the Samuel text (at least the material in the MT 

pluses) is dependent on the Genesis narrative here.  

 The struggles between David and Jacob and their fathers-in-law do not end with their 

marriages. These marriages do not resolve the conflicts; indeed, they only exacerbate them. Their 

circumstances become so difficult that eventually they are forced to flee, with the help of their 

wives. The connections between these episodes will be explored in the section below.  

 

Flight from the Fathers-in-Law: 1 Samuel 19, 24–25 

 

When Jacob’s and David’s already-strained relationships with their fathers-in-law take a turn for 

the worse, they are compelled to flee. This flight takes place with the support of their wife or 

wives, and both men escape successfully. Both incidents include a deceptive episode involving 

teraphim and a false claim of sickness. Each man encounters his father-in-law after he flees, and 

some kind of reconciliation takes place in both cases. An additional analogical layer is added by 

the narrative of 1 Samuel 25, where Nabal is compared both to Saul and to Laban, and the 

interactions between Abigail and David provoke reminiscences of the encounter between Jacob 

and Esau in Genesis 32–33. Each relevant chapter (19, 24, and 25) will be discussed 
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independently before final conclusions are drawn about the purposes of the David-Jacob 

analogy.  

 

The Escape: 1 Samuel 19 

Characters and plot elements that were introduced in 1 Samuel 18 find continued development in 

the narrative of 1 Samuel 19, and the parallel structures of these chapters help to emphasize that 

development. Both chapters begin with a conversation between David and Jonathan in which 

Jonathan pledges loyalty to David (18:1–4, 19:1–7). This is followed by a description of David’s 

successful campaigns against the Philistines (18:5–7, 19:8). Shortly after this, in both chapters, 

there is an account of Saul flinging his spear at David while David is playing the harp for him 

(18:10–11, 19:9–10). Then there is an incident that involves Michal; in chapter 18 it the account 

of David’s marriage to her (vv. 20–28) and in chapter 19 it is the story that will be discussed 

here, in which Michal helps David escape from Saul (vv. 11–17).40 The parallels serve to 

accentuate the deteriorating relationship between David and Saul: David continues to be 

successful, while Saul grows more jealous, murderous, and desperate. Whereas David may or 

may not have discerned Saul’s evil intentions behind the offers of marriage to his daughters 

(18:17, 21, 25), he cannot ignore the warnings from Jonathan (19:2) and Michal (19:11) that Saul 

is seeking his life. This is what finally forces him to flee.  

 Jacob’s situation with Laban is less dire, but nevertheless involves repeated grievances. In 

addition to Laban’s extortion of seven additional years of labor in exchange for marriage to 

                                                             
40 The episodes in 1 Sam 19 with Jonathan, Michal, and Samuel are sometimes considered to be secondary 

additions to the narrative; see Yoon, So-Called History of David’s Rise, 171–72; Dietrich and Naumann, Die 

Samuelbücher, 73–74. The implications of this hypothesis for understanding the relationship between 1 Sam 19 and 

Gen 31 will be discussed further below.  
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Rachel, Jacob claims that Laban changed his wages ten times (31:7). Further, Jacob notices that 

“Laban’s manner toward him was not as it had been in the past ( וירא יעקב את פני לבן והנה איננו

 41 While Laban’s negative behavior toward Jacob is subtler.(cf. v. 5 ,31:2) ”(עמו כתמול שלשום

than Saul’s toward to David, this change of attitude is ominous and precipitates Jacob’s flight. 

There is a positive reason for Jacob’s departure as well; namely, God’s command to leave and 

promise to be with him (v. 3).42 

 In both escape narratives, the wives of the protagonists support their husbands against the 

interests of their father, but the nature of this support varies greatly. In Jacob’s case, Leah and 

Rachel give verbal consent to leave their father after Jacob explains his grievances against Laban 

and tells them about God’s command to return to his homeland (vv. 5–10). They affirm that 

Laban has disinherited them (v. 14–15) and tell Jacob, “Do all that God has told you” (v. 16). 

Michal’s support of David, on the other hand, is much more active. She informs David of her 

father’s murderous plan (1 Sam 19:11) and helps him escape through the window (v. 12). Then 

she stalls Saul and his men by making a dummy from an idol (התרפים) 43 with a goat-hair wig 

                                                             
41 Interestingly, an earlier threat to David’s life in 1 Sam 19 was resolved by a conversation between Jonathan 

and Saul, which resulted in David’s being brought back to Saul, “and he was in his presence as in the past ( ויהי לפניו

  .(v. 7) ”(כאתמול שלשום

 
42 Parts of Gen 31, including Jacob’s speech in vv. 4–13 and his wives’ answer in vv. 14–16, are commonly 

considered to be later additions to the narrative (see Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 261–63). Kratz also 

identifies the stealing of the teraphim and the covenant between Laban and Jacob as post-Yahwistic additions 

(Composition, 266). Because these parts of the story contain many of the parallels with 1 Sam 19, it would seem that 

the author of the Samuel narrative was using Gen 31 in something like its final form, or that parts of the text of Gen 

31 are dependent on 1 Sam 19. The direction of dependence between the texts will be discussed further below.  

 
43 McCarter explains, “The term tĕrāpîm, which may be singular or plural, refers to an idol or idols, most 

often (it seems) of the household type. . . . It is obvious that the teraphim kept in the home of David and Michal was 

of human size and shape” (I Samuel, 326). In contrast to Michal’s teraphim, which seems to be a single large object, 

the teraphim taken by Rachel (discussed below) appear to be multiple smaller objects. See also H. J. Stoebe, “David 
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יר העזים) בִּ  and a garment and putting it in David’s bed (v. 13). She tells Saul’s messengers 44(כ 

that David is sick (v. 14), but Saul commands them to get David anyway. When the ruse is 

discovered, Saul asks Michal, “Why did you deceive me like this? (למה ככה רמיתני),” and she 

claims falsely that David threatened her with death (v. 17). David, meanwhile, escapes and joins 

Samuel in Ramah (v. 18). Michal, then, plays an active role in David’s escape, whereas Rachel 

and Leah simply agree with Jacob when he presents his case for leaving.  

 A confrontation between Laban and Rachel later in the narrative brings further parallels 

with the story of David’s escape. While Laban is shearing his sheep, Rachel steals his teraphim 

(Gen 31:19) and takes them with her as the family escapes. When Laban catches up with them 

and asks Jacob why he stole his “gods” (v. 30), Jacob tells Laban to look for them, promising, 

“The one with whom you find your gods will not live” (v. 32). Rachel, unbeknownst to Jacob, 

has hidden the teraphim in the camel’s saddle bag and is sitting on top of them (v. 34). When her 

father comes to her tent, she tells him that she cannot get up because she has her period, and 

Laban does not find his teraphim (v. 35).  

 The appearance of teraphim in this narrative is a notable detail, as these household gods 

appear only rarely in narrative books.45 Here, as in the story of David’s escape, the teraphim are 

                                                             
und Mikal: Überlegungen zur Jugendgeschichte Davids,” in Von Ugarit nach Qumran: Beiträge zur 

alttestamentlichen und altorientalischen Forschung, ed. W. F. Albright et. al. (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1958), 238–39. 

 
44 The meaning of כביר, a hapax legomenon, is not clear, but may mean “something netted” (BDB, “כביר,” 

460). According to McCarter, “The kābîr of the present passage probably serves as a wig, and it may be a woven 

piece of material or simply an interwined [sic] tangle of goats’ hair” (I Samuel, 326). It is notable that goats are 

involved in situations of deception and recognition in Gen 27:9, 16; 37:31; and 38:17. See Alter, The Art of Biblical 

Narrative, 10. 

 
45 Elsewhere in biblical narrative, teraphim play an important role only in the narrative of Judg 17–18, where 

they are also stolen. Teraphim are included in 2 Kgs 23:24 in a list of things that Josiah does away with during his 

reign. Finally, there is a mention of teraphim in Samuel’s oracle to Saul in 1 Sam 15:23. In prophetic books, 

teraphim are mentioned in Ezek 21:26, Hos 3:4, and Zech 10:2.  
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involved in a daughter’s deceptive act against her father. Alter notes further that goats “are 

prominent in the Jacob story” and that “the cloth or garment (beged) used to cover the dummy 

recalls the repeated association of garments with deception in the Jacob story.”46 In both cases 

there is mention of a threat of death: Michal tells Saul that David threatened to kill her if she did 

not help him (1 Sam 19:17), and Jacob unwittingly threatens Rachel with death when he tells 

Laban that whoever has the teraphim will not live (Gen 31:32). Further, both daughters tell a lie 

about someone being indisposed for a health reason. Michal claims that David cannot see Saul’s 

messengers because he is sick (1 Sam 19:14) and Rachel claims that she cannot get up before her 

father because “the way of women is upon me” (Gen 31:35).  

 Because of Michal’s ruse, David is able to flee to Ramah, where he meets Samuel (1 Sam 

19:18). Just as Jacob encounters Laban during his flight, David will meet his pursuing father-in-

law later in the narrative. Before discussing these episodes of encounter and reconciliation, 

however, I will summarize the points of connection in the escape narratives and discuss their 

significance.  

Parallel Element Classification 

of Parallel 

David Story (1 

Samuel 19) 

Jacob Story (Genesis 31) 

Man flees to get 

away from his father-

in-law 

Plot element David must leave his 

house because Saul 

wants to kill him (1 

Sam 19:11) 

Jacob leaves Laban because “his 

face is different with him than in 

the past” (Gen 31:2, 5), because 

God told him to (v. 3), and 

because Laban has cheated him 

(v. 7) 

Wife/wives side with 

their husband against 

their father-in-law  

Plot element Michal warns David 

that he must leave and 

takes action to get him 

out and cover for him 

(vv. 11–14) 

Jacob’s wives agree with him 

against their father (vv. 14–16)  

Teraphim  Plot element, 

similar language  

Michal uses a teraphim 

dummy to replace 

David (v. 13) 

Rachel steals her father’s 

teraphim (v. 19) 

                                                             
 
46 The David Story, 120. 
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Goats Plot element, 

motif  

Michal puts a goat-hair 

wig (כביר העזים) on 

the teraphim dummy 

(v. 13) 

Jacob makes goat stew and puts 

on goat skins to deceive his father 

that he is Esau (Gen 27:9, 16) 

 

Jacob acquires large flocks when 

he gets Laban’s speckled and 

spotted goats (Gen 30:31–43) 

 

Jacob is deceived by his sons 

when they bring him Joseph’s 

robe dipped in goat blood (Gen 

37:31) 

Garment  Plot element, 

motif  

Michal covers the 

teraphim dummy with a 

garment (בגד) (v. 13) 

Jacob wears Esau’s garments 

 when he deceives his (בגדי עשו)

father (Gen 27:15, cf. v. 27) 

 

Jacob is deceived by his sons 

when they bring him Joseph’s 

robe dipped in goat blood (Gen 

37:31) 

Feigned 

indisposition47 

Plot element Michal claims that 

David is sick (v. 14) 

Rachel claims to have her period 

(v. 35) 

Wife lies to father to 

protect herself  

Plot element Michal tells Saul that 

David threatened to kill 

her if she didn’t help 

him (v. 17)  

Rachel claims that her period 

prevents her from getting up for 

her father (v. 35) 

Threat of death 

against the daughter 

Plot element Michal tells Saul that 

David threatened to kill 

her if she didn’t help 

him (v. 17) 

Jacob says that whoever has the 

teraphim will not live (v. 32) 

Deception  Theme, similar 

language  
Saul says  למה ככה

ני  to Michal (v. 17) רמיתִּ

Jacob says  ולמה רמיתָני (Gen 

29:25) to Laban when he gives 

him Leah instead of Rachel 

 

 As this chart shows, there are many similarities between the narrative of David’s escape 

from Saul and the story of Jacob’s escape from Laban. Most of these involve broad plot details—

a man escapes from his father-in-law with the support of his wife or wives. The appearance of 

teraphim in both stories is a different kind of parallel, notable because the word is used in both 

narratives and because it rarely occurs elsewhere in biblical narrative. But the objects described 

                                                             
47 This phrase is used by Auld, I & II Samuel, 225. 
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by the word teraphim are different in each story, and the roles these objects play in each narrative 

are quite different. The question למה ככה רמיתני may constitute a significant verbal parallel to 

Jacob’s question in Gen 29:25 because of the striking similarity of the vocabulary and its rare 

occurrence elsewhere in the Bible.48 On the other hand, the parallel occurs earlier in the Genesis 

narrative than the other parallels considered here (it appears in the context of Jacob’s marriage to 

Leah, rather than during his flight from Laban) and it requires an analogical parallel between 

Saul and Jacob, rather than Saul and Laban, as would be expected.  

 The nature of the parallels in this section—general in some cases, with problematic 

elements in the more specific examples—provides an opportunity for methodological reflection 

on the issue of what constitutes a deliberately conceived reference to another narrative in contrast 

to a coincidental similarity. I will focus on two issues in the discussion that follows: whether or 

not the teraphim constitute a significant and deliberate point of connection between the 

narratives, and the appropriateness of bringing material from elsewhere in the Samuel and 

Genesis narratives into a discussion of the texts at hand.  

 In his analysis of the teraphim incident in Genesis 31, Yair Zakovitch points out several 

similarities between this text and 1 Samuel 19, the latter of which he believes was composed 

under the influence of the former.49 He also identifies some differences between the stories that 

serve as examples “of the inverse relationships that were a favorite of the biblical writers.”50 One 

                                                             
48 This language appears only twice elsewhere in the Bible: Joshua’s question to the Gibeonites ( למה רמיתם

  .(Sam 28:12 1 ;למה רמיתני) Josh 9:22) and the woman of En-dor’s question to Saul ;אתנו

 
49 Jacob, 85–86; see also 34–33 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. Zakovitch does not provide any evidence here to 

support this purported direction of influence.    

 
50 Jacob, 85. 
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of these inversions concerns the teraphim: “In Genesis, the teraphim disappear, while in I Samuel 

it appears and David disappears.”51 John Dekker likewise sees a significant connection between 

the texts, basing his argument in large part on the appearance of teraphim in both narratives.52 He 

claims to follow Noble’s criterion that “the ‘type-narrative resemblances’ should ‘form an 

interconnected pattern’ (rather than ‘random scattering of individual, unrelated similarities’) as 

well as ‘carry substantial meanings at the level of narrative detail,”53 concluding, “That is what 

we see with the narrative about the teraphim—if it were not there, the story would be 

significantly changed.”54 

On closer examination, however, the detail of the teraphim does not constitute a balanced 

and precise parallel of the kind Noble attempts to identify.55 The teraphim in Genesis 31 are both 

at the center of the scene in which they appear as well as a part of a larger pattern of pilfered 

things mentioned in this chapter, where the word גנב functions as a Leitwort. Parallel to Rachel’s 

stealing of the teraphim (ותגנב רחל את התרפים אשר לאביה; v. 19) and in the very next verse is 

                                                             
51 Ibid. 

 
52 Dekker, “Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 29–30.  

 
53 Ibid., 30; citing Noble, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 244, 246.  

 
54 “Comparing Michal and Rachel,” 30. This point is stated even more strongly elsewhere: “The 

correspondences are important in that they include matters intrinsic to the plot and characterisation. The story would 

fall apart if there had been no teraphim” (29).  

 
55 Noble takes pains to distinguish his approach from those that focus on resemblances that “are a disorderly 

hotch-poch [sic] of generally quite imprecise parallels” (“Esau, Tamar, and Joseph” 227), a description that 

characterizes Dekker’s article quite well. Although Noble’s criteria for establishing allusions are not sufficient, as 

discussed in the Introduction, an investigation of how possible points of connection function in their own narrative 

contexts is an important starting point for comparative analysis. 
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Jacob’s stealing of Laban’s heart (ויגנב יעקב את לב לבן; v. 20) by leaving secretly.56 ֹBoth of these 

thefts and more are mentioned by Laban in his confrontation with Jacob: “you stole my heart 

למה ) ?why did you steal my gods“ ,(v. 27) ”(ותגנב אתי) you stole me“ ,(v. 26) ”(ותגנב את לבבי)

 Jacob, in a complaint about the hardships suffered during his twenty-year .(v. 30) ”(גנבת את אלהי

service of Laban, says that he had to repay Laban for animals that were stolen from him by day 

and or by night (י לילה תִּ נֻב  י יום וּג  תִּ נֻב   in this passage גנב v. 39).57 The repetition of the word ;ג 

seems to emphasize the point that Laban, having stolen from Jacob, is receiving his 

recompense—both his heart and his gods are stolen from him by Jacob. When Laban does not 

find the teraphim he has accused Jacob of stealing, it provides Jacob the opportunity to launch 

into a self-vindicating speech, explaining the ways in which Laban has mistreated him (vv. 35–

42).  

In the David story, however, the teraphim plays a much more incidental role. It is used as 

a dummy to buy David more time to escape, although it is actually Michal’s lie that David is sick 

that stalls Saul’s pursuit. The object itself is not sought after or significant. In the Jacob story, 

                                                             
56 The word גנב with reference to Laban and Laban’s heart must mean something like “deceive” (BDB, “גנב,” 

170), although it is never used this way outside of this chapter. The association of stealing and deceit is appropriate 

in the context of the relationship between Jacob and Laban, which is characterized by lying and stealing on both 

sides.  

Regarding the parallel between v. 19 and v. 20, Zakovitch argues, “The symmetry between verses 19 and 20, 

which each report an act of theft, was apparently an attempt to cleanse Jacob’s reputation by implying that Rachel 

was the real thief, stealing an object, while Jacob stole nothing actual from Laban. If he nonetheless became stuck 

with the label ‘thief,’ it was only because he ‘stole’ Laban’s heart when he ‘stole away’ without telling him” (Jacob, 

83). It could be argued, though, that this conspicuous use of the word “steal” with regard to Jacob’s actions makes 

his actions appear more deceitful than they would if this language had not been used.  

 
57 Note also the reason Jacob gives Laban for leaving secretly: “I thought that you would take your daughters 

away from me by force (אמרתי פן תגזל את בנותיך מעמי)” (Gen 31:31). The word גזל has some semantic overlap with 

  .(159 ”,גזל“ BDB) it can mean “to rob” (cf. Lev 19:13, Judg 9:25) ;גנב
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Rachel’s stealing of the teraphim (which are several small objects) is one incident in a chain of 

stealing and lying that has characterized all of the interactions between Jacob and Laban, 

whereas the teraphim in 1 Samuel 19 (apparently one human-sized object in this case) plays a 

minor role in the narrative of David’s escape. Furthermore, David gets away because of Michal’s 

help (which involves the use of the teraphim), whereas Jacob escapes in spite of Rachel’s theft of 

her father’s teraphim. Contrary to Dekker’s claim, the story of David’s escape would not “fall 

apart if there had been no teraphim.”58 And given the incongruous nature of the parallel between 

the teraphim incidents, it is not very meaningful to point out, as Zakovitch does, “In Genesis, the 

terafim disappear, while in I Samuel it appears and David disappears.”59 

Despite the weaknesses of the arguments discussed above, it may be the case that the 

minor role played by the teraphim dummy in 1 Samuel 19 is actually evidence of an allusion to 

Genesis 31. A comparison with the argument between David and Eliab in 1 Samuel 17 is 

instructive; the sibling rivalry theme that is so central to the Joseph story plays a much smaller 

role in the David narrative, but a compelling case can nevertheless be made that the story of 

17:12–31 is drawing from the model found in Genesis 37. Perhaps the detail about the teraphim 

in 1 Sam 19:13 was inspired by Rachel’s stealing of the teraphim and included in the narrative 

even though the story could have had much the same plot without this detail. The marginal role 

of the teraphim in 1 Samuel 19 compared to their major role in Genesis 31 may indicate that the 

former narrative is dependent on the latter. The role of the goat-hair wig and the garment in 1 

                                                             
58 “Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 29.  

 
59 Jacob, 85. Fokkelman, however, makes a similar point about the difference here in a more convincing way: 

“Both [Saul and Laban] hold a household search, both in vain. But while Laban’s impotence lies in the fact that he 

does not find any teraphim, although he was promised that the thief should die, Saul’s impotence lies in the fact that 

although he finds the teraphim, in so doing he is left with empty hands” (The Crossing Fates, 276).  
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Sam 19:13 may support this point as well; goats and garments are motifs associated with 

deception in the Jacob story, but do not play similar roles at this point in the David story.60 The 

appearance together of the teraphim, a goat, and a garment in 1 Sam 19:13 may be drawing on a 

combination of motifs associated with deception in the Jacob story. 

In the end, it is difficult to reach a firm conclusion about whether or not the appearance of 

teraphim constitutes a deliberate connection between the narratives of 1 Samuel 19 and Genesis 

31. Evidence in favor of a compositional link between the texts are the facts that the word תרפים 

is used in both narratives and that this word appears rarely elsewhere. Furthermore, there is a 

constellation of similarities surrounding the use of the teraphim: in both stories, they are in the 

possession of a woman who is supporting her husband as he flees from her father.61 On the other 

hand, the teraphim connote different kinds of objects in each narrative and play very different 

roles. Although they are both used by women whose husband is fleeing his father-in-law, 

perhaps this formulation obscures the fact that the details of each story are actually very 

different. Given these differences, it is certainly possible that details about the teraphim arose in 

each narrative independently. Even if this is the case, however, it is not unreasonable to posit that 

at some point in the transmission of these narratives the appearance of teraphim was recognized 

as a connection between them. In any case, although the incongruous details concerning the 

teraphim in these narratives do not prove that this point of connection is a coincidence rather 

than a deliberately established analogy, they do caution against an attempt to draw firm 

conclusions about the relatedness of these narratives based on this detail alone. 

                                                             
60 Garments are used for the purposes of deception later in the David story, however: Saul wears garments as a 

disguise (1 Sam 28:8) and the wise woman of Tekoa wears mourning garments to deceive David (2 Sam 14:2). 

 
61 See Stoebe, “David und Mikal,” 237–38. 
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 A second issue in the comparison of 1 Samuel 19 and Genesis 31, raised here by the 

appearance of the question “Why did you deceive me?” in 1 Sam 19:17 and Gen 29:25, is 

whether details from widely separated parts of these narratives can be brought as evidence for 

comparison. Both Zakovitch and Dekker point to other connections of this kind. Zakovitch notes, 

for example, that “Rachel dies with the birth of her second son, Benjamin (Gen 35:17–20), 

whereas Michal lives a long—though childless—life (2 Sam 6:23).”62 It may be the case, as 

Zakovitch argues, that Jacob’s unwitting words in Gen 31:32 foreshadow Rachel’s death in 

childbirth.63 Even if this is true, however, the description of Michal’s barrenness comes far later 

in the Samuel narrative and is unconnected with the events in 1 Samuel 18, where the density of 

connections with Genesis 31 is high. It is far more methodologically sound to compare passages 

that contain multiple possible connections than to cherry-pick details from texts that exhibit no 

other analogical parallels. In this particular example, it seems more likely that Michal’s 

barrenness is a reversal of the many biblical stories about barren women who eventually 

conceive than it is an inverse parallel to the story of Rachel’s death in childbirth.  

Dekker makes many similarly long-distance comparisons regarding Rachel and Michal, 

as his analysis focuses on characters rather than narrative units. He suggests, for example, that 

Rachel got rid of the teraphim she stole, but that Michal did not.64 The former assertion is based 

on Gen 35:2 (cf. v. 4), where Jacob tells “his house and all who were with him” to “put away the 

foreign gods (אלהי הנכר) that are among you”; the latter is an argument from silence. While the 

                                                             
62 Jacob, 85–86. Dekker also discusses this point (“Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 22–25), and Bazak 

discusses all the passages that mention Michal in his analysis (21–109 ,מקבילות נפגשות). 

 
63 Jacob, 84. 

 
64 “Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 26–28. 
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foreign gods in Gen 35:2 may or may not refer in part to the stolen teraphim, there is no mention 

of Rachel in particular, and the word תרפים does not occur. It is true that the narrative of 1–2 

Samuel does not mention Michal getting rid of her idols, but this is simply not relevant to the 

story. The narrative of David’s escape does not seem to contain any value judgment related to 

Michal’s possession of the teraphim.65  

Bringing together details like these for comparison66 leads Dekker to the conclusion that 

Michal is portrayed as a more negative character than Rachel:  

While we may have sympathy for Michal, she also falls short of the standard set by the 

wives of the patriarchs. . . . The parallels, then, may help us to evaluate the character of 

Michal. The comparison with Rachel suggests that the narrator is not merely reporting the 

facts of the story without moral evaluation—he may well want us to think that Michal 

should have gone with David when he escaped from Saul.67 

 

Dekker’s conclusion here completely ignores the context of the narrative, in which Michal is 

wholly responsible for saving David’s life (whereas Rachel merely goes along with her 

husband’s plan, and endangers herself and the whole family by stealing the teraphim). If Michal 

had been unable to stall Saul’s messengers and cause them to go back and forth between her and 

                                                             
65 Dekker cites Karel van der Toorn’s argument that “there is no hint of indignation here” regarding the 

presence of teraphim in Michal and David’s home; nevertheless, Dekker believes that “the use of teraphim must also 

be seen as idolatrous” (“Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 26–27, citing Karel van der Toorn, “The Nature of the 

Biblical Teraphim in Light of Cuneiform Evidence,” CBQ 52 [1990]: 207).  

 
66 Dekker also asserts that there may have been a rivalry between Michal and Merab, and that David did not 

love Michal (“Comparing Rachel and Michal,” 19–22). 

 
67 Ibid., 31. Bazak also believes that Michal should have gone with David, arguing that her failure to leave 

with him severed the connection between them, which was always one-sided, as David’s love for her is not 

mentioned. Their separation led to Saul regaining influence over her, according to Bazak, and he suggests that she 

did not resist being given to another man in marriage. When she returned to David, they were not able to repair their 

relationship (21–114 ,מקבילות נפגשות). Thus, for Bazak, Michal’s decision not to escape with David “was a fateful 

one that affected her life from this point until the day of her death” (114). This reconstruction of Michal’s side of the 

story is speculative, to say the least.  
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Saul (vv. 14–17), David likely would not have had time to escape.68 By comparing widely 

separated details in the Samuel and Genesis narratives, Dekker creates his own context for 

comparison that is removed from the stories themselves. This may be a particularly egregious 

example of analogical analysis gone wrong, but it highlights the methodological point that details 

must be analyzed in their own narrative contexts before an attempt is made to discern their 

significance in light of another biblical text.   

 The methodological caution required when considering details from other parts of the story 

in an analysis of analogy in a particular passage is relevant when examining the significance of 

Saul’s question to Michal, “Why did you deceive me like this?” (1 Sam 19:17). The other details 

included in the chart above are all parallels between the narrative of 1 Samuel 19 and that of 

Genesis 31, whereas this question is parallel to Jacob’s question to Laban earlier in that story 

(Gen 29:25). Not only does this connection occur two chapters earlier than the other parallel 

details do, but it requires a shift in the expected analogy; usually, Saul and Laban are 

analogically compared, whereas here the connection is between Saul and Jacob.  

 While it cannot simply be assumed that the “Why did you deceive me?” questions of 1 Sam 

19:17 and Gen 29:25 are related in a significant way, several factors make this a more justified 

connection than the ones posited by Dekker and Zakovitch that were discussed above. First, the 

language is very similar and rare elsewhere. Saul says, ני  and Jacob’s question ,למה ככה רמיתִּ

differs only in the gender of the verb and a slight variance in wording: למה רמיתָניו . Similar 

                                                             
68 In addition, David dependent on Michal staying behind to lower him out of the window. This detail has 

often reminded commentators of the Rahab story of Joshua 2, the only other time a woman is said to lower someone 

from a window ( החלוןותורדם בחבל בעד  , Josh 2:15; cf. 1 ,ותֹרֶד מיכל את דוד בעד החלון Sam 19:12); see Yoon, So-

Called History of David’s Rise, 171. Rahab also lies to messengers from the king about the whereabouts of the spies, 

just as Michal lies to messengers of the king about David’s condition. The comparison between Rahab’s actions and 

Michal’s show the legitimacy (and necessity) of women staying behind to help men escape.   
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questions occur only twice elsewhere in the Bible: Joshua’s question to the Gibeonites ( למה

 Josh 9:22) and, perhaps significantly for this discussion, the woman of En-dor’s ;רמיתם אתנו

question to Saul (1 ;למה רמיתני Sam 28:12).  

 Apart from this distinctive verbal connection, the wider connections between these 

narratives is evidence in favor of including this detail from Genesis 29 in the discussion of 

parallels between 1 Samuel 19 and Genesis 31. While most of the parallels in the escape stories 

of David and Jacob occur in these latter chapters, Genesis 29 shows significant connections with 

1 Samuel 18, as discussed above. If there are many demonstrable links between two narratives, it 

is not necessary that every parallel must occur in the same place in each narrative. A 

displacement in sequence may even be relevant for understanding the significance of the parallel.  

 Finally, the change in the expected analogy that is exhibited in this point is not reason to 

dismiss the possibility of a connection. In this case the reversal may be part of the point of the 

parallel. In the Genesis narrative, Jacob and Laban go back and forth with their deceptions and 

attempts to get the best of each other. When Jacob asks, “Why did you deceive me?”, Laban has 

won, with his successful substitution of Leah for the desired Rachel. Laban has used his daughter 

to get the best of Jacob here. But in Saul’s case, his daughter gets the best of him, allowing his 

son-in-law and rival to escape. In the escape stories, both David and Jacob are successful in 

fleeing from their fathers-in-law, but Saul comes off as more pathetic than Laban. The irony in 

the portrayal of Saul here is heightened by the fact that Michal is the one deceiving her father, as 

compared with Leah, who was passively used by her father in a deceitful act.69  

                                                             
69 Fokkelman also recognizes the analogical shift at work here, and analyzes it in a similar way, but with a 

slightly different focus: “In Gen. 29 [the question] is a self-complaint by Jacob, but the chicken comes home to 

roost. In Sam. the reproach is not repeated by the hero but by Saul himself, the figure who is otherwise homologous 
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 The conclusion that Saul’s question, “Why did you deceive me?” makes him appear more 

pathetic than Laban and shows Michal to be more active than Laban’s daughters is consistent 

with the apparent significance of the other analogical parallels in 1 Samuel 19. Whereas Rachel 

endangers her own life and the life of her family by stealing her father’s household gods, Michal 

uses a household god in an ingenious way to save her husband’s life.70 The unbalanced nature of 

the wives’ support for their husbands in these narratives is also telling. For Jacob this support is 

simply a matter of agreeing with Jacob’s initiative of leaving. Rachel and Leah do not come to 

the defense of Jacob as much as they express animosity against their father: they feel that Laban 

has mistreated them as well. But in the case of David, Michal is the one who takes active 

initiative against her father, and David only goes along with her plan. In this way Michal’s 

support of David is much stronger than Rachel’s and Leah’s support of Jacob, especially when 

the former story is viewed with the latter in the background.71 Michal’s support for David stands 

out in this narrative in contrast to the actions (or passivity) of Rachel and Leah, but a corollary 

                                                             
to Laban. The result of this shift is the irony that the king is for an instant like Jacob and for him too the chicken 

comes home to roost. He had sworn to Jonathan not to put a hand on David, but now that he has flagrantly broken 

this promise the tables are turned on him” (The Crossing Fates, 275–76).  

 
70 See ibid., 275 (quoted below).  

 
71 Dekker’s conclusion that Rachel is portrayed more positively than Michal has been shown above to be 

misguided, as it is based on details (or arguments from silence) that have little relevance to the narratives of 1 Sam 

19 and Gen 29–31. Zakovitch’s conclusion is sounder:  The author of 1 Sam 19 “used Rachel as a template with 

which to portray Michal as a similar but stronger heroine: while Rachel—who admittedly takes a certain personal 

risk—flees along with her husband, Michal is left behind knowing that her role in the escape will certainly be 

discovered and that she will be left to confront her father alone” (Jacob, 85; cf. 34 ,מקראות בארץ המראות). Part of 

Zakovitch’s conclusion is that the author of 1 Sam 19 “appears to have approved of Rachel and the steps she took to 

help her husband” (85). It is possible, however, that the comparison with Rachel is a negative one—whereas Rachel 

endangered her husband with her deceptive actions, Michal saved hers. I concur with Fokkelman’s analysis of the 

characterization of Michal and David here: “What Rachel does with the teraphim is theft of someone else’s property 

. . . . As a result the entire flight of the Jacob family is put at grave risk . . . . Michal, on the other hand, deploys her 

own idol, commits no crime in the strict sense and it is precisely her husband’s flight that she promotes by gaining 

time. . . . The conclusion must be that the incident in I Sam. 19 is much less serious than that in Gen. 31 and David 

emerges blameless” (The Crossing Fates, 275).  
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element of the analogical comparison is that David is portrayed as both more innocent and more 

passive than Jacob. Whereas Jacob takes matters into his own hands in his tit-for-tat relationship 

with his father-in-law, David relies, at this point in the narrative, on the actions of Jonathan and 

Michal.   

 The analyses discussed above assume the dependence of the Samuel narrative on the 

Genesis one, and the force of the analogical comparisons between David and Jacob and Saul and 

Laban does indeed appear to rely on this direction of dependence, as was the case for the 

analogical structure that appeared in 1 Samuel 18. The difference in this instance is that there is 

no text-critical evidence to differentiate later layers of the narrative, as there was in 1 Samuel 18 

with the MT pluses. Nevertheless, there is a plausible case that the Jacob story in some form 

could have been known to the author of 1 Samuel 19, especially because some commentators 

consider the Michal episode to be a later addition to the History of David’s Rise.72 If the Michal 

story also incorporates details from the narrative of Rahab and the spies, as seems likely,73 it 

would be similar to other heavily analogical texts that combine details from more than one 

narrative. The dynamics of the analogical parallels, such as the reversal of expected relationships 

between analogically compared characters accompanied by discernable purposes for these 

reversals, further supports a direction of dependence from Genesis to Samuel in this case. 

Finally, as discussed above, the minor role that the teraphim plays in 1 Samuel 19 compared with 

their more prominent role in Genesis 31 may indicate a direction of dependence from the latter to 

the former narrative. In sum, the plausibility that the Jacob story in some form was in existence 

at the time of the composition of 1 Samuel 19 combined with the discernable purposes of 

                                                             
72 Yoon, for example, identifies it as a post-Persian addition (So-Called History of David’s Rise, 171–72); see 

n. 40 above.  

 
73 See n. 68 above. 
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depicting David more positively than Jacob and Saul more negatively than Laban speaks to the 

probable dependence of 1 Samuel 19 on the text of Genesis 31.  

 While there is sufficient evidence to posit the dependence of 1 Samuel 19 on Genesis 31, 

these texts cannot be read analogically in isolation. In the end, the case for a meaningful 

analogical connection between the narratives of the flights of Jacob and David needs to include 

the evidence that comes before (especially the stories of the marriages, discussed above) and the 

evidence that comes after, especially in 1 Samuel 24–25. 

 

The Confrontation: 1 Samuel 24 

In Genesis 31, Jacob escapes from Laban but is confronted by him again when Laban and his 

brothers catch up with Jacob and his family at Mount Gilead (v. 23); only after this meeting does 

Jacob take leave of Laban for good. In David’s case, significant narrative time passes between 

his escape from Saul and his final interactions with him. There are two accounts of 

confrontations between David and Saul after David’s escape (1 Samuel 24, 26), and in both of 

them David spares Saul’s life despite Saul’s goal of killing him. Only the first of these accounts, 

however, shows significant analogical connections with the narrative of Genesis 31.  

The meeting between Saul and David in 1 Samuel 24 has several similarities with the 

final interaction between Jacob and Laban, both on a structural level and with regard to particular 

vocabulary. In terms of structure, both narratives begin with a speech by the protagonist 

defending his innocence and protesting his mistreatment. This is followed in both cases by a 

response from the man’s father-in-law. The stories close with the swearing of an oath before the 

men go their separate ways.  
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 Within this similar structure, there are several examples of common themes and vocabulary 

in the dialogues between David and Saul and Jacob and Laban.74 David’s speech begins with a 

display of the piece of Saul’s garment that he cut off; he says, “See that there is no evil or 

rebellion in my hand (אין בידי רעה ופשע) and I have not sinned against you (ולא חטאתי לך), yet 

you are hunting my life to take it” (1 Sam 24:12). Jacob, using similar language, protests against 

Laban’s pursuit of him: “What is my rebellion, what is my sin (מה פשעי מה חטאתי), that you 

hotly pursue me?” (Gen 31:36).  

Both David and Jacob appeal to God’s judgement in their disputes with their fathers-in-

law.75 David’s speech contains several expressions of this theme: “May Yhwh judge between 

you and me (ישפט יהוה ביני ובינך)” (1 Sam 24:13), “May Yhwh be arbiter (והיה יהוה לדין) and 

judge between you and me (ושפט ביני ובינך) and may he see and argue my dispute (וירב את ריבי) 

and vindicate me from you (וישפטני מידך)” (v. 16). Jacob also has a dispute with Laban ( וירב

 .Gen 31:36) and claims that God has come to his aid and has rebuked Laban (Gen 31:42) ;בלבן

But, perhaps surprisingly, it is Laban whose words invoking God’s judgement more closely 

parallel David’s. After Jacob and Laban make a covenant and raise a monument, Laban declares, 

                                                             
74 Several of the points that follow are mentioned by Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 625.  

 
75 See Bazak, 111 ,מקבילות נפגשות.   
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“God is witness between me and you (אלהים עד ביני ובינך)” (v. 50), and “May the God of 

Abraham and the God of Nahor judge between us (אלהי אברהם ואלהי נחור ישפטו בינינו)” (v. 53).76  

 In both narratives one character mentions that he could have harmed the other, but that he 

refrained. In this instance again the parallel is not between the characters who are usually 

analogically compared. In the Jacob story, it is Laban who claims, “It is in the power of my hand 

to do you harm (יש לאל ידי לעשות עמכם רע),”77 but he does not hurt Jacob because of a warning 

from God (Gen 31:29, cf. v. 24). In the narrative of 1 Samuel 24, it is David who is given the 

chance to harm Saul (who has been trying to kill him), but he does not do it in spite of the fact 

that God appeared to have given Saul “into his hand” (נתנך יהוה היום בידי; v. 11, cf. v. 19). 

Unlike Laban, David does not have “harm” in his hand (1 ;אין בידי רעה Sam 24:12).  

 Saul’s response to David is contrite; he admits, “You are more in the right than I ( צדיק אתה

 78 He acknowledges that David will be king (v. 21) and urges him to swear.(Sam 24:18 1) ”(ממני

that he will not cut off his descendants (v. 22). David swears (וישבע דוד), and Saul returns to his 

house (וילך שאול אל ביתו; v. 23). Laban, on the other hand, does not concede any of Jacob’s 

points, but acknowledges that he cannot do anything to take back his daughters and their children 

                                                             
76 Although the construction שפט בין is used 14 times in the Bible, there is only one example outside of 1 Sam 

24 and Gen 31 in which a speaker addresses another person and asks God to judge between the two of them (this 

occurs in Gen 16:5, where Sarai says to Abraham, ישפט יהוה ביני וביניך).  

 
77 On this construction, see Joüon-Muraoka, GBH, 406.  

 
78 This is strikingly similar to Judah’s statement about his daughter-in-law, Tamar: צדקה ממני (Gen 38:26). 

Genesis 38 contains many connections with the David story and these will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
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(Gen 31:43). He is likewise concerned about his descendants and makes Jacob swear an oath 

regarding their protection.79 He proposes that Jacob make a covenant with him (v. 44) and 

adjures him that God will be a witness “if you oppress my daughters or take wives in addition to 

my daughters” (v. 50). Jacob swears (וישבע יעקב; v. 53), and in the morning Laban returns home 

  .(32:1 ;וילך וישב לבן למקמו)

 In addition to the parallels between the encounter of David and Saul and the meeting of 

Jacob and Laban, there may be another layer to the analogical relationship between David and 

Jacob in the narrative of 1 Samuel 24. Damrosch has discussed similarities between this scene 

and the story of Jacob stealing Esau’s blessing in Genesis 27.80 In that narrative, Isaac, the blind 

father, asks, “Who are you, my son (מי אתה בני)?” (v. 18) and is puzzled that “the voice is 

Jacob’s voice (הקל קול יעקב)” (v. 22). In 1 Samuel 24, Saul also comes off as blind, asking 

David, “Is this your voice, my son David? (הקלך זה בני דוד)” (v. 17).81 David refers to Saul as 

“my father” (v. 12), a designation he does not use elsewhere. Saul likewise only calls David “my 

son” here and in 1 Sam 26:17, 21, 25; in the surrounding narrative he refers to David derisively 

as “the son of Jesse” (1 Sam 20:27, 30, 31; 22:7, 8, 13).82 Both father figures, Isaac and Saul, 

give their “sons” a blessing regarding future rulership: Isaac says, “May peoples serve you, and 

                                                             
79 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 625. 

 
80 Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant, 210–12; see also Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 63. 65. 

 
81 As Damrosch notes, Saul’s question is sensible when it appears in the parallel narrative of 1 Sam 26, and 

only makes him appear blind in the context of 1 Sam 24 (The Narrative Covenant, 210–11). The incongruity of 

Saul’s question in 1 Sam 24 will be discussed further below.  

 
82 See Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 63. 
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nations bow down to you. Be master over your brothers, and may your mother’s sons bow down 

to you” (Gen 27:29), and Saul tells David, “I know that surely you will be king, and that the 

kingdom of Israel will be established in your hand” (1 Sam 24:21).83 Damrosch notes also that 

Saul’s reaction to David (“Saul lifted up his voice and wept,” v. 17) is reminiscent of Esau’s 

when he finds that his blessing has been stolen by Jacob (“Esau lifted up his voice and wept,” 

Gen 27:38).84 These parallels with the narrative of Genesis 27 will also need to be accounted for 

in a discussion of the function of narrative analogy in 1 Samuel 24.  

 The chart below lays out the parallels discussed here; their significance will be discussed in 

what follows.  

Parallel Element Classification of 

Parallel 

David Story (1 Samuel 

24) 

Jacob Story (Genesis 31, 

Genesis 27) 

Pursuit of a man by 

his father-in-law after 

the father-in-law is 

told about the man’s 

flight 

Plot elements, 

similar language  

Saul and his men go after 

David when Saul is told 

 that David is in (ויגדו לו)

the wilderness of En-gedi 

(vv. 2–3) 

 

David asks Saul, “Whom 

are you pursuing?” ( מי

 (v. 15) (אתה רדף

Laban and his brothers 

pursue (וירדף) Jacob when 

Laban is told (ויֻגד ללבן) 

that Jacob has fled (vv. 22–

23) 

Man makes a speech 

to his father-in-law 

when they meet 

Plot element, 

structural 

similarity 

David speaks to Saul (vv. 

10–16) 

Jacob speaks to Laban (vv. 

36–42) 

One character could 

have harmed the 

other but refrained 

Plot element, 

similar language 

Yhwh gave Saul into 

David’s hand ( נתנך יהוה

 but David did (היום בידי

not send his hand against 

him (לא אשלח ידי באדני) 

(v. 11) 

Laban had power in his 

hand (יש לאל ידי) to harm 

Jacob, but did not because 

of a warning from God (v. 

29) 

Man protests his 

innocence to his 

Plot element, 

similar language 

David says he has no 

rebellion ( אין בידי רעה

Jacob asks, “What is my 

rebellion (מה פשעי), what 

                                                             
83 Damrosch points out that Saul’s words are more explicitly a blessing in 1 Sam 26:25 (The Narrative 

Covenant, 211).  

 
84 Ibid., 211–12. 



164 

 

pursuing father-in-

law 
 in his hand and he (ופשע

has not sinned ( ולא

 yet Saul is ,(חטאתי

hunting him (v. 12)  

is my sin (מה חטאתי), that 

you hotly pursue me?” (v. 

36) 

God’s judgement 

between the 

disputing parties is 

invoked 

Theme, similar 

language 

David asks Yhwh to judge 

between him and Saul: 

 .v) ישפט יהוה ביני ובינך

והיה יהוה לדין ושפט  ,(13

ביני ובינך וירב את ריבי 

 (v. 16) וישפטני מידך

Jacob disputes with Laban 

 and (v. 36) (וירב בלבן)

reminds him of God’s 

reproof (v. 42) 

 

Laban calls on God to judge 

between him and Jacob 

אלהי אברהם ואלהי נחור )

 if Jacob (ישפטו בינינו

breaks his vow (v. 53) 

Father-in-law makes 

a speech in response 

Structural 

similarity  

Saul responds to David’s 

speech (vv. 17–22) 

Laban responds to Jacob’s 

speech (vv. 43–44) 

Man swears a vow 

involving protection 

of the father-in-law’s 

offspring 

Plot element, 

similar language  
David swears (וישבע) to 

Saul that he will not cut off 

Saul’s seed (vv. 22–23) 

Jacob swears (וישבע) (v. 

53) that he will not mistreat 

Laban’s daughters or take 

wives in addition to them 

(v. 50) or transgress the 

boundary they have set (v. 

52) 

The parties separate 

and the father-in-law 

returns home  

Plot elements After David swears, Saul 

goes to his house ( וילך

 and David (שאול אל ביתו

goes to the stronghold (v. 

23) 

The next morning, Laban 

returns to his place ( וילך

 and (32:1) (וישב לבן למקמו

Jacob continues on his 

journey (v. 2) 

Relationship of father 

and son  

Characterization  Saul calls David “my son” 

(v. 17; cf. 26:17, 21, 25) 

and David calls Saul “my 

father” (v. 12) 

Isaac and Jacob are father 

and son (cf. Gen 27:18) 

Father cannot see son Plot element, 

similar language   

Saul asks David, “Is this 

your voice, my son David? 

 (v. 17) ”(הקלך זה בני דוד)

Isaac, whose eyes are dim 

(Gen 27:1), asks Jacob, 

“Who are you, my son ( מי

 ,and says (v. 18) ”?(אתה בני

“the voice is Jacob’s voice 

 (v. 22) ”(הקל קול יעקב)

Father predicts son’s 

rulership  

Plot element  Saul says to David, “I 

know that surely you will 

be king, and that the 

kingdom of Israel will be 

established in your hand” 

(v. 21) 

Isaac says to Jacob: “May 

peoples serve you, and 

nations bow down to you. 

Be master over your 

brothers, and may your 

mother’s sons bow down to 

you” (v. 29) 
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Weeping  Plot element, 

similar language  

After Saul hears David’s 

speech, “he lifted up his 

voice and wept ( וישא

 (v. 17) ”(שאול קלו ויבך

When Esau learns that 

Jacob has taken his 

blessing, “he lifted up his 

voice and wept ( וישא עשו

 (v. 38) ”(קלו ויבך

  

As this chart demonstrates, there are many points of contact between the encounter of 

David and Saul in 1 Samuel 24 and the encounter of Jacob and Laban in Genesis 31, as well as a 

number of reminiscences of the interaction between Isaac and Jacob in Genesis 27. Given the 

number of similarities, the different kinds of connections (verbal, thematic, and structural), and 

the presence of other analogical parallels earlier in these narratives, it is reasonable to conclude 

that one narrative has been written or shaped with the other in mind. One striking aspect of the 

parallels, however, is that at two significant points there appears to be an analogical connection 

between Laban and David, rather than between Laban and Saul, as would be expected. While 

this inconsistency could indicate that the similarities between these narratives arose by chance, it 

could also be a deliberate example of inversion or “dynamic analogy,”85 with potential 

significance for the characterization of Saul and David.  

 The first point of inversion involves who has the power to harm whom. In Genesis, it is 

Laban who has the power to harm Jacob (31:29), while in 1 Samuel, it is David who has been put 

in a position to harm Saul (24:11). This reversal appears to highlight David’s praiseworthy act of 

forbearance. Whereas Laban claims to have the power in himself to hurt Jacob, he refrains 

because God warned him against it. David, even when given the opportunity from Yhwh to harm 

Saul, refrains of his own accord from taking advantage of that opportunity. This point of reversal 

also shows the pathetic position that Saul finds himself in. Although he has been pursuing David, 

                                                             
85 See Introduction, pp. 22–23.  
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as Laban pursued Jacob, he is not in a position of power at all in this episode. If he had the 

opportunity to kill David, he presumably would have taken it; he finds himself rather in a 

particularly vulnerable position.  

 The second point of inversion, involving who invokes God’s judgement, also appears to 

strengthen the positive portrayal of David in this passage. Given the history of deceit that 

characterizes both sides of the relationship between Jacob and Laban (including Jacob’s crafty 

methods of acquiring livestock and his secretive departure, along with his wife’s stealing of the 

teraphim), it seems reasonable for Laban make an appeal to divine judgment regarding Jacob’s 

treatment of Laban’s daughters and his promise to respect the boundary the men have set up. The 

dynamic between David and Saul is not of competing tricksters, however, but rather of a victim 

and an aggressor. Saul has no grounds to appeal to divine justice when he asks David to swear 

not to cut off his seed; he can only appeal to David’s mercy, which has been exhibited toward 

Saul in this episode. Only David, whose innocence far exceeds Jacob’s at this point in the story, 

can justifiably call upon a divine judge to adjudicate his case against Saul. The significance of 

this analogical role-reversal is thus similar to that seen in the “Why did you deceive me?” 

example, where Saul is portrayed as more pathetic than Laban and David more innocent than 

Jacob.  

 The evidence that 1 Samuel may also contain analogical parallels with an earlier part of the 

Jacob story, when Jacob steals Esau’s blessing (Genesis 27), also needs to be discussed. While 

the connections between Saul and Laban in this narrative are strong and make sense in the 

context of the analogy that is constructed between these two men earlier in the Samuel narrative, 

the story of Genesis 27 and its themes of sibling rivalry and the prevailing of the younger son 

over the elder are also appropriate to the wider narrative of Samuel, in which the relationship 
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between David and Saul is portrayed as one of sibling rivalry as well. Damrosch comments on 

the complex analogical dynamics of the encounter between Saul and David and their relevance to 

these important themes:  

David here supplants Saul’s firstborn Jonathan, as Jacob supplants Esau. At the same 

time, however, this repetition of the theme of the triumph of the younger brother has been 

transformed, through the immediate and intimate friendship of the two and Jonathan’s 

willing subordination to David, itself reaffirmed in a wilderness encounter shortly before 

this (23:15–18). Now the motif of the loss of the birthright is transferred to Saul himself, 

since, if Saul stands in the role of Isaac in relation to David’s Jacob, at the same time this 

pattern is doubled in relation to God: God is the father bestowing the kingship, and Saul, 

like Esau, loses this right through his malfeasance and must see it transferred to God’s 

younger favorite, David. For this reason, Saul simultaneously acts the roles of Isaac and 

Esau, as the text shows in Saul’s double reaction of speech and weeping: “Saul said, ‘Is 

this your voice, my son David?’ And Saul lifted up his voice and wept.” Whereas the first 

sentence echoes Isaac, the second echoes Esau’s reaction to the loss of his blessing, at the 

close of the scene.86 

 

The connections between Saul and Isaac and Esau that are displayed in the scene of 1 Samuel 24 

thus bring the themes of sibling rivalry and the younger supplanting the elder to prominence in a 

way that the parallels with Laban do not. While the Saul-Laban analogy serves primarily to 

develop the characterization of Saul, the echoes of the blessing-stealing of Genesis 27 serve to 

emphasize the sibling rivalry theme that is so important to this part of the History of David’s 

Rise.87 As is the case for the parallels between David and Jacob elsewhere, the analogical 

relationship between them in this case shows David to be more upright than Jacob. Like Jacob, 

he is the chosen son, but in distinction to him, he does not resort to deceit to inherit the blessing 

of the kingdom. The Jacob-Esau dynamic will also be evident in the narrative 1 Samuel 25, 

which will be discussed below.  

                                                             
86 Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant, 211–12. 

 
87 On the idea of David as Saul’s son, elevated above Jonathan, and David’s displacement of Saul as the 

beloved son of Israel, see Short, The Surprising Election, 169–86.  
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 The story of 1 Samuel 24 cannot be discussed without consideration of its parallel in 1 

Samuel 26. Given the fact that these are similar narratives in which David and Saul encounter 

each other and David spares Saul’s life, it is important to compare the use (or absence) of 

narrative analogy in each one. Considering the compositional history of these passages and 

comparing their use of analogy may bring further clarity to the ways in which analogical 

elements came about in the narrative of 1 Samuel.  

 The many similarities between the narratives of chapters 24 and 26 have forced scholars to 

ask the question how they are related to each other. One solution, going back to Wellhausen and 

held by many contemporary scholars as well, is that chapter 26 contains the earlier account and 

that chapter 24 is literarily dependent on it.88 Others have argued that the reverse is true.89 An 

alternative model is that both narratives arose independently from a common tradition.90 The 

evidence outlined below favors the first of these positions, resulting in the conclusion that the 

version with the majority of the analogical connections to the Jacob story (1 Samuel 24) is the 

later text.91  

                                                             
88 Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel (Edinburgh: Black, 1885; repr., Atlanta: 

Scholars Press, 1994), 264–65. Wellhausen argues that both chs. 24 and 26 are later additions to the narrative, but he 

deems ch. 26 as the earlier of the two, because it is “shorter and more pointed” (264). Other representatives of the 

view that ch. 24 is dependent on ch. 26 include Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant, 210; Edenburg, “How (Not) to 

Murder a King,” 64–85; McCarter, I Samuel, 385–87; Steven McKenzie, “Elaborated Evidence for the Priority of 1 

Samuel 26,” JBL 129.3 (2010): 437–44.  

 
89 One representative of this view is Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 175–86. See also the 

literature cited by McKenzie, “Elaborated Evidence,” 437 n. 4. 

 
90 See Klaus Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition: The Form-Critical Method, trans. S. M. Cupitt 

(London: Black, 1969), 137–48. Koch argues that ch. 24 is the earlier of the two stories and closer to the original 

version, while ch. 26 represents “a later stage of the tale” (143). They are not literarily dependent on each other, 

however; rather they “have been formed quite independently of each other from the source narrative” (ibid.).  

 
91 The narrative of 1 Sam 26 is not completely without connections to Genesis 31, however. In 1 Sam 26:21 

Saul says, “I have acted foolishly (הנה הסכלתי),” and in Gen 31:28 Laban accuses Jacob similarly: “You have done 

foolishly (עתה הסכלת עשו).” 
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Certain features of chapters 24 and 26 point to a situation of literary dependence and 

provide evidence against the view that the narratives arose independently out of a common 

source. Foremost of these is the incidence of shared vocabulary. Although many of the 

similarities of plot and language could be the result of a common tradition or the use of 

conventional language, Edenburg identifies two unique phrases that the stories share:  הקלך זה

 Edenburg argues that the first of 93.(26:20 ,24:15) פרעש אחד 92 and(Sam 24:17, 26:17 1) בני דוד

these phrases shows marks of “ungrammaticality” when it appears in 24:17, in contrast to its 

natural use in 26:17, thus providing evidence that the former text is dependent on the latter.94 

When Saul asks this question of David in 1 Samuel 26, it is dark95 and there is a great distance 

between the two men (ויעמד על ראש ההר מרחק רב המקום ביניהם; v. 13). Furthermore, the motif 

of “calling” is repeated in the narrative ( העם...מי אתה קראת אל המלך ויקרא דוד אל , v. 14;  ירדף

 v. 20), which serves to highlight the distance between Saul and David.96 In the ,הקרֵֹא בהרים

narrative of ch. 24, however, David is in close proximity to Saul.97 David makes a long speech 

                                                             
92 The only difference between the two phrases is that הקלך is written fully as הקולך in 1 Sam 26:17. 

 
93 Edenburg, “How (Not) to Murder a King,” 76. 

 
94 For Edenburg’s description of “ungrammaticality” as a marker of allusion, see ibid., 68, and my 

Introduction, p. 25.   

 
95 This is not said explicitly, but it is evidently the case that the incident takes place at night, as Saul and his 

army are sleeping (v. 5).  

 
96 McKenzie explains, “Thus, the verb קרא in ch. 26 serves to bring out elements that are crucial to the 

story—the distance between David and Saul, Saul’s effort to recognize David, and even David’s harmlessness to 

Saul as a bird in the mountains” (“Elaborated Evidence,” 439).  

 
97 This seems evident from the fact that David bows down before Saul and shows Saul the small piece of 

Saul’s garment that he had cut off (ibid.).  
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(vv. 10–16) in which he identifies himself explicitly (v. 10). Only after this speech does Saul ask, 

“Is this your voice, my son David?” (v. 17). David does not reply to the question,98 and Saul, 

already knowing the answer, immediately beings to weep (וישא שאול קלו ויבך, v. 17). The 

inappropriateness of this question as it appears in the narrative of chapter 24, in contrast to its 

grammatical and integrated use in chapter 26, is firm evidence for the dependence of chapter 24 

on chapter 26.99 While this example perhaps represents the strongest point in favor of the priority 

of chapter 26, several additional points support the same conclusion. McKenzie, for example, 

points to the “unrealistic setting” depicted in 1 Samuel 24,100 and McCarter argues that the story 

is told “in a highly tendentious way,” comparing its “expansive and flowery speeches” to the 

exchanges between David and Goliath in 1 Samuel 17 and Jonathan’s speech in 20:11–17.101 

While labels such as “unrealistic” and “tendentious” are not especially helpful (given that 

many other details in the wider narrative could conceivably be described this way) and imply an 

unnecessarily negative evaluation of the narrative, the details that give rise to McKenzie’s and 

McCarter’s assessment do provide evidence that 1 Samuel 24 is a rewritten version of 1 Samuel 

26.102 McCarter points to three major differences in chapter 24 when compared to chapter 26: 

                                                             
98 In contrast to 26:17, where he replies, קולי אדני המלך. See ibid., 440. 

 
99 While Edenburg’s argument that ch. 24 is dependent on ch. 26 is convincing, her ultimate conclusion that 

both narratives were written by one author is not (“How [Not] to Murder a King,” 78, 82–83). See McKenzie’s 

critique in “Elaborated Evidence,” 442–43.   

 
100 McKenzie lists the following details as “unrealistic”: Saul enters a possibly dangerous cave 

unaccompanied by his men, David and all 400 of his men are in the cave, and David is not afraid to come near to 

Saul (“Elaborated Evidence,” 439–40). 

 
101 McCarter, I Samuel, 386. 

 
102 Arguing against Koch’s model of two versions of the story that derive from a common oral tradition, Van 

Seters proposes rather “that a later writer (not an ‘editor’) added a second occasion in which he deliberately offered 

a quite-different version of an encounter such as this between David and Saul from his own revisionist perspective” 

(The Biblical Saga of King David, 180). While this does appear to be the case, Van Seters understands ch. 26 to be a 
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first, “David takes no initiative whatever in getting his opportunity to kill Saul; rather he is an 

innocent, passive participant”; next, David has an “outburst of pious compunction in 24:6–7” 

that does not have a counterpart in chapter 26; finally, Saul’s blessing of David in 26:25 has been 

expanded into “an acknowledgement of David’s future kingship and a plea for mercy on Saul’s 

descendants” in 24:21–22.103   

These details give clues as to the possible motivation behind the creation of another 

version of a story in which David spares Saul’s life. If 1 Samuel 26 contained the only account of 

this, David’s act of mercy toward Saul might appear to be an unnecessary stunt. In the scenario 

of chapter 26, David goes out of his way to sneak into Saul’s encampment and to steal his spear 

and water jug (vv. 6–12). A major focus of the narrative is Abner’s failure to protect Saul, for 

which David reproves him, boldly showing the spear that he took (vv. 15–16). In comparison 

with this scenario, the story of chapter 24 depicts David as practically forced into a confrontation 

with Saul (as he is trapped in a cave behind a very vulnerable Saul; v. 4) and much more contrite 

about his act of stealing something of Saul’s (in this case, the corner of his garment; v. 6), as 

McCarter has noted.  

Perhaps this narrative, then, serves as a kind of corrective to the story of 1 Samuel 26, 

where David’s stealing of the spear might be read as a gratuitous display of heroics. With chapter 

24 in place, David’s spear grab in chapter 26 appears more necessary—Saul’s continued pursuit 

of David (after he had expressed contrition for his actions in 24:18–20) forces David to show 

Saul again that he has no evil intentions against him (26:18). David’s contrition and humility in 

                                                             
rewritten version of ch. 24; his starting point is his previous identification of 23:16–18 as part of the original 

narrative and his belief that this passage leads directly to ch. 24 (ibid.).  

 
103 McCarter, I Samuel, 387. 
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the first incident (cf. 24:6, 9) relativizes his boldness in the second. Furthermore, David’s strange 

statement that leaves open the possibility that Saul’s pursuit of him may have a divine origin ( אם

 is clarified to the unambiguous (26:19 ;יהוה הסיתך בי ירח מנחה ואם בני אדם ארורים הם לפני יהוה

“Why do you listen to the words of men who say, ‘David is seeking your harm’? ( למה תשמע את

 in 24:10.104 The doubling of the episode serves literarily as ”(דברי אדם לאמר הנה דוד מבקש רעתך

one layer of the concentrically-structured surrounding narrative105 and theologically to 

emphasize God’s providential protection of David.106 

The evidence discussed here strongly suggests that the story of David’s sparing Saul’s 

life in 1 Samuel 24 is later than the one found in 1 Samuel 26.107 This reconstruction also 

provides evidence for the dependence of 1 Samuel 24 on Genesis 27 and 31. As I have argued, 

the combination of details and motifs from several narratives is an indication that one narrative is 

dependent on the others, and that appears to be the case here. The story of the confrontation of 

David and Saul in 1 Samuel is a reworking of the similar narrative in 1 Samuel 26, and this 

                                                             
104 Additional evidence that David’s question in 24:10 is a clarification of his words in 26:19 is the fact that no 

one is reported to have told Saul that David is seeking his harm earlier in the narrative. The contrary is true, as seen 

in Saul’s rebuke of his servants in 22:8: “For all of you have conspired against me, and no one informs me that my 

son has made a covenant with the son of Jesse, and none of you is concerned about me or informs me that my son 

has raised my servant against me to lie in wait, as at this day.”   

 
105 See R. Gordon, “David’s Rise and Saul’s Demise: Narrative Analogy in 1 Samuel 24–26,” TynBul 31 

(1980): 54–55; Edenburg, “How (Not) to Murder a King,” 79. 

 
106 So Edenburg: “Similar incidents may be related twice (or more) in order to imply that the course of events 

is not dictated by chance but by divine providence” (“How [Not] to Murder a King,” 78).  

 
107 Chapter 26 itself appears to be a narrative that grew out of earlier texts. Edenburg demonstrates that this 

story has many similarities to the short tales of David’s mighty men found in 2 Sam 21:15–17 and 23:13–21, and she 

argues that these latter texts provided the “raw material” for the narrative of ch. 26 (ibid., 81–85).  
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rewritten version appears to have drawn on the story of the confrontation between Laban and 

Jacob, and perhaps on the story of Jacob’s receiving Isaac’s blessing as well. Given that many 

reminiscences of Genesis 29 and 31 can be found in the narratives about David and Saul’s 

contentious relationship in 1 Samuel 18 and 19, it is not surprising that more parallels between 

these characters would be added here. The function of the analogies remains consistent—Saul is 

characterized as more evil and more pathetic than Laban, and David as more righteous than 

Jacob. The theme of sibling rivalry, already a significant aspect of the relationship between Saul 

and David, is underscored by the allusions to the story of Jacob’s stealing the blessing from 

Esau. In the narrative of 1 Samuel 25 both the Jacob-Laban relationship and the Jacob-Esau 

relationship are drawn on, with surprising effects regarding the portrayal of David.  

 

An Analogical Twist: 1 Samuel 25 

The two tales about David sparing Saul’s life come on either side of the story found in 1 Samuel 

25, which describes David’s interactions with the beautiful and wise Abigail and her boorish 

husband Nabal. The chapter can be read as a self-contained narrative and displays many features 

of literary artistry;108 at the same time, it shows remarkable connections with the wider narrative. 

The fact that Nabal is an analogical stand-in for Saul is made clear through many parallels 

between this story and other texts from 1 Samuel, and a subtler analogical structure involving 

David, Abigail, Jacob, and Esau is constructed as well. The story of 1 Samuel 25 therefore 

provides an excellent example of narrative analogy at work, but it also complicates the David-

Jacob analogy that was established in 1 Samuel 18–19 and 24.  

                                                             
108 See Jon D. Levenson, “1 Samuel 25 as Literature and as History,” CBQ 40 (1978): 13. 
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 Parallels between Nabal and Saul have been noted by many commentators, and a 

recognition of these parallels illuminates the narrative logic of 1 Samuel 24–26: two stories about 

David sparing Saul’s life (chapters 24 and 26) bookend another story about David sparing a life 

(chapter 25).109 The analogy between Nabal and Saul is built mainly on points of connection 

found in chapters 24 and 26; for example, David is called “my son” by Saul (24:17, 26:21) and 

also refers to himself as “your son” in a message to Nabal (25:8); the theme of repaying good for 

evil or vice versa is found in 24:18 and 25:21; the idea of Yhwh pleading David’s cause appears 

in 24:16 (והיה יהוה לדין . . . וירב את ריבי) and 25:39 (יהוה אשר רב את ריב); in 26:10 David 

suggests that Yhwh may strike Saul (יהוה יגפנו) and in 25:38 Yhwh strikes Nabal ( ויגף יהוה את

 while Nabal is the quintessential (26:21 ;הסכלתי) ”and Saul says he has “acted foolishly ;(נבל

biblical fool (cf. 25:25).110 It can also be added that whereas David spared Saul when Saul went 

to relieve himself (24:4 ;להסך את רגליו), David vows to kill anyone of Nabal’s household who 

“urinates on a wall” (25:22 ;משתין בקיר, cf. v. 34). On a stylistic level, Polzin notes the frequent 

use of ועתה in 1 Samuel 24–26 (more than one-third of the occurrences of this phrase in 1 

Samuel are found in these chapters) and comments, “Whether the speaker be Saul, David, 

Abigail, her young man, Abishai, or David, almost everyone in these chapters is especially intent 

on force of argument or persuasion, often with homiletic overtones.”111 

                                                             
109 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 626; Levenson, “1 Samuel 25,” 23. 

 
110 These parallels are drawn from the discussions of Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel, 129–30, Polzin, 

Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 205–13; and Gordon, “David’s Rise and Saul’s Demise,” 43–51. See also Biddle, 

“Ancestral Motifs,” 626. On the foolishness of Nabal, see Levenson, “1 Samuel 25,” 13–17. 

 
111 Polzin, Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 206. 
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 The parallels between Saul and Nabal can be found beyond chapters 24–26 as well. Nabal’s 

questions, “Who is David? And who is the son of Jesse?” (25:10) recall Saul’s questions in 

17:55–58 as well as Saul’s references to David as “the son of Jesse” in 20:27, 30, 31; 22:7, 8, 

13.112 The motif of Saul “seeking” (בקש) to harm David is found frequently in the narratives 

surrounding 1 Samuel 25 (19:2, 10; 20:1; 22:23; 23:14, 15, 25; 24:2, 10; 26:2, 20; 27:1, 4), so 

that when Abigail says to David, “May your enemies and those seeking evil against my lord be 

as Nabal” (v. 26), she can only be referring to Saul.113 Both Saul and Nabal are betrayed by their 

relatives and servants (cf. 22:8; 25:17, 19, 36).114 The rare verb עיט is used to describe both 

Saul’s pouncing on the spoils of his war with the Amalekites (15:19 ;תעט אל השלל) and Nabal’s 

response to David’s messengers (25:14 ;ויעט בהם). Finally, Nabal is implicitly compared with 

Saul when he has a feast “like the feast of a king” (25:36 ;כמשתה המלך).115  

 The many points of connection between the narrative of 1 Samuel 25 and the wider story of 

Saul and David clearly demonstrate that narrative analogy plays an important role in this chapter. 

The analogy goes beyond a comparison between Saul and Nabal, however; the analogical 

relationship between David and Jacob continues in this narrative. The analogical structure that 

has paired David with Jacob, Saul with Laban, and Nabal with Saul suggests that Nabal can also 

                                                             
112 See ibid., 211. 

 
113 Ibid., 206, 211; Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 50.  

 
114 Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 45–46; Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 130.  

 
115 Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 130. 
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be understood as a counterpart of Laban.116Aside from the fact that Nabal is compared with Saul 

and Saul is compared with Laban, there are additional details that connect Nabal with Laban. 

One obvious point involves their names; commentators going back to the rabbis recognized that 

Laban is Nabal backwards.117 Furthermore, the conflicts between Jacob and Laban and David 

and Nabal both involve a dispute over what the protagonist is owed for protecting the other 

man’s flocks.118 Both the narrative of 1 Samuel 25 and the story of Jacob’s escape from Laban 

take place during a time of sheep shearing.119 Both protagonists are aided by women who are 

related to the antagonists—David by Nabal’s wife Abigail (who becomes David’s wife), and 

Jacob by Laban’s daughters Rachel and Leah (who are also Jacob’s wives).120 Finally, Bazak 

points out the easily missed but notable detail that in both narratives God intervenes in the 

conflict between the two men after the passing of ten days: in the Jacob story, this intervention 

comes after Laban has pursued Jacob for seven days (a pursuit that began three days after Jacob 

fled) in the form of a dream instructing Laban not to harm Jacob (Gen 31:22–23); in the David 

                                                             
116 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 623. 

 
117 Garsiel cites Yalquṭ Šim‘oni: “Rabbi Simon said, ‘Nabal is Laban—just as Laban was a swindler, so was 

Nabal a swindler’” (First Book of Samuel, 130–31). More decisive proof that the rabbis recognized the similarity 

between the names Laban and Nabal is found in Midrash Tehillim, where the rabbis comment on the enigmatic 

phrase עלמות לבן in Ps 9:1 and connect it with Nabal: ’על מיתת נבל, כאותיות לבן כן אותיות  –א( ’, )תהילים ט’ על מות לבֵן

ולא נבל ? שהוא דומה במעשיו ללבן’ לבן’נבל, ולמה כתיב   (Midrash Tehillim 9.17; quoted in Bazak, מקבילות נפגשות, 

123).  

 
118 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 624; Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131; Bazak, 23–122 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

Bazak notes that the flocks remained whole, with no sheep missing, under the watch of Jacob and David (Gen 

31:38–39, 1 Sam 25:7), and he draws attention to the similar use of “day” and “night” with regard to when Jacob 

and David guarded the flocks:  הייתי ביום אכלני חרב וקרח בלילה in Gen 31:40; חומה היו עלינו גם לילה גם יומם in 1 Sam 

25:16 (ibid., 122).  

 
119 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 624–25; Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131; Bazak, 23–122 ,מקבילות נפגשות.  

 
120 Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131. 
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story, it manifests itself in the divine striking of Nabal dead ten days after his heart died and he 

became like a stone (1 Sam 25:23–38).121  

 The character of Abigail is also brought into the analogical structure that is constructed to 

compare David and Nabal with Jacob and Laban. Like the matriarchs of Genesis, she is 

described as beautiful (25:3 ;ויפת תאת; cf. Gen 12:11, 24:16, 29:17), and her industrious activity 

in the story is reminiscent of Rebekah’s in Genesis 24.122 When Abigail hurries to meet David, 

however, there is an analogical slippage—she begins to be implicitly compared with Jacob, and 

David with Esau. The similarities between Jacob and Esau’s meeting and the encounter between 

David and Abigail include specific words and phrases as well as a comparable plot: both David 

and Esau come with a force of 400 men (1 Sam 25:13, Gen 32:7),123 both Abigail and Jacob 

prepare gifts (1 Sam 25:18, Gen 32:13–15) and command their servants to go ahead of them 

 ”124 Abigail and Jacob both call the gift a “blessing,(Sam 25:19, Gen 32:17 1 ;עברו לפני)

 when they are presenting it (1 Sam 25:27, Gen 33:11),125 Abigail and Jacob bow (הברכה/ברכתי)

down before David and Esau (ותשתחו ארץ in 1 Sam 25:23; וישתחו ארצה in Gen 33:3), both 

                                                             
121 Bazak, 123 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
122 Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 627–30. 

 
123 David also appears with 400 men in 1 Sam 22:2 and 30:10. 

 
124 The exact phrase י ברו לפנַּ  occurs only in these two places. Biddle notes that there no further mention of עִּ

Abigail’s servants after she sends them ahead; it appears that the only purpose of including this detail in v. 19 is to 

allude to Gen 32 (“Ancestral Motifs,” 634).  

 
125 See Bazak, 128 ,מקבילות נפגשות. In both cases the “blessing” has been “brought” (אשר הֻבאת in Gen 33:11; 

 in 1 Sam הברכה before קח in 1 Sam 25:27). The LXX may reflect a Vorlage that had the word אשר הביא שפחתך

25:27 (λαβὲ τὴν εὐλογίαν), which would make for an even closer parallel to Gen 32:11 (קח נא את ברכתי).  
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Abigail and Jacob call their interlocutor “my lord” many times and refer to themselves as “your 

servant,”126 and the verb פגש is used in both narratives to refer to the meeting of the parties (1 

Sam 25:20, Gen 32:18, 33:8).127 

While an analogical comparison between David and Esau may be unexpected, there are 

several reasons that story of Jacob’s encounter with Esau (Genesis 32–33) may have been 

evoked here. First, perhaps the author of this story noticed that David and Esau are the only 

characters in the Bible who are described as “ruddy” (אדמוני; Gen 25:25, 1 Sam 16:12, 17:42).128 

In addition, Jacob’s preparation to meet his brother (Genesis 32) comes immediately after his 

final interaction with Laban (Genesis 31), and the latter narrative has already been alluded to in 1 

Samuel 24 and 25. Finally, the mounting tension of Genesis 32, in which Jacob fears for his life 

and the lives of his family members as Esau approaches, provides an appropriate backdrop as 

Abigail prepares to meet David, who is intent on killing members of her household. This 

example of dynamic analogy has important functions, including developing the characterization 

of David and highlighting significant themes of this narrative and others in the David story.   

 The chart below lists the parallels between 1 Samuel 25 and the stories involving Jacob and 

Laban (Genesis 31) and Jacob and Esau (Genesis 32–33). 

Parallel Element Classification of 

Parallel 

David Story (1 Samuel 25) Jacob Story (Genesis 

31–33) 

Ruddiness  Characterization  David is ruddy (אדמוני) 

(16:12, 17:42) 

Esau is ruddy (אדמוני) 

(Gen 25:25) 

                                                             
126 See Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 132; Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 630–32; Bazak, 128 ,מקבילות נפגשות.   

 
127 This verb does not occur elsewhere in Genesis or 1 Samuel.   

 
128 Bazak observes that the rabbis also noticed this similarity in Genesis Rabbah 63.8 (128 ,מקבילות נפגשות–

29). 
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Names Characterization  The name Nabal is Laban 

backwards (לבן ,נבל) 

The name Laban is 

Nabal backwards (נבל, 

 (לבן

Beauty  Characterization  Abigail is beautiful ( ויפת

 (v. 3) (תאר

Rachel is beautiful ( יפת

 (29:17) (תאר

Sheep shearing129  Plot element, 

similar language, 

motif 

Nabal is shearing his sheep at 

the time of David’s request 

 .v. 2, cf. v) (ויהי בגזז את צאנו)

4, 7) 

Laban is shearing his 

sheep when Jacob 

escapes ( ולבן הלך לגזז

 (31:19) (את צאנו

Faithful protection 

of flocks  

Plot element  David says that nothing of 

Nabal’s went missing when he 

and his men were shepherding 

with Nabal’s servants (vv. 7–

8, cf. vv. 15–16) 

Jacob says that he did 

not eat any of Laban’s 

animals, and he replaced 

animals that were killed 

(31:38–39) 

Failure to 

compensate man for 

his care of the flocks 

causes a dispute 

between the men 

Plot element  David wants food from Nabal 

(v. 8) but Nabal refuses to 

give it to him (v. 11); David 

intends to kill Nabal and his 

household (vv. 21–22) 

Jacob claims that Laban 

changed his wages ten 

times (31:7, 41); he 

leaves to return home 

(31:17–18) 

Man gets help from 

woman who works 

against her relative  

Plot element  Abigail intervenes to stop 

David from killing Nabal (vv. 

18–31) 

Rachel and Leah escape 

with Jacob; Rachel takes 

her father’s household 

gods (vv. 14–16, 19) 

400 men  Plot element, 

similar language  

David takes about 400 men 

 to attack (כארבע מאות איש)

Nabal (v. 13) 

Esau comes to meet 

Jacob with 400 men 

 (וארבע מאות איש)

(32:7; cf. 33:1) 

Sending servants 

ahead  

Plot element, 

similar language  

Abigail sends servants ahead 

with her gift to David ( עברו

 (v. 19) (לפני

Jacob sends servants 

ahead with his gift to 

Esau (עברו לפני) (32:17) 

Characters 

encounter each other  

Plot element, 

similar language  

David and his men come 

down to meet Abigail 

 and she encounters (לקראתה)

them (תפגש) (v. 20) 

Esau runs to meet Jacob 

 and (33:4) (לקראתו)

asks about the company 

he has encountered 

 (v. 8) (פגשתי)

Bowing  Plot element, 

similar language  

Abigail bows before David 

 (v. 23) (ותשתחו ארץ)

Jacob bows before Esau 

 (33:3) (וישתחו ארצה)

Offer of a gift that is 

called a “blessing” 

Plot element, 

similar language  

Abigail offers a “blessing” 

 to David that she has (הברכה)

Jacob urges Esau to take 

“my blessing” (ברכתי) 

that has been brought 

                                                             
129 It is notable that the only other two instances of sheep shearing in biblical narrative occur in the story of 

Judah and Tamar (Gen 38:12–13) and later in the David story, when Absalom takes revenge on his brother Amnon 

(2 Sam 13:23–24). These texts and the connections between them will be discussed in Chapter Four.   
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brought (הביא) (v. 27); he 

accepts it (ויקח) (v. 35) 

 Esau accepts it ;(הֻבאת)

 (33:11) (ויקח)

Use of deferential 

language  

Similar language  Abigail calls David “my lord” 

 ,vv. 24, 25, 26, 29, 30) (אדוני)

31) and refers to herself as 

“your servant” (אמתך/שפחתך) 

(vv. 24, 25, 27, 28, 31) 

Jacob calls Esau “my 

lord” (אדוני) (13 ,33:8, 

14, 15) and calls himself 

“your servant” 

( בדך/עבדוע ) (32:18, 20; 

33:5, 14) 

Threat of violence is 

averted  

Plot element  After Abigail’s speech, David 

blesses her and praises her for 

stopping him from shedding 

blood (vv. 32–34) 

When Esau meets Jacob, 

he embraces and kisses 

him (33:4) 

 

 The use of narrative analogy in 1 Samuel 25 can help to answer the debated question of 

how David is characterized in this chapter. Some argue that the story functions similarly to other 

episodes in the History of David’s Rise as another iteration of the propagandistic idea of David 

as God’s chosen king who did no wrong on his way to assuming the throne.130 Gordon moderates 

this view somewhat by suggesting that David undergoes character development in 1 Samuel 24–

26, but he nevertheless believes that chapter 25 does not offer a critique of David.131 Levenson 

offers a different interpretation; he argues that the Nabal narrative contains a critique of David, 

who is portrayed as “a man who kills for a grudge.”132 He notes that the narrative foreshadows a 

much darker incident in David’s career; namely, his affair with Bathsheba and murder of her 

husband Uriah (2 Samuel 11).133  

                                                             
130 See the literature cited by Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 618–19 n. 3. 

 
131 Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 52–57. 

 
132 Levenson, “1 Samuel 25,” 23.  

 
133 Ibid., 23–24. Biddle’s conclusions are similar to Levenson’s (“Ancestral Motifs,” 634–37), but he does not 

cite the latter’s work here.  
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The analogical picture of David in 1 Samuel 25 supports Levenson’s conclusion that a 

more negative side of David’s character is evident in this story. The placement of this chapter 

between the two accounts of David’s merciful actions toward Saul demands a comparison with 

his behavior toward Nabal. Whereas some would consider David justified in killing a man who is 

seeking his life (the men in his entourage argue for this; see 24:5, 26:8), it would be difficult to 

excuse the slaughter of every male of Nabal’s household as payback for Nabal’s refusal to 

provide David with food (this would be blood shed “in vain,” as Abigail argues in 25:31).134 The 

analogical parallel between David and Esau also would seem to add a note of critique, or at least 

an aura of foreboding, similar to one that pervades the narrative of Genesis 32–33.135  

In the end, however, the scene of Jacob and Esau’s meeting is not one of violence, but of 

reconciliation. The positive message of reconciliation wins out in 1 Samuel 25 as well. God, 

through the wisdom and bravery of Abigail, is able to prevent David from shedding innocent 

blood. The emphasis in this narrative is not on the innocent and upright actions of David (as it is 

in 1 Samuel 24 and 26, and many other points in the narrative of 1 Samuel), but on the good 

sense of Abigail and the mercy of God (cf. vv. 32–34). The portrayal of David in chapter 25 is 

ambivalent at best, as he is brought into comparison with the David of the two surrounding 

chapters, and with both Jacob and Esau. The Jacob-Esau allusions in 1 Samuel 25 also function 

to develop the sibling rivalry theme that is at play in the texts discussed above. In this case the 

                                                             
134 The same point is made through an analogical connection with the story of Saul’s slaughter of the priests of 

Nob, as noted by Polzin: “In both chapters 21–22 and chapter 25, David requests food from someone whose life is 

subsequently put in jeopardy by the request: Saul kills Ahimelech and his entire house for giving the food, while 

David wants to kill Nabal and his house for refusing it. The difference between the two is that the LORD is said to 

have restrained David from murdering his enemy (25:26, 33)” (Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 211). Garsiel also 

discusses the analogical relationship of ch. 25 and chs. 21–22 (First Book of Samuel, 123–24).  

 
135 Bazak argues that the connection between David and Esau hints that David has a hot temper that needs to 

be controlled (128 ,מקבילות נפגשות).  
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picture of reconciliation that echoes the story of Genesis 33 reinforces the motif of withholding 

revenge against a rival that is found throughout 1 Samuel 24–26. The message of reconciliation 

that is alluded to in 1 Samuel thus adds an important dimension to the development of the sibling 

rivalry theme that is manifest in the surrounding stories conflict between David and Saul.  

 As is the case for other texts discussed here, the narrative 1 Samuel 25 is densely allusive 

and analogical. The characters Nabal and Abigail appear to be based on material from various 

biblical wisdom traditions136 as well as on analogical models from the books of Samuel and 

Genesis. The highly analogical nature of the characters and the conspicuous references in the 

narrative to earlier (the defeat of Goliath)137 and later (the establishment of a “sure house” for 

David)138 events in the David story are evidence that this narrative is quite late relative to much 

of the text of 1 and 2 Samuel.139 The narrative also appears to foreshadow the David and 

Bathsheba incident, in which David is not withheld from shedding innocent blood, and in which 

he takes another man’s wife without waiting for divine intervention, as he did in 1 Samuel 25.140 

                                                             
136 See Levenson, “1 Samuel 25,” 13–20; also McCarter, I Samuel, 401. 

 
137 Abigail says to David, “The lives of your enemies he [Yhwh] will sling out as from the hollow of a sling” 

(v. 29).  

 
138 The “sure house” (בית נאמן) that Abigail predicts Yhwh will make for David is promised by Yhwh himself 

in 2 Sam 7:16. This language has led some commentators to see vv. 28–31 as a later, Deuteronomistic addition 

(McCarter, I Samuel, 401–02; Klein, 1 Samuel, 250), but this is not necessary if the entire narrative is late addition 

to the book.  

 
139 See Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs,” 635–37. Perhaps the exegetical problem that inspired the creation of this 

story in the first place was the repeated reference to David’s wife Abigail as “the wife of Nabal the Carmelite” (1 Sam 

27:3, 30:5; 2 Sam 2:2, 3:3), a point that is obscured in most modern translations, which typically translate אביגיל אשת 

 as “Abigail of Carmel, Nabal’s widow.” Without the narrative of 1 Sam 25, two questions would naturally נבל הכרמלית

arise: 1) Why is David’s wife referred to as the wife of another man?, and 2) Who is this person whose name means 

“Fool”? (The latter question assumes that the name is original to these texts; other commentators make the case that 

his real name was suppressed and changed to Nabal; see Levenson, “1 Samuel 25,” 14.) The story of ch. 25 fills in 

these gaps.  

 
140 Levenson comments on the striking similarity between the narratives of 1 Sam 25 and 2 Sam 11: “In both 

cases and them alone, David moves to kill a man and to marry his wife” (“1 Samuel 25,” 24). 
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The foreshadowing may go beyond the David and Bathsheba story, however; the language of 

folly that pervades 1 Samuel 25 may point ahead to the story of Amnon and Tamar, in which 

Tamar pleads with Amnon not to commit “this folly (הנבלה הזאת)” of lying with her (2 Sam 

13:12), and warns that if he does he will be “like one of the fools in Israel ( כאחד הנבלים

 141 Levenson notes also that the description of Nabal as “this worthless man.(v. 13) ”(בישראל

 who speaks contemptuously about David, the son of (Sam 25:25, cf. v. 17 1) ”(איש הבליעל הזה)

Jesse (v. 10) may anticipate Sheba ben Bichri, another “worthless man (איש בליעל)” who begins 

a rebellion with the cry, “We have no portion in David, and we have no inheritance in son of 

Jesse” (2 Sam 20:1).142 The story of 1 Samuel 25, then, may function to foreshadow the darker 

days of David’s reign, when many of David’s troubles result from his lack of self-control in the 

Bathsheba incident. This is further evidence for the hypothesis that 1 Samuel 25 is late relative to 

much of the Samuel narrative, and thus speaks to the probability that it was influenced by the 

Jacob story as well.143  

 

                                                             
 
141 Auld notes that the words נבלה/נבל are only used in one other place in the books of Samuel (2 Sam 3:33) 

outside of 1 Sam 25 and 2 Sam 13 (I & II Samuel, 479).  

 
142 “1 Samuel 25,” 24. Levenson comments, “Here, again, 1 Samuel 25 plants an ominous seed, which sprouts 

in the doomed rebellion of Sheba, but matures in the days of David’s grandson Rehoboam, when the Northern tribes 

raise the identical cry, with a momentous effect on David's ‘secure dynasty’ (1 Kgs 12:16-17)” (ibid.). 

 
143 Yoon points to the analogical character of the story, its knowledge of other parts of the Samuel narrative, 

its focus on wisdom and folly, and similarities between the characters of Abigail/Nabal and characters such as 

Esther, Susanna, and Belshazzar to argue that “although the core of the tradition might well have come from an old 

legend about David, the whole Abigail narrative was reworked in the Persian period under the influence of the 

literary atmosphere of the time, and was incorporated into the books of Samuel” (So-Called Narrative of David’s 

Rise, 154–57; quote on 156–57). 
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Conclusion 

The narratives of 1 Samuel 19 and 24–25 display many points of connection with the Jacob story 

of Genesis, especially with Jacob’s interactions with Laban (Genesis 29–31), but also with 

Jacob’s deception of his father (Genesis 27) and his reunion with Esau (Genesis 33). The 

comparative structures that bring together David and Jacob, on the one hand, and Saul and 

Laban, on the other, are built on many similarities of theme, plot, and language. These analogies 

encourage the reader to compare the characters, and this comparison reinforces important ideas 

and themes in the narrative. David is like Jacob in that he has been deceived by his father-in-law, 

but he is unlike him in that he did nothing to deserve this deception. Saul is like Laban, but his 

acts of deception are much more serious and at the same time much less successful. Michal is 

like Rachel, who works against her father to escape with her husband, but whereas Rachel’s 

deceptive hiding of the teraphim endangers her family’s escape, Michal’s deceptive hiding of the 

teraphim is instrumental in David’s flight. When Jacob and Laban meet again, they trade 

accusations and both men call on God to judge between them, whereas the encounter between 

David and Saul is marked by Saul’s remorse and admission of guilt, and David is the only one 

who appeals to God’s judgment. In this way, the analogical connections between the characters 

of Genesis and those of 1 Samuel deepen the characterizations of David and Saul. They also 

reinforce prominent themes of the Samuel narrative, such as the upward trajectory of David and 

the downward one of Saul, as well as the chosenness of David and the divine favor that guides 

his ascent. The contrastive aspect of this analogy, which makes David appear more upright when 

compared with Jacob, is different from the nature of the analogy between David and Joseph, 
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which invests David “with Joseph’s halo”144 and compares him in a purely positive way with his 

analogical forerunner.  

 The impulse that prompted the analogical connection between David and Jacob may have 

been similar to the one that brought together David and Joseph, however. As the eponymous 

father of the nation of Israel (cf. Gen 32:29, 35:10), Jacob is an appropriate forerunner of David, 

Israel’s king par excellence. The connection between David and Jacob may serve to emphasize 

the theme of tribal unity and again depict David as the legitimate ruler of all Israel, as Jacob is 

the father of all the tribes. At the same time, the parallels between David and Jacob evoke the 

problem of sibling rivalry, especially when they allude to parts of the Jacob story that involve 

Esau, such as Jacob’s stealing of the blessing (Genesis 27) and the dramatic reunion of the 

brothers (Genesis 33). The undertones of sibling rivalry provided by these allusions are an apt 

reinforcement of the aspect of familial conflict that develops between Saul and David throughout 

the narrative of 1 Samuel. Saul and David are brother figures in a sense, as they represent their 

tribes of Benjamin and Judah. They also have a father-son relationship with each other, and 

David’s displacement of Jonathan as heir to Saul’s throne represents an iteration of the theme of 

younger-son ascendency that is seen throughout Genesis. The analogical relationship between 

David and Jacob thus strengthens the themes of David’s chosenness and his destiny to rule his 

brothers.  

The analogy between David and Jacob does not exclusively emphasize sibling rivalry, 

however, but also sibling reconciliation. This is seen especially in the narrative of 1 Samuel 25, 

where David comes to play the unexpected role of Esau and does not carry out his plan for 

revenge. This emphasis on reconciliation is also an appropriate undercurrent in the Saul-David 

                                                             
144 To use Garsiel’s phrase (First Book of Samuel, 121).  
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story, as David repeatedly refuses to harm Saul or usurp his throne and promises not to harm 

Saul’s descendants. The connections between David and Jacob serve several functions, then, 

including to establish David as a kind of new father of all Israel, to emphasize his chosen status 

over Saul and his family, and to highlight the importance of reconciliation in situations of 

familial (and, by extension, tribal and national) conflict.  

 The parallels between David and Jacob appear to have been strengthened over time, as was 

the case with the Joseph analogy. While it is difficult to know whether the earliest version of the 

narrative was deliberately constructed to echo the stories of Genesis, it is not impossible that this 

would be the case. Kratz identifies the setting of the Yahwistic primeval and patriarchal history 

of Genesis 2–35 in the period between 720 and 587, the same time that an early version of 

Samuel-Kings was formed. He comments on the similar goals of both compositions:  

Thus the Yahwistic primeval and patriarchal history can be read as the foundation legend 

of the states of Israel in Judah in a non-state garb and as legitimation for the worship of 

the national God Yhwh . . . . In this way the Yahwistic primeval and patriarchal history is 

saying what Samuel-Kings is expressing with the union of the kingdoms, the house of 

Saul and the house of David, in David’s empire.145  

 

If Kratz’s reconstruction is correct, then the ideological similarity between the narratives of 

Genesis and those of the books of Samuel was present at an early stage, whether or not any of the 

narratives were composed in light of each other.  

 The similar ideological goals of the early versions of Genesis and Samuel likely prompted 

the development of more explicit connections between the texts. The earliest narratives about 

David may or may not have been written with the Jacob story in mind, but the analogical 

possibilities of the Samuel narrative were recognized and exploited over time. The story of 

David’s escape from Saul in 1 Samuel 19, for example, might not originally have been written to 

                                                             
145 Composition, 265; cf. 273, 314.  
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reflect the story of Jacob’s escape from Laban in Genesis 31, but in its present form and context 

it appears to deliberately evoke that narrative. One of the ways in which the parallels between 

David and Jacob were strengthened was through the addition of the material in the MT pluses of 

1 Samuel 18. These texts make the parallel structure between David and Jacob much stronger 

than it would have been in the shorter narrative, as they add details about deception on the part of 

the father-in-law and an elder daughter who is offered in marriage. More specific allusions to 

Genesis 29 can be recognized in the phrase ולא מלאו הימים (v. 28) and the doubling of the bride 

price brought by David (v. 29, cf. v. 25). 

 The narrative complex of 1 Samuel 24–26 is another example of a text that became more 

analogically rich as it grew. Chapter 26, in which David steals the sleeping Saul’s spear and 

water jug, looks like the earliest of the three stories. It may have been developed using elements 

from the brief narratives found in 2 Sam 21:15–17 (Abishai helps David) and 23:13–21 (stealing 

water from an enemy camp, killing an enemy with his own spear),146 and it also contains 

connections with earlier stories in 1 Samuel (especially chapter 15).147 The other story of David 

sparing Saul’s life (1 Samuel 24) is modeled after the one in 1 Samuel 26. It also contains 

references to 1 Samuel 15 (the torn robe in 24:5, 6, and 12 appears to symbolize the same thing it 

did in 15:28—the kingdom being torn from Saul and given to another).148 In contrast to the story 

                                                             
146 See Edenburg “How (Not) to Murder a King,” 81–85; and n. 105 above. It is notable that the story of 

David and Goliath also has conspicuous connections to similar stories of David’s mighty men (2 Sam 21:19–22 in 

particular); see discussion in Chapter One. 

 
147 There is an echo of Samuel’s question, “What is this sound of sheep (קול הצאן הזה) in my ears, and the 

sound (קול) of cattle that I am hearing?” (1 Sam 15:14) in Saul’s question, “Is this your voice (הקולך זה), my son 

David?” (26:17), and Saul’s admission, “I have sinned” (26:21) is the same as the confession he made twice to 

Samuel in chapter 15 (vv. 24, 30). See Polzin, Samuel and the Deuteronomist, 209, 212.  

 
148 See Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 55–56, among many others. Van Seters argues on the contrary that ch. 24 

“knows nothing of 1 Sam 15 and the symbolic tearing of robes, which in any event has to do with the robe of 
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in chapter 26, it contains several parallels with Jacob’s encounter with Laban in Genesis 31, as 

well as echoes of the story of Jacob’s stealing Esau’s blessing in Genesis 27. The inclusion of 

references to the Jacob story here may have been prompted by the recognition of analogical 

connections between David and Jacob in the narrative of 1 Samuel 18–19. 

 The most intertextual story in the cycle of 1 Samuel 24–26 is arguably the one found in the 

middle; the story of chapter 25 draws on material from throughout the books of Samuel as well 

as on the Jacob story. The dynamic nature of the David-Jacob analogy in this chapter, which first 

depicts David as a counterpart of Jacob and then as a counterpart of Esau, complicates the 

laudatory portrayal of David that was reinforced with comparisons to Joseph and Jacob in the 

earlier narrative. While one function of this connection is to emphasize the theme of sibling 

reconciliation, another may be to hint at the darker days to come in David’s reign. Narrative 

analogy is used predominantly to portray David in a positive light in 1 Samuel, but the technique 

will be put to different use in 2 Samuel, especially 2 Samuel 11–13, where the analogical portrait 

of David is largely a critical one.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
Samuel, not of Saul” (The Biblical Saga of King David, 182). While a detailed engagement with Van Seters’s model 

of the development of 1 and 2 Samuel is beyond the scope of this chapter, his argument that the torn robes in chs. 15 

and 24 are not related because they belong to different men is unconvincing, especially given the fact that the phrase 

 .is unique to these two narratives (1 Sam 15:27; 24:5, 12) כנף מעיל
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

RAPE AND REVENGE: 

2 SAMUEL 13 AND GENESIS 34 

 

 

 

 

The stories of David and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11–12) and David’s children Amnon and Tamar 

(2 Samuel 13) exhibit many connections with the narratives of Genesis, especially with the story 

of Jacob’s daughter Dinah (Genesis 34) and the Joseph story (Genesis 37–50), including the self-

contained narrative of Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38). The fact that the analogical parallels 

between the Genesis narratives and 2 Samuel 11–13 are more complex than was the case in 1 

Samuel 16–19 and 24–25 will necessitate analyzing the Samuel narratives more than once in 

light of different Genesis texts. In this chapter I will discuss the stories of rape found in 2 Samuel 

13 and Genesis 34, which share striking connections in plot and language. In the following 

chapter I will revisit the story of Amnon and Tamar with attention to its context following the 

Bathsheba incident and its relationship with the Judah and Tamar narrative as well as with the 

wider Joseph story.  

The narratives about Amnon and Tamar (2 Samuel 13) and Dinah and Shechem (Genesis 

34) share a similar plot outline: a woman is raped, and, when the incident is met with inaction on 

the part of the violated woman’s father, her brother or brothers take vengeance against the 

perpetrator by killing him. In addition to these broad parallels, the narratives contain several 

examples of comparable smaller plot details, as well as vocabulary that is notably similar (and in 

some cases unique to these two texts). Commentators have offered differing accounts of how 

these similarities came about, as well as varied explanations of the meaning and significance of 
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these parallels.1 In this chapter, I will first outline the points of connection between 2 Samuel 13 

and Genesis 34. This will be followed by an evaluation of proposed models for the relationship 

between these texts and the meaning of the analogical connections, issues that will require 

discussions about the composition of Genesis 34 and the possible influence of biblical legal texts 

on both narratives. The conclusions of this chapter will be further refined in the following 

chapter when the parallels between 2 Samuel 13 and the Joseph story have been analyzed.  

 

The Rape of Dinah (2 Samuel 13) and the Rape of Tamar (Genesis 34) 

Despite their similarities, the stories about the rape of Tamar and the rape of Dinah begin very 

differently. The narrative of 2 Samuel 13 opens with Amnon’s love for Tamar (v. 1), his 

frustration at not being able to do anything to her (v. 2), and the plan hatched by his friend 

Jonadab to get Tamar to cook him food while he feigns illness (vv. 3–5). The plan works—David 

sends Tamar to care for Amnon (vv. 6–8), but he refuses the food she has cooked (vv. 9–10), 

luring her into an inner room where he demands that she sleep with him (v. 11). Tamar refuses 

                                                             
1 Many scholars have noted and discussed the parallels between 2 Sam 13 and Gen 34. Significant treatments 

include Alter, The David Story, 268, 271; Bader, Sexual Violation; Bazak, 65–162 ,מקבילות נגגשות; David Noel 

Freedman, “Dinah and Shechem, Tamar and Amnon,” Austin Seminary Bulletin 105 (1990): 51–63; Friedman, The 

Hidden Book, 15–17; Harvey, Retelling the Torah, 56; Yamada, Configurations of Rape; Yair Zakovitch, 

“Assimilation in Biblical Narratives,” in Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism, ed. J. H. Tigay (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 185–92; Zakovitch, Jacob, 116–35; see additional bibliography in 

Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 4 n. 6. These commentators have helpfully noted many of the parallels between 

the narratives, and I will draw on their work extensively in my discussion. In most cases, however, they have not 

offered compelling conclusions about the origins and development of these parallels or the significance of the 

parallels. I will attempt to offer a more robust analysis of these issues in this chapter.  

The content of 2 Sam 13 and Gen 34 has resulted in many important treatments of these texts from feminist 

perspectives. These include Schulte, The Absence of God; Caroline Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34: 

Interpreting Dinah’s Silence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Susanne Scholz, Rape Plots: A Feminist 

Cultural Study of Genesis 34 (Studies in Biblical Literature 13; New York: Lang, 2000); and Phyllis Trible, Texts of 

Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (new ed.; London: SCM Press, 2002). I will incorporate 

insights from these studies in the following discussion.  
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with a desperate protest (vv. 12–13), but Amnon is not willing to listen to her, and he rapes her 

(v. 14).2  

 The lengthy narrative lead-up to the rape of Tamar is contrasted by the starkly narrated 

preface to the rape of Dinah. Genesis 34 begins with the detail that Dinah, the daughter of Leah, 

“went out to see the daughters of the land” (v. 1). Next, “Shechem, the son of Hamor the Hivite, 

the prince of the land, saw her, and he took her and lay with her and violated her” (v. 2).3 While 

                                                             
 
2 Fokkelman and others have drawn attention to the fact that 2 Sam 13:1–22 is structured chiastically, so that 

Tamar’s rape marks the central event and “indicates the turning point” (King David, vol. 1 of Narrative Art in the 

Books of Samuel [Assen: Van Gorcum, 1981], 100; cf. George Ridout, “The Rape of Tamar: A Rhetorical Analysis 

of 2 Sam 13:1–22,” in Rhetorical Criticism: Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg, ed. Jared J. Jackson and Martin 

Kessler [PTMS 1; Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974], 80–84). Shimeon Bar-Efrat points out another narrative technique 

that highlights the centrality of the rape scene: “The plot of the narrative is made up of scenes which are arranged as 

a chain, each of its constituent links containing two characters. . . . All the links are connected to one another by the 

fact that the second character in each of them is the first in the succeeding one.” This results in a narrative structure 

that has the encounter between Tamar and Amnon as its central event, “which is far longer than any of the others 

(nine verses) and constitutes the climax of the narrative” (Narrative Art in the Bible [London: T&T Clark, 2004], 

278). The observations of Fokkelman and Bar-Efrat apply only to the first 22 verses of 2 Sam 13, but Trible has 

shown that the entire chapter is structured as a chiasm; the rape remains the central event, with three episodes 

leading up to it and three following from it (Texts of Terror, 25). The narrative structures highlighted by these 

scholars help to illustrate the point that the rape of Tamar is structurally central to the narrative of 2 Sam 13 in a way 

that the rape of Dinah is not in the story of Gen 34.  

 
3 While most scholars have assumed that Dinah was raped, there is considerable recent debate about this 

point, much of it prompted by the study of Lyn Bechtel, “What If Dinah Is Not Raped? (Genesis 34),” JSOT 62 

(1994): 19–36. Bechtel concludes, “Throughout the text there is no indication that Dinah is raped” (31); the 

condemnatory aspect of her relationship with Shechem, at least according to her brothers, is rather that it crosses 

group boundaries (32–33). While some of Bechtel’s conclusions can be countered (see Blyth, The Narrative of Rape 

in Genesis 34, 59–63, 69–70; Scholz, Rape Plots, 111–12), it is true that the word ענה in the Piel, which in the 

context of Gen 34:2 is usually understood to indicate rape, is used in the Bible with a much wider range of meaning 

than the word “rape” has in contemporary English, even when it concerns sexual misdeeds (cf. Gen 31:50; Deut 

21:14, 22:24); see Ellen van Wolde, “Does ‘INNÂ Denote Rape? A Semantic Analysis of a Controversial Word,” VT 

52.4 (2002): 528–54; Angela B. Wagner, “Considerations on the Politico-Juridical Proceedings of Genesis 34,” 

JSOT 38.2 (2013): 145–61; Bader, Sexual Violation, 35–37; Bechtel, “What If Dinah Is Not Raped?” 25–27; John 

Van Seters, “The Silence of Dinah (Genesis 34),” in Jacob: Commentaire à plusieurs voix de / Ein mehrstimmiger 

Kommentar zu / A Plural Commentary of Gen 25–36: Mélanges offerts à Albert de Pury (ed. Jean-Daniel Macchi 

and Thomas Römer; MdB 44; Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2001), 242. Joseph Fleishman maintains that Shechem’s 

action was not rape, but abduction for the purpose of marriage (“Shechem and Dinah—in the Light of Non-Biblical 

and Biblical Sources,” ZAW 116 [2004]: 12–32). For an extensive and convincing argument that rape is depicted in 

Gen 34, see Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34, 38–92; also Yael Shemesh, “Rape Is Rape Is Rape: The 

Story of Dinah and Shechem,” ZAW 119 (2007): 2–21. 
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the circumstances preceding the rape of Tamar and the rape of Dinah vary greatly, the language 

used to describe the violations is remarkably similar.  

נֶהָ  עַּ י   ויקח אתה וישכב אֹתָהּ וַּ

And he took her and lay with her and violated her. (Gen 34:2b) 

נֶהָ וישכב אֹתָהּ עַּ י   ויחזק ממנה וַּ

And he overpowered her and violated her and lay with her. (2 Sam 13:14b) 

 

 

The consecutive use of the verbs שכב and ענה (Piel) is unique to these texts,4 and the reversal in  

  

                                                             
The issue of consent, central to modern definitions of rape, is not the focus of Gen 34:2. As Van Seters notes, 

“From the point of view of the narrator and his society her consent or lack of it is not germane to the series of events 

that follow” (“The Silence of Dinah,” 242–43); see also the discussion of modern and ancient conceptions of rape in 

Schulte, The Absence of God, 10–23. The phrase “and he violated her” (ויענה) should thus be understood somewhat 

differently from the phrase “and he raped her” would be understood in modern English. Gerhard von Rad explains 

that the word ענה (Piel) in contexts like this one “indicates the moral and social degrading and debasing by which a 

girl loses the expectancy of a fully valid marriage” (Genesis: A Commentary [rev. ed.; OTL; Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1972], 331). After a thoughtful analysis of the term, Eve Feinstein concludes, “Since the basic 

meaning of the verb is ‘humble, afflict, oppress, or violate,’ we may surmise that the biblical authors regarded the 

sexual acts thus described as a form of harsh or degrading treatment” (Sexual Pollution in the Hebrew Bible 

[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014], 71). See also the range of possible connotations of the word ענה in Gen 

34:2 listed by Yitzhaq Feder, “The Defilement of Dina: Uncontrolled Passions, Textual Violence, and the Search for 

Moral Foundations,” BibInt 24 (2016): 283–84. Although biblical narratives dealing with rape betray a concern for a 

victim’s physical and emotional wellbeing, these things are not the basis for the biblical laws dealing with rape, 

which have more do with the unauthorized nature of the sexual activity (see Schulte, The Absence of God, 11). 

With regard to the language used about the Dinah incident, it is clear that the narrative depicts Dinah being 

violated (even if the issue of consent is not resolvable), and textual evidence points to a violation by force (I agree 

with Blyth, who argues that the phrase ויקח אתה in v. 2 suggests a forceful taking and cannot refer to taking in 

marriage [The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34, 56–63]; cf. Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 35–41). Therefore, 

although I will not translate ויענה as “and he raped her,” I will follow the scholarly consensus in using the language 

of rape to describe what happened to Dinah. The same issue cannot be debated in the case of Amnon and Tamar, as 

the context makes clear that Amnon had sex with Tamar against her will; this example of sexual violation therefore 

fits both biblical and modern conceptions of rape.  

 
4 The only other places these two words are used to describe the same act are found in the law about a man 

who has sex with a betrothed virgin in Deut 22:23–24 and, perhaps more significantly, in the law about the rape of 

an unbetrothed virgin in Deut 22:29: “Then the man who lay with her (השכֹב עמה) will give the father of the young 

woman fifty shekels of silver and she will be his wife, because he has violated her (ּנָה  He is not able to divorce .(עִּ

her (שלחה) all his days.” The relationship between the narratives of Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13 and these legal texts will 

be discussed below.   
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the order of the verbs may be a signal that one passage is alluding to the other,5 although in the 

absence of evidence about which word order is more natural or expected the direction of 

influence is not clear.6  

Another similarity often noted by commentators is the appearance of the word ּאֹתָה as the 

object of the verb שכב. The particle את here is pointed as an accusative rather than as a 

preposition (ּתָה  transitive and marking the violated woman as the object שכב making the verb ,(אִּ

of the verb. Sternberg argues (in his discussion of Gen 34:2) that this construction “reduces the 

victim to a mere object and thus exceeds the properly intransitive construction ‘lay with.’”7 The 

problem with this argument is that the Masoretes never pointed a suffixed את following the verb 

 ;as a preposition, only as an object (the only examples are found in Gen 34:2; Lev 15:18, 24 שכב

                                                             
5 Zakovitch, “Assimilation,” 190. Zakovitch believes that Gen 34 was composed under the influence of 2 Sam 

13. His model for the composition of Gen 34 will be discussed below.  

 
6 Against those who see significance in the different order of the verbs in Gen 34:2 and 2 Sam 13:12, 

Feinstein argues that “the basic meaning of the two clauses is the same,” given the fact that “sequential verbs in this 

form (wayyaqtul) can also express simultaneous action or explain one action by means of another” (Sexual 

Pollution, 74). 

 
7 Poetics, 446. In his essay “A ‘Balanced’ Reading of the Rape of Dinah: Some Exegetical and 

Methodological Observations,” Paul Noble “refines” Sternberg’s argument by evaluating the different nuances 

carried by the expressions שכב את and שכב עם; he concludes that whereas שכב עם is an “evaluatively neutral 

expression,” שכב את “is used only of acts that are in some way irregular” (BibInt 4.2 [1996]: 178). Noble seems to 

assume here that in all instances of the phrase את ,שכב את is the accusative marker rather than the preposition 

“with.” While there is no distinction between the two when they do not include a suffix, most commentators (and the 

Septuagint) assume that שכב את means “to lie with,” given the intransitive nature of שכב in the Qal stem (compare 

the transitive use of the verb in the Hiphil in 2 Sam 2:8; 1 Kgs 3:20, 17:19; 2 Kgs 4:21; Hos 2:20; Job 38:37; 2 

Chron 16:14). Nevertheless, it does seem to be the case, as Noble argues, that the phrase שכב את used in a sexual 

context does describe acts that would be deemed negative. Feinstein shows, however, that שכב את is used 

sometimes to refer to coercive sex, other times to sex that is illicit but not coercive, and still other times to sex that is 

ritually polluting but not illicit (Sexual Pollution, 68, 222 n. 155; see also Blyth, Rape in Genesis 34, 52–56). This 

indicates that the designation “negative” is not very meaningful to describe the contexts in which שכב את is used, 

and that שכב את probably cannot be distinguished semantically from שכב עם. 
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Num 5:13, 19; 2 Sam 13:14; and Ezek 23:8).8 Since this list includes instances of a man sleeping 

with his wife (Lev 15:18, 24) and adultery willfully committed by a woman (Num 5:13, 19; Ezek 

23:8), it cannot be argued that Gen 34:2 and 2 Sam 13:14 use the phrase ּוישכב אֹתָה to describe a 

more violent sexual encounter than would be indicated by the phrase ּתָה  All that can be .וישכב אִּ

concluded is that Gen 34:2 and 2 Sam 13:14 contain uniquely similar expressions, with the order 

of the phrases reversed ( נֶהָ וישכב אֹתָ  עַּ י  הּ וַּ נֶהָ וישכב אֹתָהּ , עַּ י    .to describe a sexual act ,(וַּ

 In both stories, the rapist has a change of heart that immediately follows the rape. The 

details of the story are mirror images of each other. Amnon’s initial inclination toward Tamar is 

one of love (ויאהבה, v. 1; את תמר אחות אבשלם אחי אני אהב, v. 4), but after he rapes her this love 

becomes hate, described in strong language: “Then Amnon hated her with a very great hatred, so 

that greater was the hatred with which he hated her than the love with which he had loved her 

 ,Shechem .(v. 15) ”(וישנאה אמנון שנאה גדולה מאד כי גדולה השנאה אשר שנאה מאהבה אשר אהבה)

on the other hand, begins to love Dinah after he has violated her: “And his soul clung to Dinah 

the daughter of Jacob, and he loved the young woman ( ָויאהב את הנער), and he spoke to the heart 

of the young woman” (v. 3). If there is a deliberate reversal here, it could be argued that 2 

                                                             
8 There may have been a shift in the development of the word שכב, so that it was eventually understood to be 

transitive. Gesenius explains, “Many verbs originally intransitive . . . may be used also as transitives, in consequence 

of a certain modification of their original meaning, which has gradually become established by usage” (GKC §117u; 

he cites שכב here as an example of this phenomenon). McCarter rejects this explanation because it “would not 

explain why in some passages forms of šākab are treated this way and not in others” (II Samuel, 317). He proposes 

instead that in these texts “a transitive verb deemed obscene by the scribes” was replaced with שכב, while “the 

accusative particle has been preserved in the Masoretic tradition as a vestigial clue to the original reading” (ibid.; cf. 

Freedman, “Dinah and Shechem,” 53–54). McCarter does not appear to realize that there are no examples of את 

pointed as a preposition following שכב, however, making his argument against Gesenius’s explanation weaker. 
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Samuel 13 influenced Genesis 34, as Amnon’s progression from love (or desire) to hate appears 

more typical than Shechem’s post-abuse infatuation.9 

The behavior of Amnon and Shechem toward their victims is mirrored in other ways as 

well. In contrast to Shechem, who “speaks to the heart” of Dinah (v. 3), Amnon says only, “Get 

up! Go! (קומי לכי)” (v. 15) to Tamar. When she protests, Amnon refuses to listen to her, ordering 

her thrown out and locking the door after her (vv. 16–17). Shechem does not send Dinah away at 

all, although this only becomes unambiguous when her brothers attack the town and take her 

away (ויקחו את דינה מבית שכם ויצאו; v. 26).10 Another reversal involves the question of marriage, 

which in 2 Samuel 13 comes up before the rape, in Tamar’s plea to Amnon: “Now, speak to the 

king, for he will not withhold me from you” (v. 13). Amnon will not listen to Tamar’s 

suggestion, however; he responds by raping her and then sending her away (vv. 15–17). In 

Dinah’s case, the prospect of marriage is brought up by Shechem after the rape, and, in contrast 

to Amnon, Shechem does bring up the topic of marriage with his father: “Shechem spoke to 

Hamor his father, saying, ‘Take for me this girl as a wife’” (v. 4). 

Both stories use the word “disgrace” (חרפה) in the context of the proposed marriage, and 

again there is a reversal involved. Tamar precedes her suggestion of marriage with the plea, 

“And I—where could I bring my disgrace? (ואני אנה אוליך את חתפתי)” (v. 13). Tamar’s argument 

is that if Amnon violates her rather than marrying her, she will not be able to rid herself of the 

                                                             
9 Bechtel comments, “Sociological studies reveal that rapists feel hostility and hatred toward their victims, not 

love” (“What If Dinah Is Not Raped?”, 29). Blyth cautions, however, against relying on a “stereotyped profile of the 

‘typical rapist’” (The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34, 196), and notes that rapists behave in a wide variety of ways 

following rape (200–201). See also Shemesh, “Rape Is Rape,” 4–9.  

 
10 See Sternberg, Poetics, 467–68. 
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shame of this violation. In the Dinah story, on the other hand, the proposed marriage itself is 

what is portrayed as disgraceful. Dinah’s brothers tell Shechem and Hamor, “We cannot do this 

thing, to give our sister to a man who has a foreskin, for that would be a disgrace (הרפה) to us” 

(v. 14). In Tamar’s case, the shame involves the prospect of not getting married, whereas for 

Dinah’s brothers, it is marriage to her rapist that would be the disgrace.11 It is notable that the 

word חרפה occurs only one other time in Genesis (30:23) and nowhere in 2 Samuel outside of 

the Tamar story.12  

The reactions to the rape include anger and silence in both narratives; the language used 

is similar in both cases, but the characters who express these reactions vary. In the case of 

Tamar, both her brother Absalom and her father David express, in various ways, anger and 

silence. When Absalom meets the mourning Tamar, he tells her to keep silent (החרישי; v. 20), 

and he will not speak to Amnon because he hates him ( ולא דבר אבשלום עם אמנון למרע ועד טוב כי

והמלך דוד ) v. 22). David hears about what happened and is angry as well ;אבשלום את אמנון שנא

                                                             
11 Of course, the brothers are speaking deceitfully here in an attempt to trick the Hivites (v. 13), but the idea 

that marriage to an uncircumcised foreigner would be a disgrace remains in force in the narrative. See Alexander 

Rofé, “The Defilement of Virgins in Biblical Law and the Case of Dinah (Genesis 34),” Bib 86.3 (2005): 369–75. 

Indeed, the motif of circumcision is used, according to Feder, to show that even circumcision is not enough to 

“convert” the Hivites: “The would-be act of conversion is employed by the author to make a diametrically opposed 

statement: there can be no assimilation with the ‘Canaanites’” (“The Defilement of Dina,” 293).  

 
12 The word occurs three times in 1 Samuel (11:2, 17:26, 25:39). In 1 Sam 25:39, David says, “Blessed be 

Yhwh, who has pleaded the cause of my reproach at the hand of Nabal (רב את ריב חרפתי מיד נבל).” It is notable that 

in 2 Sam 13:13, Tamar says, “Where would I bring my disgrace (חרפתי)—and you would be like one of the fools 

 in Israel.” This is further evidence of the relationship between 1 Sam 25 and 2 Sam 13, as discussed in (הנבלים)

Chapter Two.  
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 v. 21), but apparently does not take any action.13 After ;שמע את כל הדברים האלה ויחר לו מאד

Dinah is raped, her father is silent and inactive (like David), and her brothers are angry (like 

David and Absalom): “Now Jacob heard (שמע) that he had defiled his daughter Dinah, but his 

sons were with his livestock in the field, so Jacob kept silent (והחרש) until they came” (v. 5);14 

“The sons of Jacob had come from the field as soon as they heard (כשמעם), and the men were 

grieved and very angry (ויחר להם מאד)” (v. 7a). When the stories are read side-by-side, Jacob is 

the most passive character: he is inactive, like David, but unlike David he is not even described 

as being angry; he is also silent, choosing deliberately to adopt the stance that Tamar is 

commanded to take.  

The characters’ anger in both stories is based on a similar idea that a despicable act has 

taken place. This act is condemned in both cases (before it happens, in the case of Tamar, and 

after it takes place, in the case of Dinah) in conspicuously similar terms.  

 ויחר להם מאד כי נבלה עשה בישראל לשכב את בת יעקב וכן לא יעשה

And they were very angry, for an outrageous thing he had done in Israel by lying with the 

daughter of Jacob, and such a thing is not done. (Gen 34:7) 

                                                             
13 This is implicit in the MT but more explicit in the LXX, which adds “but he did not vex the spirit of Amnon 

his son, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn” (καὶ οὐκ ἐλύπησεν τὸ πνεῦμα Αμνων τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ ὅτι 

ἠγάπα αὐτόν ὅτι πρωτότοκος αὐτοῦ ἦν) at the end of v. 21 (cf. NRSV). Although most of the text must be restored, 

4QSama seems to have contained the longer text as well. McCarter argues that the additional text was lost due to 

haplography and reconstructs the Hebrew as ולא עצב את רוח אמנון בנו כי אהבו כי בכורו הוא, making reference to 1 

Kgs 1:6 (II Samuel, 318–19). While haplographic loss is certainly possible here (due to the scribe skipping from ולא 

in the reconstructed text to ולא in v. 22, as McCarter explains), it is just as plausible that the plus is a secondary 

addition made to explain David’s actions on analogy with his treatment of Adonijah in 1 Kgs 1:6 (cf. Alter, The 

David Story, 271). This text will be discussed further in Chapter Four.  

 
14 While חרש is not an uncommon word in the Bible, it is used with the meaning “to be silent” only one other 

time in Genesis (24:21) and four times in the books of Samuel outside of 2 Sam 13:20 (1 Sam 7:8, 10:27, 23:9; 2 

Sam 19:11).  
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את הנבלה הזאתאל אחי אל תענני כי לא יעשה כן בישראל אל תעשה   

 

“No, my brother, do not violate me, for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do this 

outrageous thing!” (2 Sam 13:12) 

 

 

 

The occurrence of the phrase “such a thing is not done” (וכן לא יֵעָשֶה/לא יֵעָשֶה כן) together with 

the word נבלה (“an outrageous thing”)15 is unique to these two passages, although similar 

language can be found elsewhere.16 Claus Westermann argues that the phrase  כי לא יעשה כן

 whereas ,אל תענני in 2 Sam 13:12 is “stylistically well-joined” to the preceding phrase בישראל

 in Gen 34:7 “is a grammatically clumsy addition” that has “the effect of a fixed וכן לא יעשה

                                                             
15 Anthony Phillips argues that the word נבלה “is reserved for extreme acts of disorder or unruliness which 

themselves result in a dangerous breakdown in order, and the end of an existing relationship.” He believes that the 

term “can best be rendered as ‘an act of crass disorder or unruliness’ or ‘acting in an utterly disorderly or unruly 

fashion’” (“NEBALAH: A Term for Serious Disorderly or Unruly Conduct,” VT 25.2 [1975]: 238).  

 
16 The phrase “such a thing is not done” (לא יֵעָשֶה כן) is found in Gen 29:26. The idiom עשה נבלה בישראל 

appears in Deut 22:21; Josh 7:15; Judg 20:6, 10; and Jer 29:23. The story of the Levite and his concubine in Judges 

19–20 contains the highest concentration of similar language in the Bible, including phrases that are nearly identical 

to Tamar’s: י. . . אל תעשו את הנבלה הזאת חַּ ל אַּ לא תעשו דבר ) Similar language is found in Judges 19:24 .(19:23) אַּ

 On the connections between .(ככל הנבלה אשר עשה בישראל) 20:10 ,(כי עשו זמה ונבלה בישראל) 20:6 ,(הנבלה הזאת

Judg 19–21 and 2 Sam 13, see Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist, 136–38. Yamada lists other examples of verbal 

overlap in Gen 34, Judg 19, and 2 Sam 13 and identifies the pattern “rape → excessive male violence → social 

fragmentation” in each of them. He does not discuss the possible genetic relationships among the texts, but rather 

treats them as related due to their “family resemblance” to each other (Configurations of Rape, 1–8). It is notable 

that the “social fragmentation” highlighted by Yamada narrows in scope with each incident when the narratives are 

read in their canonical order: Gen 34 describes a situation of inter-ethnic conflict (along with an intra-familial 

conflict); Judg 19 results in an intra-Israelite war among tribes; and in 2 Sam 13 the rapist, his victim, and his 

avenger are all members of the same family (the national consequences of the events of the story become evident in 

the following chapters, however). An account of the relationship of Judg 19 with Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13 is beyond the 

scope of this study, but given the extensive verbal and thematic parallels among these texts, direct textual influence 

is likely. 
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formula here.”17 He argues that the language in Gen 34:7 is an addition to the narrative 

influenced by 2 Samuel 13.18 Both texts depart somewhat from the usual construction of the 

phrase “do an outrage in Israel (עשה נבלה בישראל),” where the verb typically occurs first (cf. 

Deut 22:21, Josh 7:15, Judg 20:6, Jer 29:23). Genesis 34:7 has the order of the verb and the 

object reversed (נבלה עשה בישראל),19 and 2 Sam 13:12 has “in Israel” and “do an outrageous 

thing” (in this case אל תעשה הנבלה הזאת) in different clauses.20 A final point often noted by 

commentators is that the use of the phrase נבלה עשה בישראל in Gen 34:7 is anachronistic, which 

may indicate its secondary character.21 In the end it is difficult to propose a straight line of 

influence from 2 Sam 13:12 to Gen 34:7 or the other way around; despite their notably similar 

language, they may both be drawing on other biblical texts or on commonly known phrases.  

                                                             
17 Claus Westermann, Genesis: A Commentary, vol. 2, Genesis 12–36, trans. John J. Scullion (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1985), 538. 

 
18 Ibid., 539. See also Zakovitch, who claims that Gen 34:7 is an “allusion [to 2 Sam 13:12] with inversion of 

word order” (“Assimilation,” 190).  

 
19 The same order occurs in Judg 20:10: ככל הנבלה אשר עשה בישראל. 

 
20 The language of the latter phrase is very close to Judg 19:23, as noted above.  

 
21 Zakovitch writes, “The anachronism ‘he had committed what the Israelites hold to be an outrage, an 

intolerable thing’ . . . presupposes the existence of the people of Israel in a story dealing with Jacob and his 

children” (“Assimilation,” 186). Westermann adds, “This is not only an anachronism; the sentence is out of place 

here because the perpetrator (‘he committed’) is not an Israelite, as in other passages” (Genesis 12–36, 538). Yairah 

Amit describes this as “a calculated anachronistic sentence . . . which characterizes a national situation, taking what 

has been told outside of the limited family network” (Hidden Polemics in Biblical Narrative, trans. Jonathan 

Chipman [BibInt 25; Leiden: Brill, 2000], 195; cf. 203). Eduard Nielsen argues that what appears anachronistic to 

modern readers would not have been problematic for the author, who simply “wanted to state that the act committed 

by Shechem was an un-Israelite one, and for this he used a traditional phrase” (Shechem: A Traditio-Historical 

Investigation [Copenhagen: G. E. C. Gad, 1959], 249). 
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A significant plot parallel is found in the fact that in both narratives the rape of the 

woman is avenged by her brother or brothers, who kill the rapist. As Bazak notes, both Amnon 

and Shechem are exploited in a moment of weakness.22 The general outlines of the revenge are 

thus similar, while the actual circumstances are very different in each case. Tamar’s rape is not 

avenged until two years later (v. 23), when her brother Absalom arranges for Amnon to be 

ambushed during a sheep-shearing festival, while “Amnon’s heart is merry with wine ( כטוב לב

 The rape of Dinah is avenged after her brothers convince Hamor and .(v. 28) ”(אמנון ביין

Shechem, along with all their male subjects,23 to be circumcised as a prerequisite for 

intermarriage with their women, including Dinah (vv. 13–16). While the men were still in pain 

 It is .(v. 25 ;ויבאו על העיר בטח) ”Simeon and Levi “came upon the city securely ,(בהיותם כאבים)

ambiguous whether בטח modifies Simeon and Levi, meaning they “came upon the city boldly,”24 

or the city, which would mean “they came upon the city while it felt secure.”25 Either way, it is 

clear that the inhabitants of the city do not know what is coming and are in a vulnerable position, 

                                                             
22 Bazak, 163 ,מקבילות נפגשות; see also Zakovitch, “Assimilation,” 189. 

 
23 Verse 24 specifies that “every male was circumcised, all who went out of the gate of his city ( וימלו כל זכר

 This “going out” probably refers to going to war; thus, the males circumcised were those old ”.(כל יצאי שער עירו

enough to fight in battle (see Sarna, Genesis, 237; E. A. Speiser, Genesis [AB 1; New York: Doubleday, 1964], 

265).  

 
24 This is the King James Version translation, and Westermann translates similarly: “Simeon and Levi, 

Dinah’s brothers, each took his sword, boldly entered the city…” and comments that “בטח refers to Simeon and 

Levi, not to the city” (Genesis 12–36, 533–34). See also Speiser, Genesis, 265. 

 
25 This translation is from the ESV. The NRSV also has בטח refer to the city: “Simeon and Levi…came 

against the city unawares” (cf. also NASB, TNIV). Von Rad has the same translation, but notes, “The word 

‘unawares,” betah, can be referred syntactically to the city and its state of indifference. Perhaps it is better, however, 

to refer it to the brothers’ unhindered entrance into the city, which was unwalled, like all cities of that time, and 

undefended” (Genesis, 334).  
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just as Amnon is apparently unaware of the threat from Absalom as he celebrates at the festival. 

After they sneak into the city, Simeon and Levi kill every male (ויהרגו כל זכר; v. 25), including 

Hamor and Shechem, and they take Dinah back (v. 26). Then the rest of Jacob’s sons plunder the 

city (vv. 27–29).26 

In Genesis 34, then, the entire city suffers from association with Shechem. Indeed, the sin 

of defiling Dinah that was attributed to Shechem in v. 13 (אשר טמא את דינה אחתם) is attributed 

to the whole city in v. 27 (ויבזו העיר אשר טמאו אחותם). In 2 Samuel 13, only Amnon is killed for 

his sin, but initially the toll is thought to be greater. After Amnon is killed and the rest of his 

brothers flee, a report reaches David: “Absalom has struck down all the sons of the king, and not 

one of them is left (הכה אבשלום את כל בני המלך ולא נותר מהם אחד)” (v. 30). This turns out not to 

be true, and Jonadab attempts to reassure David by repeating the fact that only Amnon is dead 

;v. 32 ,אל יאמר אדני את כל הנערים בני מלך המיתו כי אמנון לבדו מת) אל ישם אדני המלך אל לבו דבר  

 v. 33). It is emphasized here that only Amnon has ,המלך מתו כי אם אמנון לבדו מת  לאמר כל בני 

been killed, and not others associated with him, while in Genesis 34 there is a detailed 

description of the killing of all the men and the plundering of the town.  

Whether the vengeance is exacted on many men or just one, both Absalom and Jacob’s 

sons act against the wishes of their father. Both get away with murder due to their father’s 

                                                             
26 In the final form of the narrative, the “sons of Jacob” mentioned in v. 27 must mean Jacob’s other sons 

besides Simeon and Levi, who are said to have gone away in v. 26. Scholars have long pointed to the abrupt change 

from Simeon and Levi to the sons of Jacob as evidence of different sources or a later addition to the narrative (this 

will be discussed further below). Speiser, on the other hand, notes that Hebrew “often expresses the sense of the 

‘other’ through mere juxtaposition” (Genesis, 265). See similarly Nielsen, Shechem, 256. 
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inaction and in both cases the father’s reaction is recorded after the act of vengeance. After 

Tamar is raped, David is angry but does not do anything, perhaps because of his love for Amnon 

as his firstborn (v. 21 LXX, cf. 4QSama).27 When Absalom invites “the king and his servants” to 

come to his sheep-shearing festival, David refuses, “lest we be burdensome to you ( ולא נכבד

 .v ;ולא אבה ללכת) 28 Even when Absalom urges him, David is not willing to go.(v. 25) ”(עליך

25).29 When Absalom changes tack and asks that Amnon come, David asks, “Why should he go 

with you?” (v. 26). But Absalom urges him again, and in the end David sends Amnon and all his 

sons with Absalom (v. 27). Although it is unclear how much David suspects Absalom’s 

intentions, his final acquiescence (and his own willful absence) allow Absalom’s plan to go 

forward. 

Jacob is also involved in the dialogue that leads to the slaughter of the Hivites, although 

his presence in the story is even more passive than David’s. Like David, he hears about the rape 

(v. 5), but no emotional reaction is mentioned. He keeps his peace until his sons return from the 

field (v. 5), and even after they return he does not say anything. Shechem addresses his plea that 

Dinah become his wife to Jacob and his sons (v. 11), but only “the sons of Jacob” answer 

Shechem, speaking deceitfully (v. 13) and outlining their demand that all their men must be 

                                                             
27 See n. 13 above.  

 
28 The word נכבד also appears in Gen 34, referring to Shechem’s honored status (והוא נכבד מכל בית אביו; v. 

19). Although it appears as a Qal imperfect verb in 2 Sam 13:25 and as a Niphal participle in Gen 34:19, the 

consonantal form is identical in both texts. 

 
29 David’s unwillingness to go with Absalom echoes Amnon’s unwillingness to listen to Tamar ( ולא אבה

 vv. 14, 16), and thus underscores his unwitting complicity in the events of the chapter. The irony is further ;לשמע

heightened when David gives his blessing to Absalom (ויברכהו; v. 25), whose next action is having his brother 

killed.  
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circumcised (vv. 15–17).30 Jacob’s sons even seem to take on the role of their father here, calling 

Dinah “our daughter” (בתנו; v. 17). Again, it is not clear how much the father suspects about his 

sons’ revenge plot. It seems likely, though, that like David, he should have known or does know 

that they are planning evil. Nevertheless, in his silence he lets his sons convince Shechem and 

Hamor to be circumcised.  

Despite their complacence regarding the events leading up to the murders, both David 

and Jacob are upset when they hear about them. David first hears a rumor that all of his sons 

have been killed (v. 30), and he tears his garments and lies on the ground (v. 31). When it turns 

out that only Amnon is dead, he nevertheless weeps bitterly ( ויבכו וגם המלך וכל עבדיו בכו בכי גדול

 31 In the.(v. 37 ;ויתאבל אל בנו כל הימים) v. 36) and mourns for his son Amnon day after day ;מאד

midst of David’s grief, the motive behind Absalom’s action is confirmed by his friend Jonadab: 

Amnon’s murder “was determined by Absalom from the day he violated his sister Tamar ( כי על

 Absalom flees to Geshur following the .(v. 32) ”(פי אבשלום היתה שומה מיום ענתו את תמר אחתו

murder and stays there for three years (v. 38). Despite David’s reluctance to let him return 

(14:13) and his refusal to see him when he is allowed to come back (14:24), when he finally does 

see Absalom, he kisses him (14:33) and does not rebuke him for his role in the death of Amnon.  

                                                             
30 Bader highlights the conspicuous nature of Jacob’s silence in vv. 8–17 by examining the structure of these 

verses. First, Shechem’s father Hamor speaks (vv. 8–10), then Shechem speaks (vv. 11–12), then the sons of Jacob 

speak (vv. 13–17). Bader concludes, “One would expect Jacob to complete this pattern, so that one father (Hamor) 

would begin the process, both sets of sons would speak in the middle, and the other father (Jacob) would conclude 

it” (Sexual Violation, 102). She comments also on the strangeness of the reference to Dinah as “the daughter of 

Jacob” in v. 19 despite Jacob’s lack of role in the marriage negotiations (102–3, 120–22); perhaps this designation 

serves to emphasize again the idea that Jacob should have been more involved in his daughter’s situation.  

 
31 The language is similar to Gen 37:34, where Jacob mourns Joseph for many days (ויתאבל על בנו ימים רבים). 

This point will be discussed in Chapter Four.  
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Jacob is likewise upset about his sons’ murderous actions, but for different reasons. The 

final scene in the narrative shows him rebuking Simeon and Levi: “You have made trouble for 

me by making me a stench among the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; 

my numbers are few, and if they gather against me and attack me, I will be destroyed—I and my 

house” (v. 30). Whereas David was grieved over the actual death of his son, Jacob is angry about 

the possibility of harm coming to him and his family as a result of his sons’ actions. In the face 

of Jacob’s anger, his sons counter his reproach by reminding him of the abuse suffered by Dinah: 

“Should he treat our sister like a prostitute? (הכזונה יעשה את אחותנו)” (v. 31). While Simeon and 

Levi’s defense of their actions is more forceful than Jonadab’s comment to David in 2 Sam 

13:32, both references to the rape of the sister function to justify her brother’s (or brothers’) 

vengeful murder of the perpetrator to the father who is distressed about the situation.  

When the stories of 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34 are considered in their wider narrative 

contexts, additional parallels can be observed. One of these is the way the narratives illustrate a 

kind of measure-for-measure punishment that meets both David and Jacob. In David’s case, the 

many parallels between the incident of his adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her husband 

Uriah (2 Samuel 11) and the events of 2 Samuel 13 illustrate the consequences of David’s sin. 

Fokkelman outlines some of these parallels by dividing the narrative of 2 Samuel 11–14 into 

corresponding scenes:  

In scene 3 [2 Sam 11:1–13], David commits a sexual crime; . . . his eyes make him the 

prey of his desire. The same applies to Amnon in scene 8 [13:1–22]. . . . In scene 4 // 9 

[11:14–27d and 13:23–38], a murder results from a sexual crime. It has been 

cunningly/shrewdly plotted and is executed by the servants of David/Absalom, not by the 

one is mainly responsible himself. The order to carry out the murder is taken up into the 

narrative in the form of direct speech. The encouragement in 13:28 (with hzq) before the 

murder finds its parallel in David’s encouragement of his servant Joab after the murder 

(hzq, 11:25). In scene 4, many others fall with Uriah due to the plan chosen; in scene 9, 

David receives the report that all the princes have been killed, which later proves to be 

inaccurate. Both the murder of Uriah and the murder of Amnon were planned outside 
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Jerusalem. Finally, Absalom’s onslaught on David’s first-born is the first and rapid 

fulfillment of the prophecy in scene 5 [11:27e–12:15] that the sword will no longer 

henceforth depart from the dynasty of David.32 

 

Amnon’s crime thus mirrors David’s, and there are aspects of it that are even worse: whereas the 

evidence of sexual violence is ambiguous regarding David’s encounter with Bathsheba, it is 

explicit in Amnon’s rape of Tamar; while David slept with a married woman, Amnon had sex 

with his own sister; finally, David married Bathsheba, but Amnon sent Tamar away.33 Another 

connection between David’s crime in chapter 11 and the beginning of his punishment in chapter 

13 has been noted by Polzin, who argues that Nathan’s comment that God gave Saul’s “women” 

into David’s bosom (2 Sam 12:8) is a reference to Saul’s daughters, rather than to his wives or 

concubines. This focus on daughters makes it clear, according to Polzin, “that the first way in 

which the divine punishment of David prophesied in verse 8 takes place in the narrative is not 

through Absalom’s taking of the king’s concubines in 2 Samuel 16, but rather through Amnon’s 

rape of his father’s daughter here in 2 Samuel 13.”34  

                                                             
32 King David, 124–25. His division of 2 Sam 11–14 into scenes is the following (p. 124):  

 Scene 3 (11:1–13)           //    Scene 8 (13:1–22) 

 Scene 4 (11:14–27d)       //    Scene 9 (13:23–38) 

 Scene 5 (11:27e–12:15)  //    Scene 10 (13:39–14:24) 

 Scene 6 (12:16–25)         //    Scene 11 (14:28–33) 

For more on the measure-for-measure aspect of Amnon’s crime in relation to David’s, see Bazak,  מקבילות

 .William H. Propp, “Kinship in 2 Samuel 13,” CBQ 55 (1993): 39–40 ;55–152 ,נפגשות

 
33 Mark Gray does not mention all of these details, but also believes that Amnon’s sin is worse than David’s; 

“Amnon: A Chip Off the Old Block? Rhetorical Strategy in 2 Sam 13.7–15: The Rape of Tamar and the Humiliation 

of the Poor,” JSOT 77 (1998): 39–54, see also Bazak, 159 ,מקבילות נפגשות. Of course, Amnon’s sin does not include 

murder, and in this respect his crime is less serious than his father’s. The measure-for-measure punishment of 

David’s adultery and murder is reflected in the actions of two of his sons in 2 Sam 13: Amnon’s rape of Tamar, and 

Absalom’s murder of Amnon (see Propp, “Kinship in 2 Samuel,” 40 n. 4).  

 
34 David and the Deuteronomist, 132. See also Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 110. 
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The many connections between the stories of 2 Samuel 11–12 and 2 Samuel 13, in 

addition to their adjacent position in the narrative, make the connection between David’s sin and 

Tamar’s rape unmistakable. The case for an illustration of measure-for-measure punishment in 

Genesis 34 is subtler, but it is pointed to by a conspicuous clue. This clue is the notice that the 

sons of Jacob spoke “deceitfully (במרמה)” to Hamor and Shechem. The only other occurrence of 

the word מרמה in Genesis comes in 27:35, when Isaac tells Esau, “Your brother came 

deceitfully, and he took your blessing (בא אחיך במרמה ויקח ברכתך).”35 It has been observed that 

Jacob receives a measure-for-measure punishment for his deceit when Laban switches Leah for 

Rachel on Jacob’s wedding night (Gen 29:23–26), but it can be argued that Jacob is dealt further 

recompense in Genesis 34 as well.36 Although the deceit that Jacob’s sons exhibit is directed 

toward the Hivites and not toward their own father, the fact that Jacob takes their actions as a 

personal affront is evident from his rebuke in verse 30. An additional detail that supports the 

reading of Genesis 34 as a measure-for-measure punishment of Jacob is the use of the word לקח 

                                                             
35 Outside of Gen 27:35 and 34:13, the word מרמה occurs with the prefixed preposition   ב only one other time 

in the Bible (Hos 12:1).  

 
36 Ernest Neufeld has the same interpretation (although he erroneously ascribes the deceitful negotiations only 

to Simeon and Levi): “It is quite obvious, of course, that in the deceitful behavior of Simeon and Levi, who led the 

discussions with Hamor and Shechem, the text once again hearkens back to Jacob’s own transgressions—his 

deceptions with respect to his brother, Esau, and his father, Isaac. Just as Laban, Bethuel’s son, deceives Jacob in 

substituting Leah for Rachel in the darkness of Jacob’s wedding night, two of his sons by Leah behave with ‘guile’ 

in connection with the proposed marriage of Dinah, their sister and Leah’s daughter! It is the theme of measure for 

measure that recurs throughout Jacob’s heavy-laden life” (“The Rape of Dinah,” JBQ 25.4 [1997]: 223). 

Zakovitch also recognizes the “like father, like son” aspect of the deception here: “Though Jacob has not 

entangled himself in any duplicitous acts since returning from Haran, his sons seem to have learned a chapter or two 

from him. In their deception of Hamor and Shechem, the brothers also pull the wool over the eyes of their father, 

who is ignorant of their scheme” (Jacob, 127).  
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in that narrative, which may respond to Jacob’s “taking” of the blessing in Gen 27:35. The word 

 functions as a Leitwort in Genesis 34, appearing nine times; in fact, it appears nine times in לקח

Genesis 27 as well.37 Finally, Jacob’s fear of the inhabitants of the land in Gen 34:30 is ironic in 

light of the blessing he took in chapter 27, which spoke of peoples and nations serving and 

bowing down to Jacob (v. 29). The above details speak to the fact that the violence carried out by 

the sons of Jacob is not only retribution against the Hivites, but also a rebellion against their 

father that corresponds in some ways to Jacob’s deceitful treatment of his father.38  

The measure-for-measure punishments illustrated in 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34 are not 

the only parallel between these narratives in terms of their functions within their larger narrative 

contexts, however. An additional link between the two stories is that they both show the 

downfall of sons who had been in line to inherit certain privileges.39 Zakovitch explains that the 

account of 2 Samuel 13 “is a link in the narrative of the succession to David’s throne, which 

presents the reasons why Amnon and Absalom (and later, in 1 Kings 1, Adonijah) did not 

succeed their father.”40 He argues that Genesis 34 was influenced by Jacob’s “blessing” of 

Simeon and Levi in Gen 49:5–7, and therefore, “The story of Genesis 34 in its present form thus 

                                                             
37 The only other chapter in Genesis with more occurrences of לקח (14 of them) is chapter 24, which is much 

longer than chapters 27 and 34.  

 
38 It is notable too that the issue of intermarriage comes to the forefront at the conclusion of Gen 27. There 

Rebecca loathes her life because of Esau’s Hittite wives, and says that if Jacob marries a Hittite woman, “what good 

will my life be to me?” (v. 46). The imperative to marry within the extended family then becomes an additional 

reason for Jacob to leave home (28:1–2), on top of the threat from Esau (27:43–45). The intermarriage texts (Gen 

27:46, 28:1–9) are traditionally ascribed to P (see Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible?, 248; Baden, Composition of the 

Pentateuch, 184). If Gen 34 is a late text, as I will argue below, it may be aware of the intermarriage material in Gen 

27.  

 
39 See especially Freedman, “Dinah and Shechem,” 57–61; also Friedman, The Hidden Book, 8; Carr, Reading 

the Fractures of Genesis, 304.  

 
40 Zakovitch, “Assimilation,” 191.  
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also contains an element which explains the transfer of the rights of the firstborn from Simeon to 

Levi to Judah.”41 Whether or not Jacob’s “blessing” of Simeon and Levi in Gen 49:5–7 

originally made reference to the events of Genesis 34, it is difficult not to read the two passages 

in light of each other in the final form of Genesis.42 Jacob condemns the actions of Simeon and 

Levi after they slaughter the Hivites (34:30), and his words in 49:5–7 confirm that they have lost 

any rights of the firstborn that may have transferred to them after Reuben’s sexual indiscretion 

(cf. Gen 35:22, 49:4). The account of the rape of Tamar likewise is the beginning of the 

explanation for why David’s eldest sons did not inherit his throne. Amnon, his oldest son, dies as 

result of his treatment of Tamar. Absalom’s banishment after the murder is the preface to his 

revolt against David, which ends in his death (2 Samuel 15–18).43 In both stories, then, the 

disqualification of Simeon, Levi, Amnon, and Absalom as elder heirs of their fathers comes 

about because of violence (either committed by them or against them). It is notable also that in 

Genesis 49 the rights of the firstborn pass to Jacob’s fourth son, Judah, who receives a promise 

of future leadership (v. 7). The beginning of the fulfillment of this promise is the kingship of 

                                                             
41 Ibid., 191–92. 

 
42 It is difficult to determine the relationship between Gen 34 and Gen 49:5–7 because the incidents described 

in each share similarities but do not completely align with each other. On the one hand, Simeon and Levi are 

condemned in Gen 49:6 for killing a man in their anger, and the narrative of Gen 34 is the only time in Genesis 

when these two brothers act together and kill someone (although, according to Gen 34:25, they kill every male, not 

just one man). On the other hand, Gen 34 does not describe the hamstringing of any animals, as Simeon and Levi are 

condemned for in 49:6 (וברצנם עקרו שור). Westermann comments, “A knowledge of ch. 34 [in its original form] may 

be presupposed by 49:5–7, but this is not necessary. In any case there is only a loose link between them which 

cannot be made more specific” (Genesis 12–36, 545).   

 
43 A. A. Anderson concurs that “the Amnon-Tamar story must be seen in the wider context of the struggle for 

succession and not simply as a matter of private concern” (2 Samuel [WBC 11; Dallas: Word, 1989), 172). He posits 

that Absalom was next in line for the throne after Amnon because David’s second-born son, Chileab (2 Sam 3:3) 

“may have died earlier” (172). Chileab is not mentioned outside of 2 Sam 3:3, so whether or not he is presumed 

dead, he plays no role in the Succession Narrative.  
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Judah’s descendant David, whose throne eventually is inherited by his son Solomon after the 

disqualification of three of his older brothers.  

The chart below outlines the points of connection between the narratives of 2 Samuel 13 

and Genesis 34.  

Parallel Element  Classification of 

Parallel 

David Story (2 Samuel 

13) 

Jacob Story (Genesis 

34) 

The story concerns the 

only named daughter of 

a prominent character44 

Characterization  David’s daughter is 

Tamar, who is 

Absalom’s full sister 

and Amnon’s half sister 

(v. 1) 

Jacob’s daughter is 

Dinah, who is the 

daughter of Leah and 

the full sister of Simeon 

and Levi (v. 1; cf. 

30:21, 46:15) 

The main male 

character is the son of a 

ruler   

Characterization  Absalom is the son of 

King David (2 Sam 3:3, 

13:1) 

Shechem is the son of 

Hamor, who is the ruler 

of the land (נשיא הארץ) 

(v. 2)45 

The man loves the 

woman  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon loves Tamar 

 before he (ויאחבה)

rapes her (v. 1; cf. v. 4) 

Shechem loves Dinah 

 after (ויאהב את הנערָ )

he rapes her (v. 3) 

Condemnation of the 

act that will be or has 

been done 

Similar language Tamar tells Amnon, 

“Such a thing is not 

done in Israel ( כי לא

 do not ;(יֵעָשֶה כן בישראל

do this disgraceful 

thing! ( אל תעשה את

 .v. 12; cf) ”(הנבלה הזאת

v. 13) before he rapes 

her  

Narratorial comment, 

“a disgraceful thing he 

had done in Israel ( כי

ראלנבלה עשה ביש ) . . . 

and such a thing is not 

done (וכן לא יֵעָשֶה)” (v. 

7) appears after the 

rape  

Prospect of marriage  Plot element  Tamar tells Amnon that 

their father will not 

refuse to let them be 

married (v. 13) 

Shechem asks his father 

to get Dinah for him as 

his wife (v. 4) 

“Disgrace” (חרפה) in 

the context of marriage 

discussion  

Similar language  Tamar asks Amnon, 

“Where would I bring 

my disgrace (חרפתי)?” 

(v. 13) and asks him to 

Dinah’s brothers tell 

Shechem and Hamor 

that they cannot let 

their sister marry an 

uncircumcised man 

                                                             
44 Zakovitch writes similarly, “Both stories deal with love directed toward the daughter of a Hebrew leader, 

the only daughter of each leader known by her name” (“Assimilation,” 189). 

 
45 In Gen 34:2, “the prince of the land” could be either Hamor or Shechem (שכם בן חמור החוי נשיא הארץ). If 

Hamor is the prince, then Shechem is the son of a ruler; if Shechem is the prince, his father is likely a ruler as well.  
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talk to the king about 

marrying her 

because “it would be a 

disgrace to us” ( חרפה

א לנו  (v. 14) (הוִּ

The man lies with the 

woman and violates her 

Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon lies with and 

violates Tamar ( ָנֶה עַּ י  וַּ

תָהּוישכב אֹ  ) (v. 14) 

Shechem violates and 

lies with Tamar ( וישכב

נֶהָ  עַּ י   (v. 2) (אֹתָהּ וַּ

Reaction of silence Plot element, similar 

language  

Absalom tells Tamar to 

keep silent (החרישי) (v. 

20) and he does not 

speak to Amnon (v. 

22); David’s silence is 

implicit (v. 21) 

Jacob keeps silent until 

his sons come back 

 (v. 5) (והחרש)

Reaction of anger  Plot element, similar 

language  

David hears about the 

rape and is angry 

והמלך דוד שמע . . . )

 ;(v. 21) (ויחר לו מאד

Absalom hates Amnon 

(v. 22)   

Jacob’s sons hear about 

the rape and are angry 

ובני יעקב באו מן השדה )

כשמעם . . . ויחר להם 

 (v. 7) (מאד

Father of the woman 

takes a passive role but 

allows the woman’s 

brother(s) to act  

Plot element  David allows Amnon to 

go to Absalom’s sheep-

shearing festival (v. 27) 

Jacob allows his sons to 

convince the 

Shechemites to be 

circumcised (vv. 11–

18) 

Rape is avenged by the 

woman’s full brother or 

brothers 

Plot element  Tamar’s full brother 

Absalom arranges for 

Amnon to be killed (vv. 

28–29) 

Dinah’s full brothers 

Simeon and Levi kill 

Shechem (vv. 25–26) 

Man is killed while he 

is vulnerable  

Plot element  Amnon is killed when 

“his heart is merry with 

wine” (v. 28) 

The Shechemites are 

killed when they are in 

pain from circumcision 

(v. 25) 

People associated with 

the offender are killed 

or thought to be killed 

Plot element A report reaches David 

that Absalom has killed 

all of his sons (v. 30) 

Simeon and Levi kill 

every male in Shechem 

(v. 25) 

Woman’s father is 

upset about the murder 

of the rapist  

Plot element  David mourns over 

Amnon’s death (vv. 

36–37) 

Jacob rebukes Simeon 

and Levi for making 

him odious to the 

inhabitants of the land 

(v. 30) 

Motive for the 

vengeance is repeated  

Plot element, structure  Jonadab tells David that 

Absalom has been 

planning to kill Amnon 

since the day he 

violated Tamar (v. 32) 

Simeon and Levi retort 

by saying, “Should he 

have treated our sister 

like a prostitute?” (v. 

31) 

Events constitute a 

measure-for-measure 

punishment of the 

father  

Theme David is punished for 

his adulterous affair 

and murder (2 Sam 11) 

by the violation of his 

Jacob’s deception of his 

father (Gen 27:35) is 

met with deception by 

his sons (34:13), which 
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daughter and the 

murder of his son 

he believes puts him in 

a vulnerable position 

(34:30) 

Violent incident leads 

to forfeiture of rights of 

firstborn  

Theme The right of the 

firstborn passes from 

Simeon and Levi 

because of their violent 

actions (v. 30, cf. Gen 

49:5–7) 

Amnon, David’s 

firstborn, dies as a 

result of his sexual 

violence (v. 32) 

 

The events of this 

chapter set the stage for 

Absalom’s rebellion, 

which results in his 

death (18:15) 

 

 The parallels between these two narratives exist on many levels: the broad plot outlines are 

similar, several minor plot details are analogous, and there are instances of shared vocabulary. 

The stories serve similar functions in the wider contexts of the book of Genesis and the 

Succession Narrative, as they help to explain the downfall of several elder sons. There appear to 

be meaningful reversals between the stories as well. In the Tamar narrative, several of the similar 

details—the man loving the woman, the condemnation of his (potential) behavior, and the 

discussion about marriage—occur before the rape, whereas in the Dinah narrative the same 

things occur after. Furthermore, Tamar is sent away after she has been violated, whereas Dinah is 

detained by Shechem. In Genesis 34, the whole town is punished for their association with 

Shechem, whereas in 2 Samuel 13 it is emphasized that only the rapist is killed, although initially 

it was thought that all of David’s sons had died.  

 The differences between the two narratives may provide clues about the significance of the 

parallels. Bazak, for example, points to the divergent actions of each man following the rape as 

the central point of difference in the stories.46 Whereas Shechem is willing to marry Dinah and 

                                                             
46 Bazak, 164 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 
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thus fulfill his responsibilities according to biblical law (cf. Deut 22:28–29), Amnon callously 

sends Tamar away. This shows, according to Bazak, that Amnon’s sin was much worse than 

Shechem’s; the latter attempted to atone for his sin, but Amnon “only added sin to transgression” 

by sending Tamar away.47  

While Bazak’s interpretation of the significance of these parallels seems sensible, it 

brings up additional questions. Was 2 Samuel 13 composed with Genesis 34 in mind (as Bazak 

implies), or is the direction of influence the other way around? Do both narratives rely on 

biblical laws about rape, as Bazak assumes, or are they unaware of these laws? Can these 

narratives be read as unitary compositions with clear messages, or do different sources or 

editorial layers betray differing ideologies? The question of the direction of influence between 

these two narratives and the related issues of the history of their composition and their 

dependence on other biblical texts must be addressed as part of the discussion about the 

significance of the parallels. I will first evaluate theories about the composition of the narratives 

(focusing on the more complicated text of Genesis 34) and the question of their influence on one 

another. This will be followed by a discussion of significant questions regarding the nature of 

Shechem’s and Amnon’s offenses and the narrative evaluation of the actions of Simeon and Levi 

and Absalom. Next, I will analyze the relationship of the two narratives with biblical laws 

concerning rape and marriage. Finally, I will draw conclusions regarding the function of the 

parallels between 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34. 

 

  

                                                             
 ,.ibid) ”שכם החל לפעול ברגישות שהיה בה כדי לכפר ולו במעט על מעשהו, בעוד שאמנון רק הוסיף חטא על פשע“ 47

165).   
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The Composition of 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34 

The story of 2 Samuel 13 has often been considered by scholars to be an integral part of the 

Succession Narrative, and thus a unified composition within a larger narrative unity.48 Even 

those who do not accept the existence of a unified Succession Narrative as traditionally defined 

do not typically challenge the compositional integrity of 2 Samuel 13.49 Treatments of 2 Samuel 

13 from a literary perspective also, predictably, approach the narrative as a unified 

composition.50 A very different case is presented by the narrative of Genesis 34. Several features 

of this text have been highlighted as evidence for the existence of more than one source or 

redactional layer; these include inconsistences in the narrative, grammatical inconcinnities, and 

vocabulary and ideas that are consistent with different traditional Pentateuchal sources.  

 The most commonly alleged inconsistencies in Genesis 34, often identified as instances of 

doublets, include the following: the two different issues at stake in the negotiations between the 

Shechemites and Jacob’s family, namely, Shechem’s proposed marriage to Dinah (vv. 8, 11–12, 

17, 19) and general intermarriage between the two groups (vv. 9–10, 15–16, 21–23); the shift 

from Hamor (vv. 8–10) to Shechem (vv. 11–12) as negotiator; and the different actions taken by 

                                                             
48 Against those who argue that the narrative of 2 Sam 13–14 constitutes an originally independent “Tamar 

novelle,” Rost demonstrates that this text is rather an inseparable introduction to the story of Absalom’s revolt that 

follows it (The Succession to the Throne of David, 83–84). Whybray outlines the evidence for consistency in the 

Succession Narrative (including 2 Sam 13) in terms of theme, structure, dialogue, characterization, and style (The 

Succession Narrative, 19–47).  

 
49 See Frolov, “Succession Narrative,” 85; McKenzie, “The So-Called Succession Narrative,” 123–35; Van 

Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David, 301–4. Kratz, however, sees the stories of Amnon and Absalom in 2 Sam 

13–14 as an independent unit that “has perhaps grown up gradually (13.1–22; 13.23–14:23, 33; 14.24–32)” 

(Composition, 175).  

 
50 Alter, The David Story, 265–74; Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible, 239–82; Charles Conroy, Absalom, 

Absalom! Narrative and Language in 2 Sam 13–20 (AnBib 81; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1978), 2–39; 

Fokkelman, King David, 99–125; Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist, 131–38; Ridout, “The Rape of Tamar,” 75–

84; additional bibliography in Trible, Texts of Terror, 93 n. 2. 
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Simeon and Levi (vv. 25–26, cf. vv. 30–31) and “the sons of Jacob” (vv. 27–29).51 The 

grammatical difficulties of verse 13 ( ויענו בני יעקב את שכם ואת חמור אביו במרמה וידברו אשר טמא

 which would be) וידברו cf. v. 27), including the awkward placement of the word ;את דינה אחתם

more natural preceding במרמה) and the ambiguity of the phrase אשר טמא (which might mean “to 

the one who defiled” or “because he defiled” and whose referent must be Shechem, although 

both Shechem and his father are the addressees of the deceitful speech), have also been cited as 

evidence of redactional additions to the story.52  

In addition to these apparent internal inconsistencies, commentators have noted the 

tensions between the story of Genesis 34 and the wider Jacob narrative. In the preceding account 

of Jacob’s meeting with Esau, for example, his children are depicted as young and vulnerable 

(33:13), whereas in chapter 34 Dinah is of marriageable age and his sons are adults as well.53 

Furthermore, while the narratives that precede and follow this one are centered on Jacob, in the 

                                                             
51 See Julius Wellhausen, Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der historischen Bücher des Alten Testaments 

(Berlin: Reimer, 1899), 45–46; Hermann Gunkel, Genesis (HKAT 1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1901), 

335–36; Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 535; Van Seters, “The Silence of Dinah,” 240; Rofé, “The Defilement of 

Virgins,” 370–71; Amit, Hidden Polemics, 191–92 n. 5. Gerhard von Rad adds to this list the point that “the 

acceptance by the Shechemites of the conditions is told twice” (Genesis, 330). He also notes, “The vestige of a 

second source is usually seen in the double statement of the rape in v. 2b” (ibid., 331).  

 
52 Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 534, 540, 543; Zakovitch, “Assimilation,” 186; Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 

220 nn. 141–42. Von Rad notes also the strangeness of the mention of deceit in this verse: “The statement that the 

brothers spoke ‘deceitfully’ is a surprising moral judgment, for most of the patriarchal narratives are extremely 

reticent in evaluating human words and deeds” (Genesis, 333).  

 
53 See Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 537; Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 252. Sarna reconciles this 

discrepancy by positing a period of time between Jacob’s settling in Shechem (33:18–20) and the events of chapter 

34 (Genesis, 233). In a footnote, he lays out the evidence for the ages of Jacob’s children using details from Gen 29–

33 and 37:2, concluding, “This allows for a ten-year interim between Jacob’s arrival in Shechem and his latest 

possible departure, sufficient time for Dinah to have become a mature young lady and her two brothers, grown men” 

(367). Von Rad, on the other hand, addresses the problem by concluding simply, “We know that one cannot expect 

biographical exactitude from such compositions of various traditional materials (Genesis, 331).  
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story of chapter 34 Jacob himself plays only a minor role, and his sons take center stage.54 The 

incident described in Genesis 34 appears to have few connections with the preceding story of 

Jacob and Esau’s reconciliation (Genesis 33) or the following material in Genesis 35 that 

concludes the Jacob cycle.55 Finally, as Amit points out, the characterization of Jacob’s family as 

a vulnerable minority set against a hostile majority is unusual, as “the stories of the patriarchs 

generally tend to celebrate the situation of the fathers of the nation and even to describe them as 

a people . . . By contrast, in our story the members of Jacob’s family, who are ‘few in number,’ 

are seen in contrast to all those who came out of the gate of Shechem.”56 

 Other tensions in the narrative have been identified on the basis of vocabulary and 

ideology. An apparently sympathetic attitude toward foreigners,57 as well as words and phrases 

that are found in other texts identified as J,58 has led to the conclusion that this chapter is part of J 

as well. But the narrative contains many examples of priestly vocabulary and style,59 and the idea 

                                                             
54 See Speiser, Genesis, 266.  

 
55 Michael Fishbane, “Composition and Structure in the Jacob Cycle (Gen. 25:19–35:22),” JJS 26 (1975): 24. 

Fishbane demonstrates, however, that although Genesis 34 is an “interlude” in the Jacob cycle, it is balanced by the 

corresponding “interlude” of chapter 26, and that both of these narratives “are subtlely [sic] integrated into the wider 

thematics of the Cycle by the employment of both theme and key-word” (24). 

 
56 Hidden Polemics, 204.  

 
57 Speiser writes, “The portrayal of Shechem and Hamor is certainly not lacking in sympathy. Such 

impartiality and forthrightness cannot be said to be typical of E, let alone P; but we have met it in J, especially in ch. 

xxvii” (Genesis, 267). 

 
58 Van Seters lists the following: ּּדבק + ב (v. 3), דבר על לב (v. 3), עצב in the Hithpael (v. 7), במרמה (v. 13), 

 in the Hiphil (v. 30), and the Canaanites and Perizzites referred to as inhabitants of the land (v. 30) (“The באש

Silence of Dinah,” 241). Freedman (following Richard Elliott Friedman) argues that both Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13 were 

written by the same author and are part of the same document, which they call Super J (“Dinah and Shechem,” 51).  

 
59 According to Abraham Kuenen, vocabulary characteristic of P includes נשיא (v. 2); טמא (vv. 5, 13, 27); אחז 

in the Niphal (v. 10); להמֹל לכם כל זכר (v. 15, cf. v. 22); נמלים (v. 22); שער עירו (v. 24; cf. Gen 23:10, 18); קנין ,בהמה, 

and מקנה together (v. 23); בזז (vv. 27, 29), על החללים (v. 27) (“Beiträge zur Hexateuchkritik: VI. Dina und Sichem 

(Gen. 34),” in Gesammelte Abhandlungen zur Biblischen Wissenschaft, trans. Karl Budde [Freiburg i. B.: Mohr, 

1894], 269–70; see also Rofé, “The Defilement of Virgins,” 373; Van Seters, “The Silence of Dinah,” 241–42; and 
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that Dinah was “defiled” (טמא) by a foreigner is characteristic of priestly ideology.60 Blum 

argues that 34:30 is part of a Deuteronomistic editorial layer.61 Commentators have also 

                                                             
Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 534. The style of v. 1 (“Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she bore to Jacob”) has 

also been identified as priestly, and the description of plundering in vv. 28–29 is close to Num 31:9–11, another P 

text (Van Seters, “The Silence of Dinah,” 242; Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 535, 537). Amit also lists 

characteristics of priestly style and ideology found in Genesis 34; she argues more specifically that the text in its 

final form can be attributed to “the Holiness School” (Hidden Polemics, 207–11).  

 
60 Rofé writes, “The term טמא with reference to illicit intercourse belongs positively to Priestly diction” (“The 

Defilement of Virgins,” 369). In other biblical texts, however, the term is only applied to married women, not to 

virgins (370). Rofé concludes therefore that “the idea of the defilement of Dinah owes its origin to the Jewish 

concept of impurity of the nations which became an accepted tenet at the beginning of the Second Commonwealth” 

(372). Feder concludes similarly, “This usage of pollution language displays close affinities to Ezra’s polemic 

against polluting the ‘holy seed’ through marriages with foreign wives (Ezra 9:2, 11–12) and anticipates the notion 

of Gentile impurity in Second Temple Literature” (“The Defilement of Dina,” 294). For more on the concept of 

Gentile impurity as it relates to intermarriage in late biblical texts, see Christine E. Hayes, Gentile Impurities and 

Jewish Identities: Intermarriage and Conversion from the Bible to the Talmud (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2002), 24–34. Hayes, however, considers Dinah’s defilement as resulting from the rape, not from contact with a 

foreigner (n. 50).   

Feinstein treats the issue of the defilement of Dinah at length (Sexual Pollution, 65–91), concluding that “the 

most satisfactory interpretation of the pollution language in Genesis 34 is as a description of the damaging effects of 

premarital sex on a female” (86). Part of her argument against Rofé and others who see the exogamous nature of the 

relationship as the main impetus for the defilement language is her early dating of the story (she reads the narrative 

as a unified whole and ascribes it to J, and follows the traditional understanding of J as the earliest of the traditional 

documentary sources of the Pentateuch), which leads her to doubt that the story knows the prohibition of 

intermarriage as expressed in Deut 7:3 and related texts (Sexual Pollution, 65, 83, 219 n. 135, 228 n. 243). If the 

story is not part of a 9th-century J document, however, and does contain allusions to Deut 7 (which I think it does; 

this will be discussed below), Feinstein’s arguments that exogamy cannot be the motive for the references to Dinah 

being defiled carry less weight. Her analysis of Gen 34:7b and 31b does present compelling evidence that a 

premarital sexual relationship is the main issue at stake, however (74–75). In the end, it may be the combination of 

extramarital (and probably forced) sex and Shechem’s status as a foreigner that leads to the description of Dinah as 

defiled, as Feinstein herself suggests: “And while adultery is frequently described as polluting, premarital sex is 

described as such only in Genesis 34, probably because aspects of the context (Shechem’s outsider status, which 

constituted an offense against the Israelite tribe) make his contamination of Dinah a particularly serious matter” 

(98).  

 
61 Erhard Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte (WMANT 57; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 

Verlag, 1984), 218, 222. 
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identified two examples of Late Biblical Hebrew in the text; namely, the words ילדה and the verb 

  62.(Niphal) אות

 The evidence of tensions and inconsistencies has generally led scholars to propose one of 

two models for the composition of this chapter. In one model, two independent sources were 

combined into one narrative. These are usually identified as an older story (sometimes called 

“the Shechem tradition” and often identified with J) that tells of Shechem’s desire to marry 

Dinah, and another narrative (the “Hamor tradition”) that concerns the corporate relations 

between the sons of Jacob and the Shechemites.63 The other model is supplementary; it posits a 

base narrative that, rather than being combined with an independent source, was augmented with 

                                                             
 ,occurs elsewhere only in Joel 4:3, Zech 8:5, and perhaps Dan 11:6, all late texts (see Westermann ילדה 62

Genesis 12–36, 534). Rofé notes that the masculine form ילד means “child” in Classical Biblical Hebrew, but can be 

used to mean “young man” in later texts (“The Defilement of Virgins,” 373). He suggests that the verb אות is late 

because it occurs very rarely in the Bible (outside of this chapter, only in 2 Kgs 12:9) but frequently in post-biblical 

literature (373).  

 
63 The identification of two sources in Gen 34 goes back to Wellhausen (Die Composition des Hexateuchs, 

46–48) and August Dillmann (Die Genesis [4th ed.; Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1882]: 365–69). Wellhausen saw the 

corporate narrative as the “main account” (Hauptbericht), into which the older family history was fragmentarily 

inserted (47). This fragmentary source is identified by Wellhausen as J; he does not identify the other source, 

arguing only that it is not P and probably not E (47). Dillmann’s reconstruction is similar to Wellhausen’s, but he 

identifies one source as P (he uses the letter A to designate this source) (365–69). For a comparison of Dillmann’s 

and Wellhausen’s reconstructions, see Kuenen, “Dina und Sichem,” 260. Similar reconstructions are found in 

Gunkel, Genesis, 336, 339–40 (he identifies the Shechem recension as J and the Hamor recension as E); and von 

Rad, Genesis, 330–35. Baden identifies J and E in Gen 34: in J, Shechem kidnaps Dinah and Simeon and Levi kill 

Shechem and Hamor to get her back; in E, Shechem wants to marry Dinah and her brothers slaughter the 

Shechemites while they are in pain from circumcision (Composition of the Pentateuch, 233). 

 Westermann’s reconstruction of the composition of Genesis 34 is similar to those outlined above but with an 

additional stage: “The older and shorter is a family narrative (A, called by many the Shechem tradition); into this has 

been built a tribal narrative (B, called the Hamor tradition); a later narrative has been formed from them, uniting the 

two (C)” (Genesis 12–36, 535). Westermann does not identify his “A” tradition with J, but he does note that the final 

stage (C) “is close to the language of P” (537).  
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various additions. Kuenen, Rofé, and Van Seters advance similar supplementary models in 

which the original narrative was expanded with material from a priestly perspective.64  

A different supplementary model is proposed by Zakovitch in his essay “Assimilation in 

Biblical Narratives”;65 his treatment deserves special mention here, as his reconstruction involves 

the influence of 2 Samuel 13 on Genesis 34. He argues that Genesis 34 shows signs of the 

phenomenon of assimilation, which happens “when a traditionist or editor increases the affinity 

of stories already similar in themselves by adding to one of them material borrowed from the 

parallel tradition or composed by him under the influence of the parallel tradition.”66 Zakovitch 

                                                             
64 Kuenen, “Dina und Sichem,” 255–76; Rofé, “The Defilement of Virgins,” 369–75; Van Seters, “The 

Silence of Dinah,” 239–47. Following the consensus at the time, Kuenen identified the “Shechem tradition” (he 

refers to this strand as “A”) as part of J (264–65). On the debated question of the origin of the remaining material, he 

argued, based on the vocabulary, style, and attitude toward circumcision in this material, that it is was added by a 

priestly author (a “Nachfolger” of P) in the postexilic era (274). A distinction between author and editor cannot be 

maintained at this level, according to Kuenen (275–76). 

Rofé consciously builds on Kuenen’s work, adding data from biblical law to show that the idea of Dinah’s 

“defilement” comes from a priestly, postexilic milieu (369–75; see n. 60 above). He does not identify the earlier 

version of the story with J; writing rather that it “belongs to the genre of clan-saga that extols the deeds of ancient 

clan leaders in the conquest of the land” (372). 

Van Seters does not make reference to Kuenen’s work, but his conclusion is similar: “the base text is a J story 

that has been expanded by P” (240). According to Van Seters, the major additions include vv. 9–10, 15–18, 20–24, 

27–29; minor additions are found in vv. 5, 13b, and 25b (240). He argues that “both J and P are concerned to express 

their views on relations between the descendants of Jacob and foreigners” (245), with the J account expressing a 

rather open view towards these relations, and the P account a more intolerant one (245–47). Van Seters also explores 

the intertextual relationship between the narrative of Gen 34 and biblical legal texts (242–46); this topic will be 

discussed below.   

Another advocate of the supplementary model is Noth, who argues that “a series of additions which are 

concerned with the conditions of a general connubium and which introduce the groom’s father Hamor as a go-

between” were added to the base narrative; see A History of Pentateuchal Traditions, trans. Bernhard Anderson; 

Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), 30. For a modification of Noth’s reconstruction, see Blum, Vätergeschichte, 214–

16.  

 
65 “Assimilation,” 176–96; cf. Jacob, 116–35. 

 
66 “Assimilation,” 176.  
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accepts the literary unity of much of the chapter,67 but identifies several points of inconsistency 

that he believes mark interpolations in the story.68 With these interpolations removed, Zakovitch 

argues, “this story tells of Shechem’s innocent attraction to Dinah and Jacob’s sons’ treacherous 

exploitation of the situation in order to plunder the city.”69 Several of the additional elements, 

including the rape itself (v. 2), the brothers’ anger (v. 7), and the comment that Shechem had 

committed an “outrage” (נבלה; v. 7) were added based on an analogy with the narrative of 2 

Samuel 13, according to Zakovitch.70 The addition of the these elements was prompted by the 

assumption on the part of an editor “that the brothers must have had a justifiable motive for their 

deceit and cruelty; what this motive was he inferred from the analogous story in 2 Samuel 13.”71  

While Zakovitch’s analysis highlights important features of the narrative, such as its 

similarities with 2 Samuel 13 and the grammatical and contextual awkwardness of verses 7 and 

                                                             
67 He writes, “In our view, the opponents of the documentary solution, especially Nielsen, by recognizing the 

narrator’s literary skill and psychological insight, have shown persuasively that many of the inconsistencies 

presumed by this solution are indeed artificial” (ibid., 186).   

 
68 These include the sequence of rape followed by love (vv. 2–3), the anachronism of the phrase “he had 

committed an outrage in Israel” (v. 7), the awkward phrasing of v. 13b and v. 27b, and the tension in vv. 25–31 

concerning the actions of the brothers (“Assimilation,” 186–87). Zakovitch identifies the following verses as the 

interpolations: 2b, 5, 7a2b, the end of 13a, 13b, 17, and parts of 25a, 26b, 27, 30, 31 (187).  

 
69 Ibid., 188. 

 
70 Ibid., 189–90. 

 
71 Ibid., 188. The similarities between 2 Sam 13 and Zakovitch’s reconstructed earlier version of Gen 34 

include the following: the narratives concern a prince who falls in love with the daughter of a Hebrew leader, the 

girl’s brother or brothers kill the man who fell in love with her, and the lovers are killed after they have placed their 

trust in the killers (189). Zakovitch also argues that Gen 49:5–7 led to the singling out of Simeon and Levi as 

perpetrators of the violence in the interpolated version of the narrative (189, 190–91). 

Van Seters also mentions the similarities between Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13, drawing attention to the “strong and 

remarkable contrast between them” (Amnon is not a foreigner but Tamar’s brother, and Tamar is given a voice, 

unlike Dinah) (“The Silence of Dinah,” 244–45). Van Seters does not make a judgement about the literary 

relationship of the two texts, but he notes that elsewhere in his work he argues that J is earlier than the Court 

History, making 2 Sam 13 later than the earlier form of Gen 34 (244 n. 10).   
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13, his reconstruction is ultimately unconvincing. The problems with these verses are not enough 

evidence to assume that the element of the rape is secondary.72 Furthermore, the connections he 

lists between 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34 are not unique for the most part,73 and not all of the 

texts he considers to be additions have parallels in 2 Samuel 13 (most importantly, the references 

to Dinah having been defiled in vv. 5, 13, and 27 have no counterpart in the story of Tamar).  

Zakovitch’s reconstruction is far from the only one that suffers from a lack of firm 

evidence. Several commentators have taken on the source-critical arguments about 

inconsistencies in the narrative and countered by defending the logic of the text in its final form 

and by pointing out problems with the reconstructed sources, and they make strong points about 

the difficulties of separating the narratives into independent sources or distinct layers.74 Scholars 

who employ a literary approach typically do not engage with diachronic arguments about the 

                                                             
72 Feder comments, “The view that the rape (or at least, degradation) described in v. 2b can be exorcised from 

the original layer of the story remains conjectural” (“The Defilement of Dina,” 301); he calls Zakovitch’s 

reconstruction “rather arbitrary” (286).  

 
73 While the closely related phrases וישכב אתה ויענה (Gen 34:2) and ויענה וישכב אתה (2 Sam 13:14) are unique 

to these two texts, the other verbal parallels listed by Zakovitch (the angry response of Dinah’s brothers in Gen 34:7 

and David’s anger in 2 Sam 13:21, and the “outrageous thing” of Gen 34:7 and 2 Sam 13:12, 13) are not unique.  

 
74 While not excluding the possibility that additions were made to the text over time, Nielsen doubts that “any 

scholar would ever succeed in discarding accurately the so-called later additions from the original tradition, in the 

mechanical way proposed by literary critics” (Shechem, 254). He defends the coherence of the narrative, noting for 

example the chiasms in vv. 8–16 (Hamor speaks, then Shechem; the brothers respond to Shechem’s request first, 

then Hamor’s) and vv. 18–23 (displaying again the pattern Hamor-Shechem-Shechem-Hamor) (252), and the 

repetition of words, which shows that “the underlying principle is undeniably that of ius talionis” (258). Regarding 

the awkwardness of v. 13b, Nielsen proposes that the phrase אשר טמא את דינה אחתם has been wrongly placed, and 

should appear immediately after במרמה, with וידברו at the end of the verse (252).  

Robin Parry, in “Source Criticism and Genesis 34” (TynBul 50.1 [2000]: 121–38), also argues for the 

coherence of the narrative, pointing out the dependence of v. 14 and vv. 15–17 on each other (they are traditionally 

ascribed to different sources) (128) and the fact that the massacre is missing in one source and has to be 

reconstructed (131–32). He also argues that the uneven style of vv. 4–12 and awkward phrasing of v. 13b and 27b 

are not as difficult as commentators have alleged (133–37).  

Feder remarks on the difficulty of reconstructing a version of the narrative without the rape or the mention of 

circumcision, and argues that neither of the hypothetical sources (the “Hamor” source and the “Shechem” source) 

can stand alone (“The Defilement of Dina,” 302).    
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composition of the text, but many have offered compelling readings of the text when understood 

as a coherent unity in its final form.75 The view that the story is essentially a unitary composition 

can be found even among source critics. Speiser, for example, argues, “The whole may be 

attributed to J with moderate confidence, beyond such minor blemishes as are to be expected in 

the transmission of very old tales.”76 

It is evident from the above discussion that while all commentators identify tensions and 

inconsistencies in the narrative of Genesis 34 to varying degrees,77 there is no consensus on the 

history of its composition or its historical setting.78 In my opinion, it is difficult to reconstruct the 

                                                             
75 Sternberg, Poetics, 445–81; Sarna, Genesis, 233–38; Scholz, Rape Plots, 129–69; Noble, “A ‘Balanced’ 

Reading,” 173–204. 

 
76 Speiser, Genesis, 267. Richard Elliott Friedman also attributes the entire chapter to J (Who Wrote the 

Bible?, 62, 248). Feinstein follows Speiser and Friedman, reading Gen 34 “as a unified whole” and attributing it to J 

(Sexual Pollution, 65, 219 n. 135). 

 
77 Even Parry admits that it is “peculiar” that v. 6 does not mention Shechem going with Hamor to speak with 

Jacob, because he appears on the scene in v. 11 (“Source Criticism and Genesis 34,” 129).  

 
78 Many of the earlier source-oriented critics tended to date some parts of the narrative, at least, quite early. 

Based on the depiction of Simeon and Levi in Gen 34 as “headstrong and vengeful,” compared with description of 

the weak territorial holdings of the tribes of Simeon and Levi elsewhere in the Bible, Speiser concludes, “Evidently, 

therefore, a pair of once vigorous tribes had suffered critical losses in their attempt to settle in Central Palestine, 

losses which they were never able to recoup. Standard tradition retained no memory of that remote event, except for 

the faint echo in the Testament of Jacob (xlix), where the blame is laid, significantly enough, on the two brother 

tribes themselves. The period in question should thus be dated before the Exodus, and very likely prior to Amarna 

times” (Genesis, 267). 

Von Rad also proposes an early date for the original story: “The narrative seems to go back to the time when 

Israelites tribes were not yet settled in Palestine but on their way thither in search of new pasture. Indeed, it must 

come from a time when the tribes of Simeon and Levi were still tenting in central Palestine, i.e., it pictures a 

historical situation which must be dated considerably before 1200 B.C., for after 1200 the “house of Joseph” 

(Ephraim and Manasseh) settled in central Palestine, while Simeon tented south in Judah and Levi no longer 

possessed a fixed territory” (Genesis, 334–35). 

Noth writes, “We may deduce, of course, that this story comes out of a definite historical situation, namely, 

the settlement of the tribes of Simeon and Levi in the central part of West Jordan, or at least their regular usage of 

summer pasture there” (Pentateuchal Traditions, 86).   

Westermann dates the earliest source (his “family narrative”) to the end of the patriarchal period, “when 

contact with sedentary peoples led to problems and caused tensions between fathers and sons”; the “tribal narrative” 

to “the period of the occupation of the land”; and the final form of the text to “a period when negotiations and 
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prehistory of this narrative without resorting to significant speculation. Those who rely on 

models that have two independent narratives (the Shechem tradition and the Hamor tradition) 

combined into one need to explain certain parts of the narrative as redactional and also are forced 

to make changes in wording in some parts and posit missing pieces in others.79 In supplementary 

models, it is difficult to determine the shape of the earliest story without resorting to circular 

arguments.80 The evidence for priestly elements in the narrative is convincing, although there 

appear to be multiple references to Deuteronomic texts as well. Examining the rhetorical 

messages of this narrative, and those of 2 Samuel 13 as well, will provide additional clues as to 

the historical context and possible authorship of these passages.  

 

  

                                                             
intermarriage with non-Israelites had again become a temptation; this points to the exile or thereabouts” (Genesis 12 

–36, 537).   

Assuming an early date for much of this material based on a hypothetical reconstruction of the history of the 

Simeon and Levi tribes is quite speculative. Those who focus their analysis on a comparison between Genesis 34 

and the language and ideology of other biblical texts, such as Amit, Hidden Polemics, 206–11; Rofé (“The 

Defilement of Virgins,” 369–75); and Van Seters, (“The Silence of Dinah,” 239–47), are on firmer ground 

(Westermann’s conclusion about the final redaction of the text is similar to theirs). The evidence points to at least 

part of the narrative coming from the exilic or post-exilic period, but it is difficult to identify exactly how much of 

the narrative comes from this time.  

A final suggestion that must be considered is Carr’s argument that Gen 34 in its final form is part of a Judean 

redaction of the Jacob-Joseph story that emphasized the ascendency of Judah and thus anticipated the Davidic 

dynasty (Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 252–53, 258; cf. Nielsen, Shechem, 254). This compositional layer also 

includes Gen 38, according to Carr (249–53). Carr’s reconstruction will be discussed further below and in the 

following chapter.  

 
79 See Blum, Vätergeschichte, 214 n. 19. For a list of words and phrases that are proposed to be redactional in 

a typical source-combination model, see Gunkel, Genesis, 339. 

 
80 The supplementary model is, however, more convincing than the documentary one. I concur with Feder that 

“if multiple layers are to be detected, the secondary layer(s) must be viewed as Fortschreibungen of the original 

story of Shechem and Dinah” (“The Defilement of Dina,” 302). Feder also acknowledges the difficulty in 

reconstructing the original story (305–7). 
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The Sin of Amnon and the Sin of Shechem 

Both 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 34 contain significant ambiguities regarding the central issue at 

stake in the sexual act and regarding how the characters’ actions are to be evaluated. In the case 

of 2 Samuel 13, the main questions involve whether rape or incest characterizes the sexual crime 

and whether Amnon and Tamar could plausibly have gotten married;81 in Genesis 34, the 

primary questions concern the narratorial evaluation of Shechem and whether the actions of 

Simeon and Levi are justified.   

In 2 Samuel 13, the sexual act between Amnon and Tamar is at the same time rape and 

incest. This has led scholars to debate which aspect of the act is the graver sin. Evidence can be 

found in the narrative that points to both facets as being problematic, and there are indications 

that even more is at stake than these things. With regard to the incestuous nature of the encounter 

between Amnon and Tamar, it has been noted that their familial relationship is emphasized by 

the repetition of the word “sister (אחות),” which occurs nine times in the chapter. Bar-Efrat 

comments that the repeated use of terms “sister” and “brother” expresses “an implicit judgment: 

either these actions are appropriate to these family relationships or they are not. . . . Amnon’s 

behavior is diametrically opposed to what one would assume from a brother towards his sister.”82  

Furthermore, having sex with a sister, including a half-sister, is strictly forbidden in biblical law 

                                                             
81 Another point of ambiguity, highlighted by Propp, is whether Absalom’s revenge on Amnon constituted a 

legitimate execution or a murder. Propp argues that it is the latter, and that David should have had Absalom killed in 

response (“Kinship in 2 Samuel 13,” 47–53). This interpretation further emphasizes the failure of David to respond 

correctly to the behavior of his children. 

 
82 S. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible, 245. Tamar’s use of the phrase “my brother” in v. 16 serves the 

same function, according to Bar-Efrat, who glosses her words as follows: “It is not fitting for a brother to force his 

sister. A stranger would not do such a thing, how much less so a brother!” (261). Compare Anderson, 2 Samuel, 172, 

175. 
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(Lev 18:9, 11; 20:17; Deut 27:22; cf. Ezek 22:11), although it is not clear whether these laws are 

known to the narrative, a point that will be discussed further below.  

The attention given in the narrative to Tamar’s virginity and to her protests against 

Amnon, however, indicate that the rape, and the robbing of Tamar’s virginity that coincides with 

that rape, is the main offense. Tamar’s virginity is emphasized in the narrative, and this virginity 

is cited at the outset of the narrative as the reason that “it seemed impossible to Amnon to do 

anything to her” (כי בתולה היא ויפלא בעיני אמנון לעשות לה מאומה; v. 2).83 Her (former) virginity is 

noted again with the reference the long-sleeved coat (כתנת פסים) she is wearing, which “the 

virgin daughters of the king wore (תלבשן בנות המלך הבתולת)” (v. 18). After she is violated, she 

tears this coat (v. 19), which constitutes a sign of mourning and a mark of her lost virginity at the 

same time.84 It is not simply the loss of Tamar’s virginity or the forced nature of the sex act that 

are the problem, however; the main issue at stake is Tamar’s opportunity to marry, which 

Amnon takes from her. Tamar herself condemns Amnon for not marrying her, saying that his 

                                                             
83 Fokkelman notes that “v. 2b does not contain ‘because she was his sister’” and therefore “the horror of 

incest is out of the question” (King David, 103). Alter likewise sees Tamar’s virginity as the reason that Amnon 

thought he could not do anything to her, commenting, “Sexual tampering with a virgin had particularly stringent 

consequences in biblical law” (The David Story, 265). McCarter interprets v. 2b, however, to mean that Tamar, as a 

virgin in the royal household, would have been carefully guarded (II Samuel, 321). Tamar’s virginity is not so much 

a moral problem according this interpretation, but rather a logistical one.  

Bar-Efrat connects the clause כי בתולה היא with the preceding part of the sentence ( ויצר לאמנון להתחלות בעבור

 rather than with what follows, because “we would expect this causative clause to follow rather than (תמר אחתו

precede the main clause, to which it is subordinate . . . . Thus, it seems more likely that the fact that she is a virgin is 

noted in order to explain what comes before, i.e., the fact that she is a virgin causes Amnon to be so tormented that 

he makes himself ill” (Narrative Art, 243). Perhaps Tamar’s virginity is both the reason for Amnon’s desire (which 

would explain why he hates her after he rapes her) and the main impediment to “doing anything to her” (which 

explains why he had to come up with a ruse to get her alone).  

  
84 On the tragic irony of the mention of the כתנת פסים in vv. 18–19, see Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 121 

n. 35. Perhaps the robe-tearing is also reminiscent of the torn garments of Samuel and Saul (1 Sam 15:27, 24:4), and 

thus a reminder of David’s rise to power (Jon D. Levenson, personal communication).  
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sending her away is worse than the rape (v. 16). The last detail mentioned about her in the 

narrative indicates that she was never able to get married: “Tamar lived, a desolate woman, in the 

house of Amnon her brother” (v. 20). It appears, then, that Amnon’s sin is robbing Tamar of the 

opportunity to marry, and his act is made more deplorable by the fact that it was forced and that, 

as her brother, he should have been her protector, rather than her violator.  

A question related to Amnon’s main offense is the issue of how to understand Tamar’s 

plea that Amnon speak to the king, “for he will not withhold me from you” (v. 13). 

Commentators have debated whether Tamar is simply trying to buy time or whether a marriage 

between Amnon and Tamar would actually have been permitted.85 The former explanation is 

untenable in light of the force of Tamar’s arguments; if marriage were not possible, Tamar’s 

powerful words following the rape, “This wrong of sending me away is greater than the other 

that you did to me” (v. 16), would lose their force.86 A biblical example of marriage between 

siblings is found in Abraham and Sarah, who, like Amnon and Tamar, have the same father but 

different mothers, if Abraham’s story is to believed (Gen 20:12). Some have used this detail to 

argue that laws against sister marriage developed later than the time of King David.87 McCarter 

outlines four possibilities for the relationship between these laws and the narrative of 2 Samuel 

13, concluding that the most likely option is that “the laws were in full effect” and thus Tamar’s 

words “imply that David would have been willing to permit the marriage despite its illegality, 

                                                             
85 Against those who have suggested that the biblical prohibition against marriage to a sister was not in force 

during the time of King David, Alter argues, “But it is at least as plausible that the desperate Tamar is grasping at 

any possibility to buy time and deflect her sexual assailant” (The David Story, 268). 

 
86 Bar-Efrat comments similarly, ‘Even if Tamar had said these things just to gain time they must have had 

some basis in fact in order to have carried conviction” (Narrative Art, 240). 

 
87 McCarter (II Samuel, 323) and Alter (The David Story, 268) make reference to these arguments.  
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and Aminon is guilty of both rape and incest.”88 McCarter’s evaluation seems to me to be largely 

correct, although I believe the question should not be whether the incest laws were applicable 

during the time of King David, but whether marriage to a sister would have been understood as 

taboo when this story was written.89 Although in the absence of clear evidence about the date of 

this text the question cannot be answered definitively, the internal evidence of the narrative and 

the strong condemnations of sister-brother sexual relations in a variety of biblical texts90 speak to 

a strong likelihood that readers of 2 Samuel 13 would not have seen a marriage between Amnon 

and Tamar as normal or totally legitimate, but rather as the best-case scenario given the 

horrifying situation.91  

                                                             
88 II Samuel, 323–24. The other three possibilities outlined by McCarter are the following: “(1) The laws of 

Lev 18:9,11 were not in effect in the time of David. In this case Tamar’s words are a forthright appeal for reason . . . 

. (2) The laws were in effect but not recognized in Jerusalem. In this case Tamar’s words are, as in the first case, a 

sincere appeal, and Aminon’s crime is rape, not incest . . . . (3) The laws were in effect in Jerusalem, but their 

purpose was not to regulate marriage but to prevent casual intercourse with women a man could expect to encounter 

in his household. In this case Tamar’s words are again an appeal for reason, and Aminon is guilty of violating the 

laws of Leviticus 18 but, because he could have married her, not of committing incest” (ibid., 323–24). Anderson 

argues, against McCarter, that Amnon’s crime was the rape of an unbetrothed virgin, and not incest, because “we do 

not know for certain what marriage prohibitions were in existence in David’s time” (ibid., 175). 

 
89 Van Seters, who believes this narrative postdates the Deuteronomistic History, nevertheless comes to a 

similar conclusion as McCarter: “If our dating of the narrative is correct, then there can be no doubt that the law 

regarding incest in the Holiness Code (Lev 20:17) was familiar to the author and reflected the attitude of the 

readers/audience. Nevertheless, in the view of the narrator the king would still permit a marriage of this sort between 

brother and sister, perhaps reflecting the well-known practice of brother-sister marriages such as this within 

Egyptian royal families” (The Biblical Saga of King David, 302).  

 
90 The one text that seems to support sibling marriage, the case of Abraham and Sarah in Gen 20:12, is part of 

what is arguably a rewritten version of Gen 12:10–20 that functions to fill in details and answer troubling questions 

left open by the earlier story. The detail that Abraham and Sarah were brother and sister thus serves less as a 

statement about the legitimacy of such marriages and more as a defense of Abraham’s claim that Sarah is his sister, 

which would otherwise be a lie.    

 
91 Gray’s comment on Tamar’s plea in v. 13 is apt: “In this instance, even Tamar, at some level, seems to 

accept the logic that an inherently corrupt relationship can be legitimated by a royal imprimatur . . . . This hints that 

in a context as debauched as this, which does not leave David untouched (he is, after all, the head of state), 

everybody’s thinking, that of the oppressed as well as that of the oppressor, becomes distorted; a bleak picture 

indeed” (“Amnon,” 49).  
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In the case of Shechem and Dinah, similar questions arise about the nature of the offense 

and the possibility of marriage. But while the narrative evaluation of Amnon is unquestionably 

negative, there is enough ambiguity in Genesis 34 to provoke debate about the portrayal of 

Shechem. The ultimate questions here revolve around whether or not the narrative, as a whole or 

on some level of its composition, is sympathetic toward Shechem and whether, as some argue, its 

author is open to the idea of marriage between Israelites and foreigners.92 The well-known 

debate between Sternberg and Fewell and Gunn about the interpretation of Genesis 34 revolves 

                                                             
The intriguing suggestion of Levenson and Halpern that David’s wife Abigail was actually his sister Abigail 

(Jon D. Levenson and Baruch Halpern, “The Political Import of David’s Marriages,” JBL 99.4 [1980]: 507–18) is, if 

true, relevant to the situation of Amnon and Tamar. If David married his own sister, then it is all the more likely that 

Tamar’s assertion that David would permit a marriage between her and Amnon is correct. But the case that David 

married his sister does rely to a certain extent on “speculation,” as Levenson and Halpern admit (511), and is based 

on a reconstructed historical situation only hinted at in the biblical account.  

 
92 Scholars whose reconstructions of the story are discussed in the previous section have come to different 

conclusions about this question. As noted above, Speiser believes that Shechem and Hamor are portrayed 

sympathetically (Genesis, 267; see n. 57 above). Blum argues that the inappropriateness of Simeon and Levi’s 

vengeance is shown more clearly in the original form of the text, but is subsequently muted by later additions 

(Vätergeschichte, 216). Van Seters sees two competing ideologies in the text; whereas the earlier version implicitly 

advocated for the possibility of marriage to foreigners, the later additions were an attempt to condemn this kind of 

marriage (“The Defilement of Virgins,” 245–47). Zakovitch’s reconstructed earlier version of the story is also more 

sympathetic to the Hivites, as they are slaughtered by Dinah’s brothers without the rape having occurred 

(“Assimilation,” 187–88). Amit sees a “hidden polemic” in Genesis 34 not simply with regard to mixed marriages in 

general, but targeted specifically at the inhabitants of Samaria in the post-exilic period (Hidden Polemics, 189–211). 

Feder’s treatment of this text (“The Defilement of Dina,” 281–309) is largely focused on the question of whether the 

narrative is more sympathetic with Jacob or Simeon and Levi, and why “liberal” interpreters are inclined to miss the 

justification of Simeon and Levi in the story (see especially 287–300).  

Early rewritten versions of Gen 34 appear to side unanimously with Simeon and Levi, although to varying 

degrees. In some texts, such as Jubilees 30, Judith 9.2–4, Testament of Levi 5–6, the actions of Simeon and Levi are 

shown to have been ordained by God (although the Testament of Levi has Levi admit that he sinned by acting 

against his father’s will). Philo elevates Simeon and Levi and denigrates Shechem in his allegorical take on the 

biblical story (Migr. 39.223–225, Mut. 36.193–200). Josephus omits many of the details (such as the circumcision 

ruse) that put Jacob’s sons in a bad light, although his brief retelling does more to justify Jacob than to valorize 

Simeon and Levi (Ant. 1.337–341). See further Louis Feldman, “Philo, Pseudo-Philo, Josephus, and Theodotus on 

the Rape of Dinah,” JQR 94.2 (2004): 253–77; James Kugel, “The Story of Dinah in the ‘Testament of Levi,’” HTR 

85.1 (1992): 1–34; Reinhard Pummer, “Genesis 34 in Jewish Writings of the Hellenistic and Roman Periods,” HTR 

75.2 (1982): 177–88. 
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around this question.93 In Sternberg’s reading, the narrator provides details that shift the reader’s 

sympathies temporarily toward Shechem, but in the end makes it unequivocally clear that the 

actions of Simeon and Levi are justified.94 Fewell and Gunn disagree, attempting to show that 

Simeon and Levi can be understood as the villains and Jacob, Shechem, and Hamor as “complex 

characters making the best of a flawed world.”95 When compared with Amnon, Shechem does 

appear to be a more laudable character, inasmuch as he loves Dinah and attempts to marry her.96 

Furthermore, the revenge taken by Simeon and Levi against all the Hivite men looks increasingly 

disproportionate in light of Absalom’s comparatively measured retaliation against Amnon alone.  

Although Shechem may be portrayed more positively than Amnon, there are indications 

internal to Genesis 34 that appear to cast judgment on the Hivites. An important clue to 

determining the evaluation of the characters and their actions is the apparent allusion to Deut 7:3, 

which contains instructions for the Israelites after they come into the land God has promised 

them, in Gen 34:9, which is part of Hamor’s proposal to Jacob and his sons. 

 ולא תתחתן בם בתך לא תתן לבנו ובתו לא תקח לבנך

 

Do not intermarry with them; do not give your daughter to his son or take his son for your 

daughter. (Deut 7:3) 

 

ם תתנו לנו ואת בנתינו תקחו לכםוהתחתנו אתנו בנתיכ  

“Intermarry with us; give your daughters to us, and our daughters take for yourselves.” 

(Gen 34:9) 

                                                             
93 See Sternberg, Poetics, 445–81; Danna N. Fewell and David Gunn, “Tipping the Balance: Sternberg’s 

Reader and the Rape of Dinah,” JBL 110.2 (1991): 193–211; Sternberg, “Biblical Poetics and Sexual Politics: From 

Reading to Counterreading,” JBL 111.3 (1992): 463–88. 

 
94 Poetics, 445–81.  

 
95 “Tipping the Balance,” 211. 

 
96 The fact that the nature of the sexual act between Dinah and Shechem is a debated one (see n. 3 above), not 

unarguably rape, as in 2 Sam 13, also puts Shechem in a potentially more positive light.  
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When this allusion is recognized, Hamor’s proposal appears much more insidious, as he suggests 

doing exactly what the Israelites are later explicitly commanded not to do.97 The fact that Hamor 

and Shechem are Hivites (34:2), one of the seven peoples listed in Deut 7:1, reinforces the 

allusion to the intermarriage prohibition. The evocation of Deut 7:3 casts a shadow over the 

entire narrative, making it difficult to read the proposals of Hamor and Shechem 

sympathetically.98  

                                                             
97 The verb חתן (Hithpael) does not occur elsewhere in Genesis, which makes Hamor’s proposal all the more 

conspicuous as an allusion.   

 
98 The importance of the “ethnic dimension” in Gen 34 is highlighted by Feder, who remarks, “It is striking, 

but not accidental, that one’s entire reading of the chapter hinges on this matter” (“The Defilement of Dinah,” 291). 

He believes that exogamy is strongly condemned in the narrative (291–94).  

Many other commentators have noted the influence of Deut 7 on Gen 34, but with differing results. 

Westermann believes that the author who brought together two originally independent sources (Westermann’s C) is 

responsible for the allusions to Deut 7 (Genesis, 537), and this is the starting point for his conclusion about the goals 

of this author: “He wants to narrate an example of the execution of the law of Deuteronomy. He wants to take a 

stand in express opposition to the possibility of any peaceful or contractual agreement with the inhabitants of the 

land such as was at hand to him in the tribal account (B). C took this, built it into a patriarchal story that had come 

down to him, and so adapted it into a narrative exemplifying the execution of a command of the Torah” (544). While 

I do not follow Westermann’s reconstruction of the composition of Gen 34, I believe he is correct to note the 

importance of the allusion to Deut 7 in understanding the narrative.  

Van Seters believes that the priestly expansion Gen 34 was responsible for the introduction of material 

influenced by Deut 7: “P makes out of the single instance of intermarriage a question of the principle of general 

connubium, using the words of Deut 7,3, as a request that comes from the Hivites” (“The Silence of Dinah,” 245). 

He also argues that J (the author of the original version of the story, according to him) “had before him the general 

principle of such relations [between Israelites and foreigners], as outlined in Deut 7,1-3” (245), but that he disagrees 

with the ideology expressed there: “The attitude of those against intermarriage is viewed by J as excessive and 

fanatical and a threat to the welfare of the community” (246). This interpretation is highly unlikely in my opinion. 

Van Seters’s reconstruction leaves gaps in the story that do not make sense. For example, after Jacob’s sons say, 

“We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one who is uncircumcised, for that would be a disgrace,” Shechem 

immediately “did not delay to do the thing” (241). Furthermore, to uphold his argument that the earlier version saw 

the marriage between Shechem and Dinah as a positive outcome, Van Seters must argue that the words of the 

narrator represent the thoughts of Jacob’s sons rather than the opinion of the narrator, as seen in his translation of v. 

7: “When they heard of it, the men were indignant and very angry, because [they thought] he had committed an 

outrage in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter” (241). Finally, more relevant to the question of the influence of 

Deut 7, Van Seters includes Jacob’s speech in 34:30 as part of his original version, but this too has multiple 

resonances with Deut 7 (as I will discuss below), and these show Jacob’s concerns to be misguided. In my view, 

34:9 and 34:30 are very likely written by the same author, as they are both filled with allusions to Deut 7 and they 

both serve to argue against the validity of intermarriage.  
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 The case for an allusion to Deut 7:3 in Gen 34:9 is strengthened by other resonances of 

Deuteronomy 7 in Jacob’s brief speech at the end of the narrative (v. 30).99 The Canaanites and 

the Perizzites are two of the seven nations included in the list in Deut 7:1, and Jacob mentions 

them in his rebuke of Simeon and Levi: “You have made trouble for me by making me stink 

among the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites” (v. 30).100 Furthermore, 

Jacob’s fear that these nations will gather against him and his family and destroy them ( ונאספו

                                                             
Sternberg does not mention Deut 7 in his original analysis of Gen 34 (Poetics, 445–81), but brings it up in his 

response to Fewell and Gunn to counter their arguments involving the law of Deut 22:28–29, writing, “If 

Deuteronomy counts as the authority, Fewell and Gunn have cited the right passage to prove themselves wrong. For 

the law of forced marriage applies to forced intercourse between Israelite parties (‘in thy midst’) alone” (“Biblical 

Poetics and Sexual Politics,” 482). Sternberg goes on to discuss the prohibition against intermarriage of Deut 7, 

which alludes to Gen 34, according to him. Although this direction of influence is unlikely (the mechanics and 

rhetoric of the allusion make it much more plausible that Gen 34 alludes to Deut 7), it is not incorrect to conclude, as 

Sternberg does, “As the law finds its ancestral precedent in the narrative, so does it lend its principled voice and 

authority to the narrative” (“Biblical Poetics and Sexual Politics,” 483). 

Feinstein doubts the influence of Deut 7 on Gen 34: “Even if the author of Genesis 34 were familiar with the 

prohibition of intermarriage expressed in Deuteronomy 7 and implied in these other texts (which is in itself highly 

questionable), it is not at all clear that the prohibition would have been considered applicable in this early period” 

(Sexual Pollution, 83). Feinstein’s assumption that Deut 7 would likely not have been known to the author of Gen 34 

is based on her early dating of the text, which she ascribes to J as traditionally understood (65, 83, 219 n. 135, 228 n. 

243), but I do not consider this position tenable. Although many details in the book of Genesis do not align with 

Deuteronomistic ideology, of course, it is possible that if Gen 34 is a post-Deuteronomistic addition it could be 

influenced by Deuteronomic texts, and that the allusions could have been recognized by early readers. That the 

narrative was, in fact, read as an anti-intermarriage polemic is evident from early rewritten versions of it. Jubilees, 

for example, makes the incident of Gen 34 into a lesson about the consequences of intermarriage (Jubilees 30); see 

Cana Werman, “Jubilees 30: Building a Paradigm for the Ban on Intermarriage,” HTR 90.1 (1997): 1–22. Other 

rewritten versions that emphasize Shechem’s status as a foreigner include Judith 9.2 and Josephus Ant. 1.337–38; 

see Kugel, “The Story of Dinah,” 17. Even in the context of the book of Genesis, which contains examples of 

marriages with foreigners that are not explicitly condemned (Judah in Gen 38:2, Joseph in Gen 41:45), the 

admonitions against exogamy can be strong (cf. Gen 24, 27:46) (see Sternberg, “Biblical Poetics and Sexual 

Politics,” 483–87; Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 83). Although the anti-exogamy texts may be Priestly or post-

Priestly, the narrative of Gen 34 may come from the same milieu.  

 
99 Other biblical texts, especially Exod 34:11–16 and Judg 3:5–6, have similar language regarding 

intermarriage, so it is possible that Gen 34:9 might not only be evoking Deut 7:3 but these texts as well (or a general 

prohibition against intermarriage without reference to a specific text). See Amit, Hidden Polemics, 196. The 

additional references to material in Deut 7 makes it likely that passage in particular is alluded to, however.   

 
100 The Canaanites and Perizzites are mentioned together only one other time in Genesis (13:7). 
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 is (v. 30 ;ואני מתי מספר) because his group is few in number (עלי והכוני ונשמדתי אני וביתי

undercut when read in light of the instructions of Deut 7:1–8. God promises there that although 

the seven nations are greater and mightier than the Israelites (רבים ועצומים ממך; v. 1), which is 

the cause of Jacob’s concern, God will help the Israelites strike them (והכיתם; v. 2), which is the 

opposite of what Jacob is worried will happen to him (והכוני). According to Deut 7:4, if the 

Israelites intermarry with these nations and worship their gods, God will destroy them quickly 

 by the (ונשמדתי) Jacob, however, is convinced that he will be destroyed ;(v. 4 ;והשמידך מהר)

nations with whom his sons prevented his family from intermarrying. Deuteronomy 7:7 affirms 

that God did not love and choose the Israelites because they were more numerous than other 

peoples (לא מרבכם מכל העמים חשק יהוה בכם),101 “for you were the fewest of all the peoples” ( כי

 thus turning Jacob’s fearful complaint on its head. God’s deliverance of—(אתה המעט מכל העמים

Israel from Egypt was rather because he “loved you and kept the oath he swore to your fathers” 

(Deut 7:8); these fathers include Jacob, of course. The evocation of Deut 7:1–8 in Gen 34:30 

confirms that Jacob’s concerns are misguided by subverting the language and themes of that 

text.102 The reminders of God’s help for Israel despite the nations’ numerical weakness indicate 

                                                             
101 The word used for God’s love of Israel is חשק, the same word used of Shechem’s love for Dinah in Gen 

  .(חשקה נפשו בבתכם) 34:8

 
102 Most commentators do not seem to recognize the allusions to Deut 7 in Gen 34:30, but Sternberg is an 

exception (although he frames the matter as an allusion to Gen 34:30 in Deut 7). He explains the dynamics of the 

allusion elegantly: “The allusive language focuses Jacob’s misbehavior, from his possible tacit acquiescence in the 

marriage deal to his manifest terror after the event lest ‘the Canaanites . . . will smite me and will destroy me’: the 

fearful ‘will smite’ jars against the promised ‘thou shalt smite’; the ‘will destroy me,’ geared to the enemy’s revenge 

on faithful Israelites, clashes with ‘[he] will destroy thee’ as divine retribution on the unfaithful. The irony thickens 

owing to the imbalance between Jacob’s self-description as ‘few in numbers . . .’ and Deuteronomy’s description of 

the Canaanites to be overrun as ‘nations greater and mightier than thyself,’ soon pinpointed in the reminder that God 
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that Jacob should have trusted God’s promises to him (cf. Gen 28:13–15) rather than worrying 

about being wiped out by the surrounding nations. This is confirmed by Gen 35:5: “As they 

journeyed, a terror of God was upon all the cities that surrounded them and they did not pursue 

the sons of Jacob.” Finally, in Deut 7:3–4 and other passages that forbid exogamous marriage, 

the reason for the prohibition is that these marriages will lead to idolatry. It is notable, then, that 

immediately after Dinah story, Jacob commands his family to “put away the foreign gods that are 

among you” (Gen 35:2).103 It appears that Jacob’s family had been engaging in idolatrous 

practices, perhaps as a result of their interactions with the Hivites.104 

The echoes of Deuteronomy 7 in Genesis 34, along with other clues in the narrative,105 

are evidence that the story, at least in its final form, does not depict marriage between Shechem 

and Dinah as a viable solution in the aftermath of the rape. These allusions also indicate that 

Jacob’s point of view is not the same as the narrator’s. Aside from Deuteronomy 7, other 

                                                             
chose Israel as ‘the fewest . . . of all peoples’ (7:7). It is as if Jacob fears the immediate human threat more than he 

believes in divine providence and punishment rolled together” (“Biblical Poetics and Sexual Politics,” 483).  

 
103 The phrase “foreign gods” (אלהי הנכר) occurs several times in the Deuteronomistic history (Deut 31:16; 

Josh 24:20, 23; Judg 10:16, 1 Sam 7:3), but appears in the Tetrateuch only in Gen 35:2 and 4. For this reason many 

commentators see this section as a Deuteronomistic addition (Blum, Vätergeschichte, 43–44; see also discussion in 

Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch, 317–18 n. 4, although Baden himself ascribes Gen 35:1–7 to E; see pp. 233–

34).  

 
104 Some commentators have connected the foreign gods of Gen 35:2 and 4 with those taken from the Hivites; 

as Zakovitch notes, the foreign gods are “identified in the exegetical literature as having been either the teraphim 

Rachel stole from her father in Genesis 31:19 or the idols that Jacob’s sons looted from Shechem” (Jacob, 131). 

 
105 Feder has highlighted several other details in Gen 34 that support the idea that exogamy is the main issue at 

stake: the mention of Dinah’s “going out” (v. 1); the reference to an outrage “in Israel” (v. 7), which brings focus to 

the ethnic dimension and makes Dinah a kind of representative daughter of Israel; and the ironic function of the 

references to circumcision, which evoke the story of David’s obtaining foreskins as a bride price in 1 Sam 18:25–27 

and also make the point that even circumcision is not enough to make the Hivites acceptable marriage partners 

(“The Defilement of Dina,” 292–93). Furthermore, he discusses the issue of Dinah’s “defilement,” arguing 

(similarly to Rofé), that this “defilement stems from a violation of Israelite ethnic boundaries” and thus “precluded 

any type of conventional resolution” (293–94).  
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intertexts relevant to the interpretation of Genesis 34 are Num 31:9–11,106 Gen 49:5–7,107 and the 

wife-sister stories of Genesis 12, 20, and 26.108 While a thorough examination of all of these 

                                                             
106 The description of Jacob’s sons’ plundering of the city in Gen 34:27–29 is similar in language and 

structure to Num 31:9–11, in which the Israelites plunder the Midianites. These two stories also contain the only 

biblical occurrences of the phrase ויהרגו כל זכר (Gen 34:25; Num 31:7, 17). The vengeance in Num 31 is 

commanded by God in response to an incident regarding foreign women and idolatry (Num 25; cf. 31:16), thus 

touching on similar themes as Deut 7. The allusion to this text therefore helps to confirm that the narrative displays 

an anti-exogamy ideology and portrays the actions of Simeon and Levi favorably. See Feder, who also demonstrates 

that Gen 34:27–29 is dependent on Num 31:9–11 rather than the reverse (“The Defilement of Dina,” 209–300 and n. 

56 there). The traditional assignment of Num 31 to P (see Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch, 176–78) 

undermines the argument made by many documentarians that Gen 34:27–29 should be ascribed to J or E. 

 
107 Although the violence that Simeon and Levi are condemned for in Gen 49:5–7 appears to be different, at 

least in part, from the incident described in Gen 34 (see n. 42 above), there are intriguing connections between the 

texts. The phrase “for in their anger they killed a man (כי באפם הרגו איש)” (49:6) accurately describes the actions of 

Simeon and Levi in Gen 34, who were angry (ויחר להם מאד; v. 7) and “killed every male (ויהרגו כל זכר)” (v. 25). 

Zakovitch points out that in some biblical texts violence (חמס), associated with Simeon and Levi in Gen 49:5, is 

paired with “deceit” (מרמה), which characterizes the speech of Jacob’s sons in Gen 34:13 (“Assimilation,” 191 n. 

42). Other possible connections between Gen 49:5–7 and Gen 34 are more speculative but still worth noting. For 

example, Jacob’s blessing includes the phrase “in their willfulness they hamstrung an ox (וברצנם עקרו שור)” (49:6); 

since the word “ox” (שור) often occurs with the word “donkey” (חמור) in biblical texts (cf. Exod 20:17, 21:33, 22:3; 

Deut 22:4; Judg 6:4; 1 Sam 12:3; etc.), perhaps it is notable that one of the main antagonists in Gen 34 is named 

Hamor (חמור). Furthermore, the word עקרו might be played on in Gen 34:30, when Jacob rebukes Simeon and Levi 

for bringing trouble to him (עכרתם). Calum Carmichael has commented similarly on these connections, although he 

believes that the object of the phrase כי באפם הרגו איש in Gen 49:6 refers to Hamor as “the representative head of 

the Hivites” and that the “ox” in the phrase וברצנם עקרו שור refers to the Israelites; the meaning of Gen 49:6b is thus 

that Simeon and Levi put the house of Israel in a vulnerable position (Women, Law, and the Genesis Traditions 

[Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1979], 34). In Carmichael’s reading, Gen 49:5–7 comments directly, if 

allusively, on Gen 34. It is more likely, however, that Gen 49:5–7 is the earlier text, and that Gen 34 is an expansion 

of this cryptic “blessing.”    

 
108 The story of Dinah bears a kind of mirror-image resemblance to the three wife-sister stories of Genesis, 

found in chapters 12, 20, and 26 (see Gunkel, Genesis, 337–38; Zakovitch, Jacob, 121). In those accounts, a 

patriarch (Abraham in the first two, Isaac in the third) passes off his wife as his sister to a foreign leader because he 

is afraid for his life. Bad things befall the leader and his people, while the patriarch prospers. Eventually the 

deception is discovered and the matriarch is returned to her husband. The stories fit the pattern of threats to the 

descendants of Abraham that is repeated throughout the patriarchal narratives. The Dinah story is a dark inversion of 

the wife-sister stories; Zakovitch comments, “The similarities mustn’t distract us, however, from the conspicuous 

difference with our story: the tales of the matriarchs end happily whereas the story about Dinah is stained with 

violence and bloodshed” (ibid.). In Gen 34, the woman who is in danger is not the patriarch’s wife, but his daughter. 

She is not married, unlike the matriarchs, and she is sexually violated, unlike the matriarchs who were not touched 

(at least in Gen 20 and 26) despite being presented as unattached. Jacob’s family successfully deceives the 

foreigners, as in the wife-sister stories, but the outcome is much more violent. God does not intervene; rather, 

Simeon and Levi carry out the death sentence, a threat that is mentioned but not administered in the wife-sister 

stories. Dinah’s brothers plunder the city, thus leaving the place richer than when they came, as Abraham and Isaac 

did.  
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texts is outside the scope of this chapter, there are a group of biblical texts with relevance both to 

Genesis 34 and to 2 Samuel 13 that must be explored. These are legal texts concerning rape and 

other sexual sins; the following analysis of these texts will provide further data regarding the 

evaluation of the characters’ actions in both narratives.   

 

Genesis 34, 2 Samuel 13, and Biblical Law 

Discussions of Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13 often make reference to biblical laws related to rape 

and marriage, but rarely are the connections between the laws and the narratives closely 

interrogated.109 In this section I will discuss each legal text that is relevant to the narratives, 

drawing attention to similar content and vocabulary (with connections between the legal text and 

Genesis 34 highlighted in bold and connections with 2 Samuel 13 in italics). I will attempt to 

determine whether or not the narratives make deliberate reference to the laws, and if they do, 

what significance the allusions to legal texts have for understanding the narratives.  

 

                                                             
In a similar vein, Scholz suggests that Gen 34 can be read as a “betrothal type-scene gone awry” (Rape Plots, 

132). Although the parallels she identifies between this story and other betrothal type-scenes are not convincing 

(131), the point remains that the sequence of events in Gen 34, in which Shechem sees and immediately takes Dinah 

and only afterwards tries to negotiate a legitimate marriage, stands in sharp contrast to other betrothal scenes and 

highlights the terrible nature of Shechem’s actions.  

 
109 One scholar who has proposed a model for the relationship between Gen 34 and Deuteronomic legal texts 

is Carmichael, who argues that the laws of Deuteronomy are a direct response to the narratives in Genesis (Women, 

Law, and the Genesis Traditions, 1–7). He argues that the Dinah story is responsible in part for the laws found in 

Deut 21:10–14; 22:10, 13–29 (22–30, 33–48), and his discussion is thus relevant to the analysis here. While 

Carmichael has highlighted many intriguing parallels between the laws of Deuteronomy and the narratives of 

Genesis, his overall thesis is not plausible (cf. Blum, Vätergeschichte, 212 n. 6). It relies on a traditional dating of 

the Genesis material to the Solomonic era (Women, Law, and the Genesis Traditions, 2), which I believe cannot be 

maintained, especially for texts such as Gen 34 and 38. It may well be the case that some biblical legal texts and 

narratives have influenced each other, but the direction of influence is just as likely to go from the former to the 

latter. I will discuss specific examples of Carmichael’s arguments in the notes below. 
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I. Law concerning the rape of an unengaged virgin (Deut 22:28–29)  

צָ   מ  י־יִּ ִּֽ ישׁכִּ עֲרָ   א אִִּ֗ תוּלָה   נַּ הּ  ב  פָשָָׂ֖ שָה וּת  ר לאֹ־אֹרָָ֔ באֲשֶׁ  שָׁכַּ  אוּ׃ ו  צִָּֽ מ  נִּ הּ ו  מָָּ֑ ן  עִּ נָתַּ ְ֠ ישׁ  ו  בהָאִּ  שכֵֵֹ֥ הּ  הַּ מָָּ֛ יעִּ ֵ֥ אֲבִּ עֲרָָׂ֖  לַּ נַּ ִּֽ הַּ

יֶ ה  ה  וֹ־תִּ לִּֽ סֶף ו  ים כָָּ֑ שִּ  החֲמִּ שִָ֗ אִּ ר  ל  ת אֲשֶׁ  חַּ ַּ֚ הּתַּ נָָ֔ ל  עִּ ֵ֥ הּלאֹ־יוּכַּ חָָׂ֖ ל  יו׃כָל־ שַּׁ  יָמִָּֽ

 

If a man meets a virgin who is not betrothed, and seizes her and lies with her, and they are found, 

then the man who lay with her shall give to the father of the young woman fifty shekels of 

silver, and she shall be his wife, because he has violated her. He may not send her away all his 

days.110 

 

 
Dinah Story (Genesis 34) 

הּ  ח אֹתָָּ֛ ֵ֥ קַּ יִּ בוַּ ֵ֥ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הּ  וַּ הָ אֹתָָׂ֖ נִֶּֽ עַּ י    וַּ

(v. 2) 

כֶם  אֶל־ אמֶר שׁ   ֹ י יהוַּ ן  אָבִּ  תָָ֔ ר וּמַּ הַּ אֹד  מֹ  י מ  וּ עָלַּ  ב  ר  ... הַּ

ה נָָ֔ ת  אֶ  י  ו  וּ אֵלָָּ֑ רָׂ֖ ר תאֹמ  אֲשֵֶׁ֥ עֲרָָׂ֖ כַּ נַּ ִּֽ י אֶת־הַּ ֵ֥ נוּ־לִּ וּת 

ה שִָּֽ אִּ ׃ ל   

(v. 11a, 12) 

Tamar Story (2 Samuel 13) 

י  ֵ֥ הכִּ תוּלָָׂ֖ יא ב  ָּ֑   הִּ

(v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

חֲזֶק־בָהּ ִּֽ יַּ   וַּ

(v. 11) 

נָה   מֶ  יֶחֱזַּ ק מִּ בוַּ ָׂ֖ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הָ וַּ נֶָ֔ עַּ י  הּ  וַּ אֹתִָּֽ  

(v. 14) 

 ָֹ֔ ז דוֹלָה  הַּ ג  ה הַּ ת הָרָעָ  ל־אוֹדֹֹ֞ יתָ אַּ ֵ֥ רֶת אֲשֶׁר־עָשִּ חֶָּ֛ את מֵאַּ

י  ָׂ֖ מִּ יעִּ נִּ חֵָּ֑ ל  שַּׁ   ל 

(v. 16) 

חוּ ל  וּצָה שִּׁ חָּ֑ י הַּ ָׂ֖ את מֵעָלַּ ָֹּ֛ א אֶת־ז ־נֵָ֥  

(v. 17) 

 

he took her and lay with her and violated her. (v. 

2) 

 

Shechem said to her father . . . , “Ask me for as 

great a bride price and gift as you will, and I will 

give whatever you say to me. Only give me the 

young woman to be my wife.” (v. 12) 

 

for she was a virgin (v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

 

and he took hold of her (v. 11) 

 

and he overpowered her and violated her and lay 

with her (v. 14) 

 

this wrong in sending me away is greater than the 

other that you did to me (v. 16) 

 

“Send this one out of my presence” (v. 17) 

 

 

 

This law, which describes the consequences for the rape of a virgin who is not betrothed, 

appears to be the most applicable to the situations described in the narratives of Genesis 34 and 2 

                                                             
110 Biblical translations in this section are adapted from the English Standard Version.  
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Samuel 13. In addition to the comparable situation found in these three texts, the vocabulary 

used to describe the sexual act is similar and rare: the only other place the verbs שכב and ענה 

(Piel) are used to describe the same act outside of Gen 34:2, 2 Sam 13:14, and Deut 22:28–29 is 

the related text Deut 22:23–24 (this law will be discussed below). Additional parallels between 

the law and the narratives exist as well.   

In the case of Dinah, Shechem “took her” (ויקח אתה), which, despite being a more neutral 

phrase, can be understood as similar in meaning to the “seized her” (ּותפשה) of Deut 22:28. He 

lays with her and violates her, as the man described in the law does. The initial situation is 

parallel, then, but Shechem goes far beyond the requirements laid out in the law. He wants to 

marry Dinah, which goes beyond the law, which demands that he marry her and never divorce 

her. Shechem speaks to Dinah’s father and her brothers in order to arrange the marriage, rather 

than to her father alone. The law requires that the man give the father of the girl fifty shekels, but 

Shechem offers to give whatever Dinah’s father asks, thus going beyond the law again.  

With Amnon and Tamar, the initial situation is analogous as well. Amnon “took hold of” 

Tamar (ויחזק בה) and “overpowered her” (ויחזק ממנה), similar to the “seizing” her of Deut 22:28; 

then he “violated” and “lay” with her. The text also emphasizes Tamar’s virginity as the reason 

Amnon feels he cannot do anything to her (v. 2), a situation that may reflect a knowledge of the 

consequences for sleeping with a virgin as described in this law. The aftermath of the sexual 

assault shows the outcome to be different from that required in the law, and it is a mirror image 

of what happens in Genesis 34. Whereas Shechem goes above and beyond the law in trying to 

marry Dinah, Amnon will not even consider fulfilling the law. Tamar identifies Amnon’s 

“sending away” (vv. 16, 17) as being worse than the rape. Because the law mandates marriage 
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without the possibility of divorce (literally, “sending away”), Tamar’s protest appears to be 

based on this law, or at least on a similar custom.111 Amnon “sent away” Tamar and thus 

indicated that marriage was not a possible outcome, whereas the law refers to the impossibility of 

“sending away” after marriage. On all counts Amnon falls short of the law.  

It is clear from the plots of both narratives that both know of a tradition or a law that 

requires a man to marry a virgin whom he violated.112 The similarities in vocabulary used in the 

law and in the narratives and the meaningful differences between the requirements of the law and 

the events of the narrative, however, are fairly strong evidence that the narratives rely on the law 

in its written form as found in Deut 22:28–29. With the law in view, the contrast between 

Shechem and Amnon is sharpened, as Bazak argues.113 But, if the main point of the parallels is to 

show that Amnon’s actions are much worse than Shechem’s, as Bazak argues, one would expect 

that 2 Samuel 13 was written with knowledge of Genesis 34, and that cannot be determined with 

certainty.  

 

II. Law concerning the seduction of an unbetrothed virgin (Exod 22:15–16; English 16–17) 

 

ישׁ  ה אִִּ֗ תֶ  פַּ י־י  ִּֽ כִּ הו  תוּלָָּ֛ שָה  ב  ר לאֹ־אֹרָָׂ֖ בו  אֲשֵֶׁ֥ הּ  שָׁכַּ  מָָּ֑ נָהעִּ הָרֵֶ֥ מ  ר יִּ וֹ  מָהָֹּ֛ הלָׂ֖ שִָּֽ אִּ ן   ׃ל  מָאֵָּ֛ ן י  ם־מָאֵֵ֧ יהָ אִּ ָׂ֖ הּ אָבִּ תָ  תִּ וֹ  ל  לָּ֑

ל כ   קָֹ֔ שׁ  סֶף יִּ רכֶ  הַּ ת מָֹׂ֖ תוּלִּֽ ב  ׃הַּ  

 

                                                             
111 Yamada, noting that שלח “is a technical term for ‘the dismissal of a divorced wife,’” concludes, “Hence, 

though the two are not married, Tamar appeals to legal language in an attempt to prohibit Amnon from sending her 

away” (Configurations of Rape, 119–20). 

 
112 The existence of similar laws in the Middle Assyrian Laws and other ancient Near Eastern law codes (see 

Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 79; Wagner, “Politico-Juridical Proceedings,” 151–55) is evidence that the requirements 

described in Deut 22:28–29 are not unique, and that the authors of Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13 could have had knowledge 

of a version of this law without relying on the textual form found in Deut 22:28–29.  

 
  .See discussion above. See also Blum, Vätergeschichte, 212 .65–164 ,מקבילות נפגשות 113
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If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed and lies with her, he shall give the bride-price for 

her and make her his wife. If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money 

equal to the bride-price for virgins. 

 
Dinah Story (Genesis 34) Tamar Story (2 Samuel 13) 

ב ֵ֥ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הּ וַּ אֹתָָׂ֖  

(v. 2) 

כֶם  אֶל־ אמֶר שׁ   ֹ י יהוַּ י אָבִּ  וּ עָלַּ  ב  ר  אֹד   ... הַּ רמ  הַּ ן  מֹ  תָָ֔ וּמַּ

ה נָָ֔ ת  אֶ  י  ו  וּ אֵלָָּ֑ רָׂ֖ ר תאֹמ  אֲשֵֶׁ֥ נוּכַּ עֲרָָׂ֖ וּת  נַּ ִּֽ י אֶת־הַּ ֵ֥ ־לִּ

ה שִָּֽ אִּ ׃ ל   

(v. 11a, 12) 

י  ֵ֥ הכִּ תוּלָָׂ֖ יא ב  ָּ֑   הִּ

(v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

ב  ָׂ֖ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הּ וַּ אֹתִָּֽ  

(v. 14) 

י  נִּ נָעֵָׂ֖ מ  א יִּ ֵֹ֥ י ל ָּ֛ לֶךְ כִּ מֶָ֔ בֶר־נָ א אֶל־הַּ תָה  דַּ עַּ ךָ ו  מִֶּֽ   מִּ

(v. 13) 

 

and lay with her (v. 2) 

 

Shechem said to her father . . . , “Ask me for as 

great a bride price and gift as you will, and I will 

give whatever you say to me. Only give me the 

young woman to be my wife.” (vv. 11a, 12) 

 

for she was a virgin (v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

 

and lay with her (v. 14) 

 

“Now speak to the king, for he will not withhold 

me from you” (v. 13) 

This law, which is similar in several respects to the one found in Deut 22:28–29, appears 

to apply to the narrative situations less than the Deuteronomic one does, since it is about 

seduction, rather than rape. The consequences of the sexual act are similar, however, which 

shows that the question of whether or not the young woman is married or engaged matters more 

than whether or not she was complicit in the act.114  

The elements that appear to be reflected in Genesis 34 are the bride price and the option 

of the father to reject to the marriage, features that are not present in Deut 22:28–29. This is the 

only law in the Bible that contains the word “bride price” (twice as a verb, הָרֶנָה מ   and once ,מָהרֹ יִּ

as a noun,   רכ מֹהַּ ). Only two narrative texts contain the word ר  one is Gen 34:12 and the other ;מֹהַּ

is 1 Sam 18:25. In Genesis 34 Shechem offers whatever bride price Jacob and his family 

demand; his response thus goes beyond the requirements of the law, just as was the case in the 

example above.  

                                                             
114 See Van Seters, “The Silence of Dinah,” 242–43. 
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The option for the father to give consent appears explicitly in 2 Sam 13:13, when Tamar 

asks Amnon to talk to the king about marrying her. This is before he rapes her, but she brings up 

the issue again following the rape when she tells him that sending her away is worse than what 

he has just done to her (v. 16). Because Amnon is not willing to ask his father for permission to 

marry Tamar, of course, David never gets the chance to approve or forbid the marriage. It is clear 

that David could have intervened in the situation in some way, however, after he hears about it. 

Read alongside this law, then, David’s silence looks like an abdication of responsibility.   

Given the fact that the verbal and contextual connections between this law and the 

narratives are fewer than was the case with Deut 22:28–29, it is difficult to say with certainty that 

the narratives know and allude to this law. At the very least, the law provides additional evidence 

that the father of a woman who lost her virginity before marriage was understood to have a 

responsibility to deal with the man involved. The appearance of the rare word ר הַּ  in both Gen מָֹׂ֖

34:12 and Exod 22:16, along with Shechem’s impassioned plea that he be given Dinah in 

marriage (which suggests that he knew his request could be refused), however, suggest that the 

narrative Genesis 34 brings together the similar situations described in Deut 22:28–29 and Exod 

22:15–16, making reference to both laws in order to show Shechem fulfilling and going beyond 

their requirements.  

 

III. Law concerning the rape of a betrothed virgin (Deut 22:23–27) 

יֶה   ה  י יִּ עֲרָ   כִּ  ה נַּ תוּלָָ֔ יר ו   ב  ָׂ֖ ישׁ בָעִּ ָּ֛ הּ אִּ צָאֵָ֥ ישׁ וּמ  ָּ֑ אִּ ה ל  אֹרָשָָׂ֖ במ  ֵ֥ הּ שָׁכַּ מִָּֽ ם  ׃עִּ נֵיהֶֶ֜ ם אֶת־שׁ  הוֹצֵאתֶ  יר־אֶלו  ר׀ הָעִּ  עַּ וא  שַּׁ  הִִּ֗ הַּ

ר לאֹ־ ר  אֲשֶׁ  בַּ ל־ד  עֲרִָ֗ עַּ נַּ ִּֽ ים֘ וָמֵתוּּ֒ אֶת־הַּ ם בָאֲבָנִּ ם אֹתֵָ֥ תֶ  ל  קַּ הוּס  ר אֲשֶׁר־בָעִָּ֔  צָעֲֲקָ  ֵ֥ בַּ ל־ד  ישׁ עַּ ת־הָאִָּ֔ אֶ  נָָׂ֖היר ו  שֶׁת  עִּ אֶת־אֵ 

ה  רָשָָ֔ אֹ  מ  עֲרָ הַּ נַּ ִּֽ ישׁ אֶת־הַּ א הָאִִּ֗ צָ  מ  ה יִּ שָדֶֹ֞ ם־בַּ אִּ ִּֽ ךָ׃ ו  בִֶּֽ ר  קִּ ע מִּ תֵָ֥ הָרָָׂ֖ ר  עַּ ִּֽ הוּ וּבִּ יקרֵעֵָּ֑ ִּֽ הֶחֱזִּ הּו  ישׁ ו   ־בֵָ֥ ָׂ֖ בהָאִּ ת  שָׁכַּ  הּ וּמִֵ֗ מָָּ֑ עִּ

ישׁ אֲשֶׁר־ ָּ֛ בהָאִּ ֵ֥ הּ שָׁכַּ מָָׂ֖ וֹ׃ עִּ דִּֽ בַּ ין ל  ר אֵֵ֥ ה דָבָָ֔ עֲשֶ  עֲרָ לאֹ־תַּ נַּ ִּֽ לַּ וֹ  ו  צָח  הוּ  וּר  ל־רֵעֵ  ישׁ עַּ וּם אִּ  אֲשֶׁר֩ יָק  י כַּ וֶת כִִּּ֡ א מָָּ֑ ט  עֲרָָׂ֖ חֵ  נַּ ִּֽ לַּ

ה׃ זִֶּֽ ר הַּ דָבֵָ֥ ן הַּ פֶשׁ כֵָׂ֖ הּ  נֶָ֔ צָאָָּ֑ ה מ  שָדֶָׂ֖ י בַּ ֵ֥ הכִּ הּ׃ צָעֲקִָ֗ יעַּ לִָּֽ ָׂ֖ ין מוֹשִּׁ אֵֵ֥ ה ו  רָשָָ֔ אֹ  מ  עֲרָ הַּ נַּ ִּֽ  הַּ
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If there is a betrothed virgin, and a man meets her in the city and lies with her, then you shall 

bring them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall stone them to death with stones, the 

young woman because she did not cry out for help though she was in the city, and the man 

because he violated his neighbor’s wife. So you shall purge the evil from your midst. But if in 

the open country a man meets a young woman who is betrothed, and the man seizes her and lies 

with her, then only the man who lay with her shall die. But you shall do nothing to the young 

woman; she has committed no offense punishable by death. For this case is like that of a man 

attacking and murdering his neighbor, because he met her in the open country, and though the 

betrothed young woman cried out for help there was no one to rescue her. 

 
Dinah Story (Genesis 34) Tamar Story (2 Samuel 13) 

 

הּ  ח אֹתָָּ֛ ֵ֥ קַּ יִּ בוַּ ֵ֥ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הּ  וַּ הָ אֹתָָׂ֖ נִֶּֽ עַּ י    וַּ

(v. 2) 

וֹ  נָׂ֖ ם ב  כֵֶ֥ וֹר וּשׁ  א חֲמָּ֛ ֵֹ֥ יָב ירָָּ֑ וַּ ר עִּ עַּ ם אֶל־שַּׁ   

(v. 20) 

י  אֵָׂ֖ וֹ כָל־יצֹ  נָ֔ ם ב  כֶ  אֶל־שׁ  וּ אֶל־חֲמוֹר  ו  ע  מ  שׁ  יִּ ירָּ֑ וַּ ר עִּ עַּ וֹ שַּׁ 

י  אֵָׂ֖ ר כָל־יצֹ  לוּ  כָל־זָכָָ֔ מֹ  יִּ ר עִּ וַּ עַּ ֵ֥ וֹ׃ ירִּֽ שַּׁ  

(v. 24) 

 

he took her and lay with her and violated her. (v. 

2) 

 

So Hamor and his son Shechem came to the gate 

of their city (v. 20) 

 

And all who went out of the gate of his city 

listened to Hamor and his son Shechem, and every 

male was circumcised, all who went out of the 

gate of his city. (v. 24) 

 

י  ֵ֥ הכִּ תוּלָָׂ֖ יא ב  ָּ֑   הִּ

(v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

חֲזֶק־בָהּ   ִּֽ יַּ י  וַּ וֹאִּ הּ בָּ֛ אמֶר לָָ֔  ֹ י יוַּ ָׂ֖ מִּ י עִּ ֵ֥ בִּ כ  י שִּׁ ִּֽ   אֲחוֹתִּ

(v. 11) 

יֶחֱזַּ ק נָה   וַּ מֶ  במִּ ָׂ֖ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הָ וַּ נֶָ֔ עַּ י  הּ  וַּ אֹתִָּֽ  

(v. 14) 

לֶךְ הָ  תֵֵ֥ וֹךְ וַּ קָהלָׂ֖ זָעִָּֽ   ו 

(v. 19) 

 

for she was a virgin (v. 2, cf. v. 18) 

 

he seized her and said to her, “Come, lie with me, 

my sister.” (v. 11) 

 

and he overpowered her and violated her and lay 

with her (v. 14) 

 

and she went away, crying out as she went (v. 19) 

 

 

 This law deals with two scenarios in which a man has sex with a betrothed virgin. If they 

are in the city, the woman is presumed to be a willing partner, and they are both killed. If they 

are in the country, however, the woman is presumed innocent and only the man is killed. While 

the woman in the story is betrothed and Dinah and Tamar are not, there are aspects of the law 

that are relevant to the stories, especially in the case of 2 Samuel 13.  

 Although Tamar and Amnon are in Jerusalem when the rape occurs, the text goes to great 

lengths to show Tamar’s innocence of complicity. Amnon sends everyone who might have 

witnessed the encounter away (v. 9) and then makes Tamar go into the inner room (v. 10). The 
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most striking similarity between the law and this narrative is the occurrence in both of the verb 

 in Deut 22:25 the verb is a converted perfect, whereas 2 Sam 13:11 has a) בָהּ plus (Hiphil) חזק

converted imperfect), which only occurs with a woman as the object in these two places.115 The 

appearance of the same verb again (this time in the Qal) to indicate that Tamar was overpowered 

(v. 14) reinforces the point that Tamar was forced by Amnon.116 Although she does not cry out 

when Amnon rapes her, as the innocent woman in the law is assumed to have done (צעקה, v. 27), 

she does cry out continually immediately following the incident (וזעקה, v. 19).117 Further 

evidence that 2 Samuel 13 may be aware of this law is the fact that the continuation of the 

narrative in 2 Samuel 14 (especially the Tekoite’s story that her sons struggled in the field; v. 6) 

shows close connections with the same law, as Lyke has demonstrated.118   

 In the case of Genesis 34, there are not enough verbal or contextual connections with the 

law to posit the direct influence of one on the other. The reference to the city gate in both the law 

                                                             
115 Proverbs 3:18 (למחזיקים בה) and Isa 56:2 (יחזיק בה) contain similar phrases, but the referents of the 

feminine suffixes are to nonhuman entities.  

 
116 Regarding the two uses of the verb חזק, Bar-Efrat comments, “Verse 14b is a direct continuation of v. 11 

as if Tamar’s long speech had not occurred” (Narrative Art, 265). 

 
117 The same verb is used in both cases, although in Deut 22:27 it is spelled with a tsade and in 2 Sam 13:19 

with a zayin.  

 
118 Wise Woman of Tekoa, 71–79. Lyke notes the “strong association” between the law of Deut 22:23–27 and 

the Tekoite’s mashal (79), but he does not draw a firm conclusion about whether 2 Sam 14 is textually dependent on 

the law or whether “the Tekoite’s statement should be viewed as an independent narrative crystallization of the same 

religio-forensic understanding of ‘field’ seen in Deuteronomy 22 and, to a certain degree, presumed by Genesis and 

many of the episodes in the Court Narrative” (78). His mediating position is that “In all likelihood the message of 

the Tekoite relies both on some familiarity with the laws like those found in Deuteronomy 22 and a more general 

cultural competence in its understanding of the cultural idiom suggested by ‘in the field’” (ibid.). Lyke also 

discusses the connections between the Tekoite’s mashal and the laws of Deut 25:11–12 (89) and Deut 25:5–10 (92–

100), thus providing additional evidence that the narratives of 2 Sam 13–14 may have been familiar with 

Deuteronomic laws.      
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and the narrative is intriguing, especially since the city gate is mentioned three times in Genesis 

34.119 It is difficult to discern any significance behind this connection, however, and the fact that 

city gates appear frequently in biblical narrative as places of public gathering for judgment and 

decision-making (cf. Gen 23:10, Josh 8:29, Judg 9:35, 2 Sam 15:2, 2 Chron 32:6) makes it 

unlikely that the references to the city gate in Genesis 34 are allusions to Deut 22:24. 

 A final notable point about this law is that it prescribes death for a man who rapes a 

betrothed virgin, and the rapists in Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13 are also killed for their deeds, 

despite the fact that their victims were unbetrothed. The reason for the death sentence in the law 

is that the man “violated (נָה  his neighbor’s wife” (v. 24), whereas the deaths of Shechem and (עִּ

Amnon are attributed to their violation of the woman herself, without reference to a man (cf. Gen 

34:13, 27, 31; 2 Sam 13:32). The next law I will discuss is relevant to this issue, because it treats 

the loss of a woman’s virginity before marriage as a capital offense.  

 

IV. Law concerning a woman accused of not being a virgin (Deut 22:13–21) 

 

יהָ  א אֵלֶָׂ֖ ה וּבֵָ֥ שָָּ֑ ישׁ אִּ ָׂ֖ ח אִּ ֵ֥ קַּ י־יִּ ִּֽ הּכִּ נֵאִָּֽ יל   וּש  ם לָהּ  עֲלִּ שֵָ֥ עו  ם רָָּ֑ יהָ שֵׁ  יא עָלֶָׂ֖ ֵ֥ הוֹצִּ ים ו  ָ֔ בָרִּ זאֹת   ת ד  ה הַּ שָ  ר אֶת־הָאִּ אָמִַּ֗ ו 

הּ  י לָָׂ֖ אתִּ לאֹ־מָצֵָ֥ יהָ ו  ב אֵלֶָ֔ רַּ  י וָאֶק  תִּ ח  ָ֔ יםלָקַּ ִּֽ תוּלִּ י  ׃ב  ֵ֥ ח אֲבִּ ָּ֛ לֲָקַּ יאוּ אֶת־ ו  הוֹצִֶּ֜ הּ ו  מָָּ֑ אִּ עֲרָָׂ֖ ו  נַּ ִּֽ יהַּ תוּלֵֵ֧ עֲרָָּ֛  ב  נַּ ִּֽ יר   הַּ ָׂ֖ י הָעִּ נֵֵ֥ ק  אֶל־זִּ

ע   שִָּֽ י רָה׃הַּ ֵ֥ ר אֲבִּ ָּ֛ אָמַּ ה  ו  שָָׂ֖ אִּ זֶָּ֛ה ל  ישׁ הַּ ֵ֥ י לָאִּ תִּ י נָתֶַּ֜ תִִּ֗ ים אֶת־בִּ ָּ֑ קֵנִּ ז  עֲרָָׂ֖ אֶל־הַּ נַּ ִּֽ הָ הַּ נָאִֶּֽ ש  יִּ ים  ׃וַּ ֶ֜ בָרִּ ת ד  יל  וּא שָם֩ עֲלִּ נֵה־הִּ֡ הִּ ו 

ךָ   ת  בִּ י ל  אתִּ א־מָצָ  ִֹּֽ ר ל יםלֵאמִֹ֗ תוּלִָּ֔ לֶה  ב  אֵָׂ֖ יו  תוּלֵ  מ   ב  שִּ שוּ  הַּ ר  י וּפִָּֽ ָּ֑ תִּ יר׃בִּ ִּֽ י הָעִּ נֵֵ֥ ק  י זִּ נֵָׂ֖ פ  ה לִּ וא  לָָ֔ ָׂ֖ הִּ יר־הַּ עִּ י הִָּֽ נֵֵ֥ ק  וּ זִּ חָּ֛ ק  לִָּֽ ו 

וֹ׃ וּ אֹתִּֽ רָׂ֖ ס  יִּ ישׁ ו  ָּ֑ ל   אֶת־הָאִּ ָׂ֖ ע עַּ ם רָָ֔ יא  שֵׁ  י הוֹצִּ ה כִּ  עֲרָָ֔ נַּ ִּֽ י הַּ אֲבִּ  נוּ  לַּ נָת  סֶף ו  אָה כִֶ֗ וֹ מֵ  וּ אֹתֶ֜ שׁ  עָנ  תו  תוּלַּ  יֶ ה  ב  ה  וֹ־תִּ לִּֽ ל ו  רָאֵָּ֑ ש  יִּ

ה לאֹ־י שָָ֔ אִּ ל ל  ֵ֥ הּוּכַּ חָָׂ֖ ל  שַּׁ וּ  ל  אֵ֥ צ  מ  זֶָּ֑ה לאֹ־נִּ ר הַּ דָבָָׂ֖ ה הַּ ת הָיָָ֔ ם־אֱמֶ  אִּ יו׃ ו  יםכָל־יָמִָּֽ ָׂ֖ תוּלִּ ׃ ב  עֲרִָּֽ נַּ ִּֽ עֲרֶָ֜ אֶל־ לַּ נַּ ִּֽ יאוּ אֶת־הַּ הוֹצִּ  ו 

תָה  ים  וָמֵָ֔ הּ בָאֲבָנִּ ירָ  י עִּ שֵׁ  נ  קָלוּהָ֩ אַּ יהָ וּס  ח בֵית־אָבִִּ֗ תַּ י־פֶ  ִּֽ רָ כִּ ש  יִּ בָלָה  ב  ה נ  תָ  לעָש  וֹת אֵָ֔ נָׂ֖ ז  ע  לִּ תֵָ֥ הָרָָׂ֖ ר  עַּ ִּֽ יהָ וּבִּ ָּ֑ ית אָבִּ בֵ 

ךָ׃  בִֶּֽ ר  קִּ  מִּ

 

If any man takes a wife and goes in to her and then hates her and accuses her of misconduct and 

brings a bad name upon her, saying, “I took this woman, and when I came near her, I did not find 

                                                             
119 Deuteronomy 22:24 has the only occurrence of שער העיר in the book of Deuteronomy (references to the 

gate in conjunction with “the elders of the city” can be found in Deut 21:19 and 22:15). In Genesis, the only other 

occurrences of the phrase are in 23:10 and 18.  
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in her evidence of virginity,” then the father of the young woman and her mother shall take and 

bring out the evidence of her virginity to the elders of the city in the gate. And the father of the 

young woman shall say to the elders, “I gave my daughter to this man to marry, and he hates her; 

and behold, he has accused her of misconduct, saying, ‘I did not find in your daughter evidence 

of virginity.’ And yet this is the evidence of my daughter's virginity.” And they shall spread the 

cloak before the elders of the city. Then the elders of that city shall take the man and whip him, 

and they shall fine him a hundred shekels of silver and give them to the father of the young 

woman, because he has brought a bad name upon a virgin of Israel. And she shall be his wife. He 

may not send her away all his days. But if the thing is true, that evidence of virginity was not 

found in the young woman, then they shall bring out the young woman to the door of her father’s 

house, and the men of her city shall stone her to death with stones, because she has done an 

outrageous thing in Israel by whoring in her father’s house. So you shall purge the evil from 

your midst. 

 
Dinah Story (Genesis 34) Tamar Story (2 Samuel 13) 

ל לִּ  רָאִֵ֗ ש  יִּ ה ב  ה עָשָ  בָלָֹ֞ י־נ  ִּֽ ב  אֶתכִּ כַּ א שׁ  ֵֹ֥ ן ל כֵָׂ֖ ב ו  עֲקָֹ֔ ת־יַּ ִּֽ ־בַּ

ה׃   יֵעָשִֶּֽ

(v. 7) 

כ   ההַּ נוּ זוֹנָָ֕ ה אֶת־אֲחוֹתִֵּֽ עֲשֶָׂ֖   יַּ

(v. 31) 

 

 

י  ֵ֥ הכִּ תוּלָָׂ֖ יא ב  ָּ֑ הִּ  

(v. 2) 

ן  ה כֵָׂ֖ י לאֹ־יִֵּֽעָשֵֶ֥ ָּ֛ לכִּ רָאֵָּ֑ ש  יִּ ל־ ב  ִּֽ האַּ בָלֵָ֥ נ  ה אֶת־הַּ עֲשֵָׂ֖  תַּ

את  ִֹּֽ ז  הַּ

(v. 12) 

הָ  נָאֶ  ש  יִּ וֹן  וַּ נִ֗ מ  אָה  אַּ נ  ד שִּ ה ג  דוֹלִָ֗ י ג  ד כִּ  אָֹ֔ ה מ  אָה  וֹלָ  נ  שִּ  הַּ

ר  הּ אֲשֶׁ  נֵאָָ֔ הּש  ר אֲהֵבָָּ֑ ה אֲשֶׁ  הֲבָָׂ֖   מֵאַּ

(v. 15) 

יתָ  ֵ֥ רֶת אֲשֶׁר־עָשִּ חֶָּ֛ את מֵאַּ ָֹ֔ ז דוֹלָה  הַּ ג  ה הַּ ת הָרָעָ  ל־אוֹדֹֹ֞ אַּ

י  ָׂ֖ מִּ יעִּ נִּ חֵָּ֑ ל  שַּׁ   ל 

(v. 16) 

חוּ ל  וּצָה שִּׁ חָּ֑ י הַּ ָׂ֖ את מֵעָלַּ ָֹּ֛ א אֶת־ז ־נֵָ֥  

(v. 17) 

לֶךְ ו   מֶָּ֛ נוֹת־הַּ ןָ ב  שׁ  ֵ֧ בַּ ל  ן תִּ י֩ כֵ  ים כִּ סִָּ֔ נֶת פַּ תֹ  יהָ  כ  עָלֶ 

ת תוּלָׂ֖ ב  ים  הַּ ָּ֑ ילִּ עִּ מ   

(v. 18) 

because he had done an outrageous thing in 

Israel by lying with Jacob's daughter, for such a 

thing must not be done. (v. 7) 

 

“Should he treat our sister like a whore?” (v. 31) 

for she was a virgin (v. 2) 

 

“for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do 

this outrageous thing.” (v. 12) 

 

Then Amnon hated her with very great hatred, so 

that the hatred with which he hated her was 

greater than the love with which he had loved her.  

(v. 15) 

 

this wrong in sending me away is greater than the 

other that you did to me (v. 16) 

 

“Send this one out of my presence” (v. 17) 
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Now she was wearing a long robe with sleeves, 

for thus were the virgin daughters of the king 

dressed. (v. 18) 

 

 

 

The situation described in this law is again different from that depicted in the narratives; 

nevertheless, some intriguing connections between the narratives and law exist. Deuteronomy 

22:21 is the only legal text that contains the construction “to do an outrageous thing in Israel,” 

which is found in both of these narratives. Since this phrase also occurs in other biblical texts 

(Josh 7:3; Judg 20:6, 10; Jer 29:23), there is no initial reason to assume that the wording in 2 

Sam 13:12 and Gen 34:7 is dependent on Deut 22:21. It is noteworthy, however, that the 

constructions used in Gen 34:7 and Deut 22:21 are uniquely similar among the texts that speak of 

“doing an outrageous thing in Israel”—both begin with כי and are followed by an infinitive 

construct explaining the nature of the outrageous act (לשכב ,לזנות). Both objects of the infinitives 

construct make reference to the woman’s father: “the house of her father” (Deut 22:21) and “the 

daughter of Jacob” (Gen 34:7). A final connection is found in Simeon and Levi’s reply to their 

father that ends the narrative: “Should he treat our sister like a whore (כזונה)?” (v. 31), which 

uses the noun form of the verb found in Deut 22:21 (לזנות). Although the actual situation of the 

narrative is not similar to that described in the law, the grave concern about the loss of a 

woman’s virginity before marriage is shared by the law and narrative. 120 In the law, the young 

                                                             
120 This law is unusual in the biblical corpus for its treatment of the loss of virginity before marriage as a 

capital crime. Alexander Rofé demonstrates that this law “is in conflict with every other sex law concerning matters 

of virginity” (“Family and Sex Laws in Deuteronomy and the Book of Covenant,” Henoch 9.2 [1987]: 137). He 

believes that vv. 20–21 are a later addition by “a writer who was more preacher than jurist” (142).  
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woman has, allegedly, lost her virginity before getting married, and thus is accused of “whoring 

her father’s house.” In the Dinah story, Shechem has treated Dinah like a whore by sleeping with 

her before they were married. In both the law and the narrative, there is the implication that 

shame has been brought to the father’s house; this is not explicit in Genesis 34, although it seems 

to underlie the actions of Simeon and Levi.121 The apparent allusions to this law show that, at 

least from the perspective of Simeon and Levi, Shechem’s death was justified.122 

While the connections between Deut 22:13–21 and Genesis 34 are concentrated toward 

the end of the Deuteronomy passage, the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 may reflect details throughout 

the law. In Deut 22:13, a man hates a woman after he marries and sleeps with her; in the Amnon 

and Tamar story, Amnon hates Tamar after he sleeps with her, but he will not consider marrying 

her before or after the act. Tamar’s virginity is emphasized in 2 Samuel 13, and virginity (and 

evidence of it) is the major concern of the law. The man in the law accuses his wife of not being 

a virgin when he married her, and Amnon’s act puts Tamar in the position of not being a virgin 

eligible for marriage (or so it would seem, since afterwards she lives “desolate” in Absalom’s 

house; v. 20). In the law, evidence of the woman’s virginity could be proven by a garment 

brought by her parents; in the Tamar narrative, a garment is also evidence of her virginity—she 

                                                             
121 Bechtel believes that the locus of dishonor for Jacob’s family lies in the fact that Dinah’s relationship with 

Shechem crossed group boundaries (“What If Dinah Is Not Raped?”, 32–34). Blyth also sees Simeon and Levi’s 

actions as based on an attack on their honor, but she argues that the dimension of sexual violence must be considered 

as well (The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34, 119–35). She writes, “Men’s successful defence of the women within 

their own group has long been perceived as the hallmark of group honour and authority; the rape of ‘their women’ 

by the ethnic ‘Other’ is therefore regarded as nothing less than a demonstration of their own vulnerability and 

impotence to outside attack” (127). 

 
122 The proposal that Gen 34 alludes to Deut 22:13–21 to show the seriousness of the loss of a woman’s 

virginity is more likely, to my mind, than Carmichael’s argument that both parts of this law arose from reflection on 

the question, “What should be done if an Israelite behaves like Shechem?” (Women, Law, and the Genesis 

Traditions, 37).  
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wears the “long-sleeved garment” that was worn by all “the virgin daughters of the king.” 

Finally, the law stipulates that if the man brings a false accusation about the woman’s virginity, 

he is not allowed to divorce her (“send her away”) “all his days” (לשלחה כל ימיו).123 As discussed 

above, the evil of Amnon’s “sending away” is emphasized in 2 Samuel 13.  

As was the case with the laws discussed above, it is difficult to argue with certainty that 

the narratives know and make reference to this law. The verbal similarities and parallels with 

apparently meaningful reversals suggest the possibility of a deliberate connection, however. At 

the very least, this law gives evidence that the loss of a woman’s virginity before marriage was 

understood by some to be a grave offense punishable by death, although the main issue was 

probably not the loss of virginity but the misrepresentation of the woman as a virgin when she 

was married. An obvious difference between the law and the narratives is that in the law the 

woman herself is put to death, whereas in the narratives the man who raped her is the one killed, 

as he is the one responsible for robbing her of her virginity.124  

 

V. Law concerning taking a captive woman as a wife (Deut 21:10–14) 

 

ל־ ה עַּ חָמָָׂ֖ ל  מִּ א לַּ י־תֵצֵֵ֥ ִּֽ ךָ ו  כִּ יָדֶָׂ֖ יךָ ב  הוֵָ֧ה אֱלהֶָּ֛ וֹ י  תָנֹ֞ יךָ וּנ  בֶָּ֑ יתָ אֹי  ֵ֥ וֹ׃ שָׁבִּ יִּֽ ב  יתָ   שִּׁ רָאִּ שֶׁת  ו  ה אֵָׂ֖ יָָ֔ ב  שִּ תבַּ פַּ ר י  אַּ תָ  ־תָֹּ֑ ק  חָשַּׁ הּ ו  בָָ֔

ה שִָּֽ אִּ ךָָׂ֖ ל  תֵָ֥ ל  ח  לָקַּ וֹךְ  ׃ו  הּ אֶל־ת  הֲבֵאתָָׂ֖ ךָוַּ פָר   בֵיתֶָּ֑ ה אֶת־צִּ תָָׂ֖ עָש  הּ ו  חָה  אֶת־ראֹשָָׁ֔ ל  גִּ יהָ׃ו  הּ  נִֶּֽ יֶָ֜ ב  ת שִּׁ לַּ  מ  ירָה֩ אֶת־שִּ הֵסִָּ ו 

יהָ   וֹא אֵלֶ  ן תָב  ר כֵֶ֜ חַּ אַּ  ים ו  ָּ֑ ח יָמִּ הּ יֶ ֶ֣רַּ מָָׂ֖ אֶת־אִּ יהָ ו  ֵ֥ ה אֶת־אָבִּ תָָּ֛ כ  ךָ וּבִָּֽ בֵיתֶָ֔ בָה  ב  יִָּֽשׁ  יהָ ו  ה מֵעָלִֶ֗ תֵָ֥ הָי  הּ ו  תָָ֔ ל  עַּ הוּב  שִָּֽ אִּ ךָָׂ֖ ל   ׃ל 

א  ֵֹ֧ ם־ל ה אִּ הָיָֹ֞ הּו  תָ בִָ֗ צ  שִּׁ  חָפַּ  תָהּ  ו  ח  ר  לַּ ת אֲשֵֶׁ֥ חַּ ָׂ֖ הּ תַּ ר בָָ֔ מֵ  עַּ ת  סֶף לאֹ־תִּ כָָּ֑ נָה בַּ רֶָׂ֖ כ  מ  ר לאֹ־תִּ הּ וּמָכֵֹ֥ שָָׁ֔ פ  נַּ הּל  יתִָּֽ נִּ  ׃עִּ

 

When you go out to war against your enemies, and Yhwh your God gives them into your hand 

and you take them captive, and you see among the captives a beautiful woman, and you long 

                                                             
123 The phrase שלחה כל ימיו occurs elsewhere only in Deut 22:29, the passage discussed at the beginning of 

this section.  

 
124 Gray’s interpretation of the connection between this law and the narrative of 2 Sam 13 is similar: “Given 

the fact that Tamar tenaciously fights to hold true to the Deuteronomic ideal, then clearly, 2 Samuel 13 is archly 

condemnatory of one who would brutishly violate a virgin (and a royal one at that!) in the midst of the royal 

household” (“Amnon,” 51).   
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for her, to take her to be your wife, and you bring her home to your house, she shall shave her 

head and pare her nails. And she shall take off the clothes in which she was captured and shall 

remain in your house and lament her father and her mother a full month. After that you may go 

in to her and be her husband, and she shall be your wife. But if you no longer delight in her, you 

shall let her go where she wants. But you shall not sell her for money, nor shall you treat her as a 

slave, since you have humiliated her. 

 
Dinah Story (Genesis 34) 

 

Tamar Story (2 Samuel 13) 

א ר  יַּ  ם  וַּ כֵֶ֧ הּ שׁ  ח . . .אֹתֶָ֜ ֵ֥ קַּ יִּ הּ  וַּ ב אֹתָָׂ֖ ֵ֥ כַּ שׁ  יִּ הּ וַּ הָ אֹתָָּ֛ נִֶּֽ עַּ י   ׃וַּ

  (v. 2) 

י ָּ֛ ח־לִּ ִּֽ את  קַּ ָֹׂ֖ ז ה הַּ דֵָ֥ ל  יַּ האֶת־הַּ שִָּֽ אִּ   ל 

(v. 4) 

י  נִִּ֗ ם ב  כֶ  השׁ  ֲקָ  שׁ  הּ  חִָּֽ א אֹתָָּ֛ וּ נֵָ֥ נ  ם ת  כֶָ֔ ת  בִּ שׁוֹ  ב  פ  וֹ נַּ לָׂ֖

ה שִָּֽ אִּ ׃ ל   

(v. 8) 

י  ֵ֥ ץ ב  כִּ בחָפֵָׂ֖ עֲקָֹּ֑ ת־יַּ ִּֽ   בַּ

(v. 19) 

ינָָּ֛ה  וּ אֶת־דִּ חֵ֧ ק  יִּ םוַּ כֶָׂ֖ ית שׁ  בֵֵ֥   מִּ

(v. 26) 

ם  שֵׁיהֶָ֔ אֶת־נ  וּו    שָׁבָׂ֖

(v. 29) 

ד אָחֵ֥  ָּ֛ וֹם בֶן־דָוִּ שָׁלֵ֧ ב  אַּ הוֹת וּל  ר יָפָָׂ֖ הּ תָמָָּ֑ מָ    וּשׁ 

(v.1) 

הָ  נֶָ֔ עַּ י   וַּ

(v. 4) 

יתָ  ֵ֥ רֶת אֲשֶׁר־עָשִּ חֶָּ֛ את מֵאַּ ָֹ֔ ז דוֹלָה  הַּ ג  ה הַּ ת הָרָעָ  ל־אוֹדֹֹ֞ אַּ

י  ָׂ֖ מִּ יעִּ נִּ חֵָּ֑ ל  שַּׁ   ל 

(v. 16) 

חוּ ל  וּצָה שִּׁ חָּ֑ י הַּ ָׂ֖ את מֵעָלַּ ָֹּ֛ א אֶת־ז ־נֵָ֥  

(v. 17) 

 

And when Shechem . . . saw her, he took her and 

lay with her and humiliated her. (v. 2) 

 

“Take for me this young woman as a wife” (v. 4) 

 

“The soul of my son Shechem longs for your 

daughter. Please give her to him to be his wife.” 

(v. 8) 

 

because he delighted in Jacob’s daughter.  (v. 19) 

 

and they took Dinah out of Shechem’s house (v. 

26) 

 

and their wives they took captive (v. 29) 

 

 

Now Absalom, David’s son, had a beautiful sister, 

whose name was Tamar.  (v. 1) 

 

and violated her (v. 4) 

 

this wrong in sending me away is greater than the 

other that you did to me (v. 16) 

 

“Send this one out of my presence” (v. 17) 
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The verbal connections between this law and the narrative of Genesis 34 are strong,125 

and there are parallels regarding the circumstances described in both. Although Dinah was not 

captured in the context of war, she was forcefully taken by a foreigner. The captive-taking done 

by Jacob’s sons at the end of the story calls to mind the situation described in the law as well.126 

Shechem appears to fall short of some requirements of this law while surpassing others. The fact 

that he violated Dinah immediately after seeing her is a stark contrast to the law’s requirement 

that a man must wait a month before having sex with the woman he captured. On the other hand, 

Shechem delights in Dinah and will do anything in order to marry her, whereas the law allows 

for a situation in which the man ceases to delight in his wife. 

Another inverse point of connection between these texts is that in the law, the man is an 

Israelite and the woman a non-Israelite, whereas in the narrative the situation is reversed. Van 

Seters argues that Genesis 34 alludes to this law in order to promote the legitimacy of marriage 

between a non-Israelite man and an Israelite woman: “If one takes both the law concerning the 

deflowering of an unbetrothed virgin [Deut 22:28–29] and the law regarding the marriage of 

foreign captives together, there would seem to be adequate precedent for the intermarriage 

between Shechem and Dinah. This, it seems to me, is what J is suggesting in this story against 

strong prejudice to the contrary.”127 This interpretation seems possible in Van Seters’s 

reconstruction of the story, where the references to Dinah’s “defilement” are a later layer. But 

                                                             
125 This is particularly true with regard to the word חשק, which only occurs in the context of a relationship 

between a man and a woman in these two places. See Bader, Sexual Violation, 32.  

 
126 It is notable in this regard that shortly after Jacob’s sons have plundered the Hivites and taken captives, 

Jacob tells everyone with him (including, presumably, the captive Hivite women) to change their clothes: “Put away 

 ”(והחליפו שמלתיכם) the foreign gods that are among you and purify yourselves and change your garments (הסרו)

(Gen 35:2). 

 
127 “The Silence of Dinah,” 246. 
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the allusions to Deut 7:1–8 in the story (which are present in v. 30 of Van Seters’s reconstructed 

J version)128 make it less likely that the author would consider the marriage of an Israelite 

woman to her foreign captor a desirable scenario.  

In contrast to Genesis 34, 2 Samuel 13 does not contain compelling verbal or contextual 

parallels to this law. The violation (ויענה) of 2 Sam 13:4 is clearly rape, whereas the violation 

 of Deut 21:14 is not.129 There is “sending away” in both texts, but the sending in the law (עניתה)

is a positive thing (“let her go where she wants,” ESV; “let her go free,” NRSV), whereas 

Tamar’s expulsion is negative. One notable verbal connection is the appearance of the word יפה 

in the law (יפת תאר; v. 11); this word is also used to describe Tamar (2 Sam 13:1), and it occurs 

only here in Deuteronomy.130 Despite this similarity, it is difficult to discern a deliberate purpose 

for the differences between the law and 2 Samuel 13, and so it would be hard to argue that the 

narrative reflects this law.   

 

                                                             
128 Ibid., 241. See n. 98. 

 
129 Although the situation described in the law might qualify as rape in contemporary understanding, it is 

unlikely that the biblical authors would classify a sexual act within marriage as rape. A similar opinion is expressed 

by Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34, 65 n. 94. Caryn A. Reeder, on the other hand, uses the shared 

vocabulary of this law and Gen 34 as one point in favor of understanding the violation of Deut 21:14 as wartime 

rape (“Deuteronomy 21.10–14 and/as Wartime Rape,” JSOT 41.3 [2017]: 323–24).   

 
130 Outside of the book of Genesis, Deut 21:11 has the only occurrence of יפה in the Pentateuch. Carmichael 

believes that the reference to the woman’s beauty in Deut 21:11 is a product of “the lawgiver’s interest in the 

beautiful patriarchal wives” (Women, Law, and the Genesis Traditions, 23). In his opinion, the law of Deut 21:10–

14 is based on the wife-sister stories of Genesis, Laban’s comment that Jacob took Laban’s daughters away like 

prisoners (Gen 31:26), and the Dinah story of Gen 34 (22–30). There are some verbal connections among these 

texts, but the situation described in the law is not sufficiently similar to any of these narrative texts to justify 

Carmichael’s argument.  
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 What can be concluded about the connections between the narratives of Genesis 34 and 2 

Samuel 13 and the laws found in Exod 22:15–16; Deut 21:10–14, 22:13–21, 22:23–27 and 

22:28–29? While it may be the case that the narratives reflect aspects of the laws simply because 

they deal with similar subject matter, it is also plausible that both narratives deliberately make 

reference to some of the laws. The story of Tamar’s rape shows rather strong connections with 

Deut 22:13–21, 22:23–27, and 22:28–29—in other words, with nearly all of Deut 22:13–29.131 

Given the proximity of these laws to each other, it does not seem unreasonable that the author of 

2 Samuel knew them in their written and collected form and drew elements from each of them, 

incorporating allusions to them into the story to make certain points. The law regarding a woman 

accused of losing her virginity (22:13–21) establishes the fact that the loss of a woman’s 

virginity outside of marriage is a grave offense, punishable by death if the woman is at fault. 

Although the main concern of the law may originally have been the misrepresentation of the 

woman’s sexual status rather than the reality of her lost virginity, the law could nevertheless 

have been drawn on to demonstrate the severe consequences that result from a woman’s sexual 

activity before marriage. The law about a man who has sex with a betrothed virgin (22:23–27) 

shows that if a woman is raped, she is not to be put to death. And the law concerning the rape of 

an unbetrothed virgin (22:28–29) demands that a rapist must marry and never divorce his victim. 

When the principles of these laws are considered in the context of Tamar’s situation, they 

highlight the difficulty of her case. She has lost her virginity outside of marriage, but she clearly 

is not culpable for that loss. Her rapist will not marry her, and her father will not intervene on her 

behalf. The apparent allusions to the legal material may not go so far as to imply that Absalom 

                                                             
131 The only part of Deut 22:13–29 that has not been discussed here is v. 22, which prescribes the death 

penalty for both parties when a man has sex with a married woman. This law is thus closely related to the others in 

this section.  
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was justified in his extrajudicial killing of Amnon, but they do emphasize the seriousness of 

Amnon’s crime and David’s abdication of responsibility for his daughter’s plight.  

 The verbal connections between Genesis 34 and these laws, including Exod 22:15–16 and 

Deut 21:10–14 in this case (but possibly excluding Deut 22:23–27), are even stronger than those 

evidenced in 2 Samuel 13. Allusions to the laws appear to make a similar point as they did in 2 

Samuel 13 regarding the gravity of the loss of a woman’s virginity and the repercussions of this 

sin for the rapist. The rhetorical force of references to the law that demands marriage between a 

rapist and his victim (Deut 22:28–29) appears to be different in this story, however, due to the 

tension between allusions to this law and allusions to Deut 7:1–8 in the narrative. If marriage 

between Israelites and Hivites is forbidden, as expressed in Deut 7:1–3, then why portray 

Shechem as a model of piety in his willingness to go above and beyond the biblical laws? While 

this tragic portrayal of Shechem should not be reduced to an ideological caricature,132 perhaps 

the rhetorical strategy at work here is to show that even if a man like Shechem were to attempt to 

correct his error and marry his victim, the fact that he is a foreigner trumps these considerations. 

This is Amit’s reading; after listing the advantages of marriage as a solution to Dinah’s plight, 

she concludes,  

The proposed marriage, which is a solution rooted in the law applicable in the normal 

case of rape, is represented in this case as impossible, notwithstanding all of its implicit 

advantages, because one is dealing here with the Hivites, one of the seven nations of 

Canaan, of whom it is said: “you shall not make marriages with them” (Deut 7:3). The 

story thus indirectly conveys an unequivocal message concerning marriage with the 

Canaanites, by means of the plot that rejects the solution of marriage.133  

                                                             
132 Levenson suggests that the portrayal of Shechem evokes “the great pathos of the tragic situation” (personal 

communication).   

 
133 Hidden Polemics, 193. The implicit references to Deut 21:10–14 in Gen 34 may reinforce this point by 

indicating that if a foreigner took an Israelite by force, even if he “delighted in” her in a way that the hypothetical 

Israelite man did not in his captive wife, marriage was not an acceptable outcome.  

Feder understands the somewhat sympathetic portrayal of Shechem and the Hivites in a similar way: “It 

should be stressed that Hamor’s offer is deliberately portrayed in an attractive light. Nor is it accidental that the 
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It is not sufficient, then, to compare Shechem and Amnon by saying that the former 

fulfills his responsibilities according to biblical law while the latter neglects his. Rather, both 

narratives set up circumstances that bring biblical laws into conflict with one another in order to 

make their rhetorical point.134 In Genesis 34, Shechem is depicted as going beyond several legal 

requirements in trying to marry Dinah, but allusions to other texts demonstrate that even 

Shechem’s praiseworthy behavior does not outweigh the prohibition against an Israelite 

marrying a Hivite.135 In contrast, the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 shows that although marriage 

between Amnon and Tamar, whose relationship as siblings is emphasized throughout, ordinarily 

would have been forbidden, the horrible nature of the situation demands an exceptional solution. 

Amnon should have asked for permission to marry Tamar, but he did not, and his sending her 

away represents the nadir of his iniquitous behavior.   

Allusions to the biblical legal material indict not only Shechem and Amnon, but Jacob 

and David as well.136 In this case the fathers are depicted as failing in similar ways. Several of 

the laws (Exod 22:15–16, Deut 22:13–21, and Deut 22:28–29) mandate action on the part of a 

woman’s father. This role appears to have been abdicated in the case of Jacob, who let his sons 

                                                             
Shechemites are not depicted here as worshipping foreign deities. The reason is simple: the author needed to 

emphasize that the rejection of intermarriage is unconditional” (“The Defilment of Dina,” 298).  

 
134 The legal conundrums presented by the events of 2 Sam 13 are well explicated by Propp, “Kinship in 2 

Samuel 13,” 39–53. 

 
135 Other biblical texts make the point that a foreigner’s righteous actions matter more than his or her ethnic 

status (cf. Josh 2, Jonah 3, the Book of Ruth), but the weight of evidence in Gen 34 indicates that this is not one of 

them.  

 
136 See Bader, Sexual Violation, 176–78. 
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deal with the Hivites, and David, who naively sent Tamar to Amnon’s house137 and who did not 

do anything to help Tamar or to discipline Amnon after the rape. In both cases the result is 

violence that, although conceivably justified by the grave offenses of the rapists, perhaps could 

have been avoided if the fathers had played more active roles.138 This is perhaps more obvious in 

the case of David, who should have taken responsibility for the misdeeds happening among his 

own children, but it is also true for Jacob, whose silence and abdication of responsibility to his 

sons is striking.   

The fact that both of these narratives appear to reflect an overlapping collection of 

biblical laws concerning rape and marriage represents another point of similarly between them. It 

is very possible, however, that this feature arose independently in both stories as a result of their 

subject matter and was not a product of the dependence of one narrative on the other. It is 

possible, though, that the author of one narrative noticed the allusions to legal material in the 

other and drew on some of these same texts. Whatever the case, a careful evaluation of the 

narratives in light of the legal material helps to highlight significant features of the narratives and 

is an important step in understanding the rhetorical messages of each text. 

 

Conclusion 

The above discussion has demonstrated the complexity of the relationship between 2 Samuel 13 

and Genesis 34 and the difficulty of establishing the direction of influence between these texts. 

                                                             
137 This is similar to Jacob’s sending of Joseph into danger in Gen 37, a point that will be discussed in the 

following chapter.  

 
138 The contrast between the nonviolent outcomes of rape situations in the legal material and excessively 

violent responses in the rape narratives of Gen 34, Judg 19, and 2 Sam 13 is highlighted by Yamada, although he 

does not posit a genetic relationship between the laws and the narratives (Configurations of Rape, 21–25). 
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The verbal connections between the narratives are plentiful, but they do not exhibit clear 

indications that one text is dependent on the other.139 Plot connections with significant reversals, 

such as Shechem’s love for Dinah following the rape contrasted with Amnon’s hate for Tamar, 

do not lend themselves to clear-cut comparisons because of the complex nature of the narratives, 

especially Genesis 34. Attempts at dating the texts relative to each other are also difficult. 

Several features of Genesis 34 suggest that this story is the product of the post-exilic period, at 

least in its final form.140 Establishing a late date for Genesis 34 does not in itself prove that this 

text is dependent on 2 Samuel 13, however. The Samuel text, or parts of it, could be even later 

than Genesis 34.141 

One possibility for explaining the relationship between Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13 is 

found in Carr’s proposal that the texts of Gen 30:21, 34:1–31, 35:21–22a, 38:1–30, and 49:1b–28 

are part of a “compositional level spanning the Jacob-Joseph story” that emphasizes the 

ascendency of Judah.142 Carr suggests that when a Northern Jacob-Joseph composition was 

reworked in a Southern context, the model of the Succession Narrative, in which the eldest son is 

                                                             
139 There are instances of inversion of word order (Gen 34:2b and 2 Sam 13:14b; Gen 34:7 and 2 Sam 13:12), 

often a marker of allusion. In the latter example, Gen 34:7 may display marks of ungrammaticality (Westermann, 

Genesis 12–36, 538; see discussion above), thus indicating its dependence on 2 Sam 13:12, but this example alone is 

insufficient to demonstrate that Gen 34 as a whole is dependent on 2 Sam 13.  

 
140 See discussion above, especially nn. 59–60, 62, 64, 78. 

 
141 Auld points to several connections between 2 Sam 13 and Song 4:9–10, 12–13 (including the rare verb 

 which occurs in the Piel only in Song 4:9 and 2 Sam 13:6, 8) and notes that if the author of 2 Sam 13 knows the ,לבב

Song, “then at least this part of Samuel may be from quite late in the biblical period” (I & II Samuel, 479–80). If 

there is an allusion here, it is unlikely that Song of Songs, a love poem, drew from the dark story of 2 Sam 13. The 

reverse is much more likely, as allusions to the Song in 2 Sam 13 are consistently ironic. The “sister” of Song of 

Songs is Amnon’s real sister in 2 Sam 13, who will never become his “bride” (cf. Song 4:9–10). The image of a 

“locked garden” (Song 4:12), a representation of the woman’s celebrated virginity in the Song, becomes a literal 

locked door in 2 Sam 13:17–18, after Tamar’s virginity is violently taken from her.   

 
142 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 252–53; see n. 78 above.  
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the legitimate heir until he is disqualified, was mapped on to the Jacob-Joseph story through the 

addition of the texts mentioned above.143 While this reconstruction may or may not be correct, it 

is certainly the case that there are compelling parallels between the fates of Jacob’s and David’s 

sons, and that the Judah-focused material in Genesis exhibits especially close connections to the 

David story. This point will be discussed further in the following chapter; here it is sufficient to 

note that the narrative of Genesis 34 plays an important role in the broader story of the 

ascendency of Judah. If this story was, in fact, incorporated into the Genesis narrative along with 

other Judah-focused texts following the model of the Succession Narrative, it may have been at 

this point that it was influenced by the Amnon-Tamar story and shaped to resemble it.144 On the 

whole, then, the evidence is slightly in favor of the direction of influence going from 2 Samuel 

                                                             
143 Ibid., 303–4. 

 
144 Even in Carr’s model, Genesis 34 likely had an independent existence before it became part of the Judah-

focused textual layer (ibid., 252 nn. 56, 58). Carr notes that it probably was not composed in light of the notice of 

Dinah’s birth in Gen 30:21 (ibid.). The anti-intermarriage polemic of Gen 34 is evidence that it was not written by 

the same author as Gen 38, a narrative in which a Canaanite woman is responsible for the continuation of Judah’s 

line. And the differences between the story of Gen 34 and the curse of Simeon and Levi in Gen 49:5–7 indicate that 

these texts were not written by the same author. I would tentatively suggest that Gen 34 is a midrash-like expansion 

of the Simeon-Levi curse in Gen 49:5–7 that was written to fill in gaps in the Genesis narrative and at the same time 

to advance an anti-intermarriage ideology. Kratz similarly calls Gen 34 a “midrash-like addition,” but does not 

elaborate further (Composition, 260). Zakovitch also uses “midrash” to describe one layer of the narrative: “Our 

interpolator’s accusation of Simeon and Levi for the murders in Shechem was, apparently, a midrash, an 

explanation, of Jacob’s deathbed curse” (Jacob, 125). One motive for the composition of Gen 34, then, may have 

been to provide a “backstory” for Jacob’s cryptic condemnation of Simeon and Levi in Gen 49:5–7 (if indeed that 

text is earlier than Gen 34), and thus to vindicate Simeon and Levi, if only partially. The attempt by the author of 

Gen 34 to put the actions of Simeon and Levi in a somewhat more positive light thus results in the narrative 

ambivalence that has provoked so much debate. On the one hand, Simeon and Levi must have done something 

legitimately reprehensible to merit the curse of Jacob in Gen 49:5–7, a text that has the force of divinely-inspired 

prophecy, given that it is part of Jacob’s last words, which concern what will happen “in days to come ( באחרית

 The tone of Gen 49:5–7 thus constrains any attempt to justify Simeon and Levi completely, and .(Gen 49:1) ”(הימים

the author of Gen 34 does not attempt to do this, depicting their act of retribution as deceptive and disproportionate. 

Nevertheless, the narrative does moderate the later criticism of Simeon and Levi by showing that their anger was 

driven by a righteous cause, and by showing that Jacob’s rebuke of them (in Gen 34:30) was misguided.  
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13 to Genesis 34. It is also possible, however, that the texts had mutual influence on each other 

over the course of the growth of the narratives.  

 This model suggests that Genesis 34 in its final textual location and form, at least, serves an 

important purpose in the Judah-focused Genesis material, and thus has direct relevance to the 

David story. This reconstruction therefore relativizes the need to determine the direction of 

influence between the Genesis and Samuel narratives with certainty, as it suggests that these 

stories were intended to be read as part of one history. This conclusion has relevance for 

understanding the function and purpose of the analogical parallels between 2 Samuel 13 and 

Genesis 34. On the one hand, the observation that Amnon is depicted as worse than Shechem 

would be more viable if it could be shown that 2 Samuel 13 is dependent on Genesis 34 (if the 

influence goes the other way, it seems less likely that the point of the analogy would be to depict 

Shechem as not quite so bad as Amnon). On the other hand, if the narratives were understood as 

part of one history as they were being developed, a reading of the stories in light of each other is 

justified, regardless of which text influenced the other. When read side-by-side, the actions of 

Amnon do indeed appear worse than Shechem’s, and the retribution of both Absalom and 

Simeon and Levi is condemned in light of their fates in the wider narratives.145  

  When the narratives about Jacob’s and David’s families are read as part of the same history, 

as it appears they were intended to be at least by the time the Genesis narratives were shaped to 

highlight the importance of Judah, the story of Genesis 34 functions as a kind of prehistory of the 

David story. On a genealogical level, it prepares the way for the preeminence of the line of 

                                                             
145 Freedman concludes similarly, “If we may draw a lesson, it is that while the criminal or violator will not 

escape the consequences of this crime, especially as the act is utterly reprehensible nĕbālâ, what is outside the 

bounds of accepted behavior in Israel, nevertheless those who take the law into their own hands will suffer 

consequences as well and just as severe (as clearly in the case of Absalom)” (“Dinah and Shechem,” 59).  
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Judah, which will lead to David. On a moral and theological level, it provides a negative 

precedent for the inaction of David regarding his violated daughter, and perhaps suggests that the 

events of 2 Samuel 13 are a manifestation of the sins of the father (and his sons) being repeated 

in the lives of his descendants.146 This connection between David and Jacob on the (im)moral 

level is concisely explicated by Alter, commenting on David’s lack of action in 2 Sam 13:21:  

That imponderable silence is the key to the mounting avalanche of disaster in the house 

of David. Where we might expect some after-the-fact defense of his violated daughter, 

some rebuke or punishment of his rapist son, he hears, is angry, but says nothing and 

does nothing, leaving the field open for Absalom’s murder of his brother. In all this, the 

rape of Tamar plays exactly the same pivotal role in the story of David as does the rape of 

Dinah in the story of Jacob. Jacob, too, ‘hears’ of the violation and does nothing, setting 

the stage for the bloody act of vengeance carried out by his sons Simeon and Levi. By the 

end of the episode, Jacob is seen at the mercy of his intransigent sons, and that is how this 

once-powerful figure will appear through the rest of his story. An analogous fate, as we 

shall abundantly see, awaits David from this moment on.147 

 

David’s passivity is perhaps even worse than Jacob’s, as he has a measure of control over all the 

parties involved (the rapist, his victim, and the murderer), since they are all his children,148 

whereas the actions of the Hivites are beyond the authority of Jacob. Furthermore, while both 

fathers may be dealt a kind of measure-for-measure punishment in these narratives, the events of 

2 Samuel 13 are obviously an outflowing of David’s sin in 2 Samuel 11, whereas the retribution 

                                                             
146 Friedman, who believes Gen 34 and 2 Sam 13 were written by the same author, comments, “All the irony 

that pervades the story of David’s sin and recompense is doubled when we see it to be itself an ironic recurrence? 

reenactment? variation? legacy? of what happened to David’s ancestor, Jacob” (The Hidden Book, 43).    

 
147 The David Story, 271. Van Seters likewise sees David’s silence following the rape as leading directly to 

Amnon’s murder and Absalom’s revolt: “David’s indulgence leads to gross injustice concerning this crime and to 

negligence toward his daughter for what she has suffered, and this in turn leads to serious reprisals by her brother. 

Crimes such as this should have disqualified Amnon from his right to the throne, at the very least, but this did not 

happen. David is thus responsible for what happens in all of the events that follow” (The Biblical Saga of King 

David,” 303). See also Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 128–32. 

 
148 Ridout comments that the “frequent use of the key words ‘brother’ and sister’” in the narrative have the 

effect of stressing “that this is a story of David’s family, and how it came about that this royal family started on a 

tragic course of self-destruction” (“The Rape of Tamar,” 76).  
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in Genesis 34 for Jacob’s past actions is portrayed more subtly. Although Jacob’s silence after 

Dinah’s rape is perhaps less reprehensible than David’s silence, the fact that the same sin is 

repeated by both men is a sign that Jacob’s passivity has come to a devastating fruition in the life 

of his most important descendant. Furthermore, the sins of Jacob’s sons are repeated by David’s 

sons, which is illustrated in part by the parallel violent retribution exacted by Simeon and Levi 

and Absalom following the rapes of their sisters.  

The repetition of similar events and themes in Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13, together with 

the genealogical connection between Jacob and David, helps to highlight the inaction of the 

fathers in both stories and draws attention to the ways in which their passivity will negatively 

affect their families in events that follow. The passivity of the father leads to conflict among 

siblings in both stories, and this motif of sibling rivalry becomes prominent when 2 Samuel 11–

13 is read in light of the Joseph story, a reading I will undertake in the following chapter. In 2 

Samuel 13, David fails in the same way as his forefather Jacob did in Genesis 34; in 2 Samuel 

11, David is portrayed as failing where Joseph succeeded, thus disappointing the expectation set 

up in 1 Samuel of David as a Joseph-like leader.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

FATHERS AND SONS: 

2 SAMUEL 11–13 AND THE JOSEPH STORY 

 

 

 

 

In 1 Samuel, the analogy between David and Joseph was a positive one, made to set up the 

expectation of David as a wise ruler over a united kingdom. These expectations are shattered in 2 

Samuel, however, where the analogies between the David story and the Joseph story continue, 

but with entirely different effects. In 2 Samuel 11, David becomes a kind of anti-Joseph through 

his adulterous affair with Bathsheba. This incident sets off the unraveling of David’s family and 

leads to the instability of his united kingdom. The first incident in this downward spiral of events 

is the rape of David’s daughter Tamar by his son Amnon (2 Samuel 13). The parallels between 

Tamar and Dinah were explored in the previous chapter; here, an additional analogical layer that 

compares Tamar to Joseph, with tragic effect, will be explored. The subsequent conflict between 

Amnon and his brother Absalom, along with the events of Absalom’s revolt, displays 

connections with the fraternal conflict of the Joseph story, which was only hinted at in the 

confrontation between David and his brothers in 1 Samuel 17.  

 The discussion of the David story and the Joseph story must also include the much-debated 

topic of the relationship between Genesis 38, the story of Judah and his daughter-in-law Tamar, 

and the Succession Narrative. Because Genesis 38 is a relatively self-contained narrative unit 

that shows a very particular and unique set of connections with the David story, I will initially 

bracket discussion of this material, analyzing first the analogical connections between Genesis 

37, 39–50 and 2 Samuel 11–13. After this I will return to the problem of Genesis 38 and the 

implications of this narrative for understanding the story of David, his family, and his kingdom.   
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David and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11–12) and Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife (Genesis 39) 

The story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 39) is reflected in two different ways in the 

narrative of 2 Samuel 11–13: first in the story of David and Bathsheba (chapters 11–12), then in 

the story of Amnon and Tamar (chapter 13). Although there are certainly more distinctive and 

conspicuous connections between the latter story and Genesis 39, the narrative of David and 

Bathsheba can also be understood as a reflection of the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. 

While there are few verbal parallels between these stories, there are many meaningful reversals, 

resulting in a picture of David failing where Joseph succeeded. At the beginning of the David 

story (1 Samuel 16–18), the expectation that David would be a Joseph-like ruler was produced in 

part through repeated references to David’s success, and the fact that God was with him is 

reminiscent of Joseph’s success and divine guidance in Genesis 39.1 It is tragically poignant, 

then, that the same narrative from the Joseph story is drawn on to shatter those expectations. 

 The story of David and Bathsheba can be read as a series of inversions of the story of 

Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. First, whereas Joseph is “brought down” (ויוסף הורד) to a foreign 

land after being sold by his brothers (Gen 39:1), David stays in Jerusalem (ודוד יושב בירושלם) 

while his army goes to fight the Ammonites (2 Sam 11:1) and “gets up” (ויקם) from his bed to 

walk around on the palace roof (v. 2). Joseph becomes a trusted servant of Potiphar, taking 

charge of his household (39:4). David, on the other hand, is the king in charge, sending his 

servants to do his bidding throughout the story (11:1, 3, 4, 6, 14–15, 25, 27). Joseph is handsome 

( ראהיפה תאר ויפה מ ; 39:6) and Potiphar’s wife notices him (ותשא אשת אדניו את עיניה אל יוסף; v. 

                                                             
1 See my discussion in Chapter Two.  
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7), whereas in David’s case it is he who sees (וירא) a woman who is beautiful (טובת מראה מאד; 

11:2). Another inversion can be found in the fact that Bathsheba is the wife of David’s servant 

(v. 3), whereas Potiphar’s wife is the wife of Joseph’s master (cf. 39:9). Potiphar’s wife 

propositions Joseph by saying “Lie with me! (שכבה עמי)” (39:7), but he resists her day after day 

(v. 10). David sends for Bathsheba just once and lies with her (11:4 ;וישכב עמה); it is unclear 

whether or not she resists his advances, as no conversation is recorded between them.  

 When Joseph refuses multiple entreaties from Potiphar’s wife, she gets more desperate, 

finally grabbing his garment when they are alone and demanding again that he lie with her 

(39:11–12). When he runs away, leaving his garment behind, she falsely accuses him of 

attempted rape (vv. 13–18). When Potiphar hears her accusation, he puts Joseph in prison (vv. 

19–20). The structure of David’s interactions with Bathsheba’s husband Uriah is similar to those 

between Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. Just as Joseph refuses his master’s wife’s proposition with 

an explanation about why he could not do such a thing (“How then could I do this great evil and 

sin against God?”; 39:9), Uriah rebuffs David’s suggestion that he go down to his house by 

saying, “Should I go to my house to eat and drink and lie with my wife? By your life and the life 

of your soul, I will not do this thing!” (11:11). It is ironic that while Potiphar’s wife tries, 

unsuccessfully, to get Joseph to commit adultery with her, David tries, unsuccessfully, to get 

Uriah to sleep with his own wife and thus cover up David’s adultery. In the end, Joseph and 

Uriah are both unjustly punished for their resistance to sleeping with a woman.  

 The moral awareness of Joseph is sharply contrasted with that of David when Joseph’s 

refusal of Gen 39:8–9 is read alongside Nathan’s condemnation of David’s behavior in 2 Sam 
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12:7–9. Joseph counters Potiphar’s wife’s proposition by appealing to the trust and authority that 

Potiphar has granted him:  

“Look, with me here my master (אדני) does not concern himself with anything in the 

house (בבית), and all that is his he has given into my hand (נתן בידי). He is not greater in 

this house (בבית) than I am, and he has not withheld anything from me except you, 

because you are his wife ( ואשת ). How then could I do this great evil (הרעה הגדלה הזאת) 

and sin against God (וחטאתי לאלהים)?” (9–39:8)  

 

Nathan’s pronouncement is all the more damning when read in light of Joseph’s words:  

“Thus says Yhwh, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed you as king over Israel, and I delivered 

you from the hand of Saul, and I gave you the house of your master and the wives of your 

master into your bosom (ואתנה לך בית אדניך ואת נשי אדניך בחיקך), and I gave you the 

house of Israel and Judah (ואתנה לך את בית ישראל ויהודה), and if that were too little, I 

would have added to you as much more. Why did you despise the word of Yhwh by 

doing what is evil (הרע) in his eyes? Uriah the Hittite you struck with the sword and his 

wife (אשתו) you took for yourself as a wife.” (12:7–9) 

 

In contrast to Joseph, who has been given charge over everything in his master’s house except 

his wife, David has been given the actual house of his master (i.e., the kingdom of Israel and 

Judah) and even the wives of his master!2 This was not enough for David, however, who took 

another man’s wife and had the man killed. Joseph understands that sleeping with his master’s 

wife would be a sin against God (39:9 ;וחטאתי לאלהים), but David only comes to the same 

understanding (חטאתי ליהוה) after he is confronted by Nathan (12:13).3  

                                                             
2 There is no other biblical account of David’s taking Saul’s wives, but Levenson argues that Saul’s wife 

Ahinoam (1 Sam 14:50) is the same as David’s wife of the same name (1 Sam 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam 2:2; 3:2); see 

Levenson, “1 Samuel 25 as Literature and History,” 27; Levenson and Halpern, “The Political Import of David’s 

Marriages,” 513–16. 

 
3 The only other biblical characters who say, “I have sinned against Yhwh/God” are the Pharaoh of the exodus 

  .(Josh 7:20 ;חטאתי ליהוה אלהי ישראל) and Achan (Exod 10:16 ;חטאתי ליהוה אלהיכם)
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 In the long run, Joseph succeeds despite his unjust imprisonment, becoming second in 

command to Pharaoh (41:40–44) and eventually reuniting with his brothers (45:1–15). Although 

David’s sin is passed over by God, inasmuch as he himself does not die for it (12:13), the 

consequences of his actions reverberate through the rest of the events of his reign. The first 

instance of punishment is the death of the son who was born to Bathsheba (12:14, 18), and the 

next instance (more implicitly) is the rape of Tamar and the murder of Amnon, which will be 

discussed in the following section.  

 The connections between 2 Samuel 11–12 and Genesis 39 are of a somewhat different 

nature from parallels found elsewhere, as they consist of a series of reversals rather than being 

exhibited through verbal and plot similarities. For this reason, I have outlined these reversals in a 

simple chart that shows the points of inversion.   

 
Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife                   → David and Bathsheba  

 

Joseph is brought to a foreign land  

 

David stays home and sends his army to a foreign 

land  

 

Joseph is a servant  David is a king who commands servants  

 

Joseph is handsome  Bathsheba is beautiful  

 

Potiphar’s wife is the wife of Joseph’s master Bathsheba is the wife of David’s servant  

 

Potiphar’s wife tells Joseph, “Lie with me!” but 

he refuses  

 

David lies with Bathsheba  

Potiphar’s wife unsuccessfully tries to get Joseph 

to sleep with her, which would have been adultery  

 

David unsuccessfully tries to get Uriah to sleep 

with Bathsheba to cover up his adultery  

Joseph has been given everything in his master’s 

house except his master’s wife, and he will not 

sleep with his master’s wife 

 

David has been given his master’s house and his 

master’s wives, but still he sleeps with another 

man’s wife  

Joseph refuses to sin against God  

 

David sins against God  

Joseph is unjustly punished but ultimately 

succeeds despite this punishment  

David is justly punished, and his sin leads to 

conflict in his family and in his kingdom  

 



264 
 

 The nature of these stories as mirror images of each other shows that David, who should 

have been a Joseph-like ruler, failed exactly where Joseph succeeded. Moreover, his sin is 

without excuse, as he was in a much better position than Joseph—he is a ruler, not a servant, 

who has already been given his master’s wives. And whereas Joseph was accosted continually, 

David was the aggressor in his situation, taking what he wanted as soon as he wanted it. In 2 

Samuel 11, Uriah ironically comes to play the part of Joseph, persistently refusing to sleep with a 

woman when he believes it would be wrong.  

 It is more difficult to argue for a deliberate relationship between Genesis 39 and 2 Samuel 

11–12 than for other texts I have examined, given the lack of distinctive verbal parallels between 

them. Commentators have not generally discussed these texts in light of each other.4  

Nevertheless, the number of mirror-image details in the stories and their consistent effect of 

putting David’s actions in a negative light constitute evidence that the story of David and 

Bathsheba was deliberately constructed in an inverse relationship with the story of Joseph and 

Potiphar’s wife.5 Further evidence for the relevance of Genesis 39 here is the fact that this 

chapter is drawn on extensively elsewhere in the David story, including in 1 Samuel 16 and 18 

(as discussed in Chapter Two) and especially in 2 Samuel 13 (discussed below). The notable 

references to Genesis 39 in these texts make it plausible that 2 Samuel 11–12 as well should be 

read in light of this story.  

 

                                                             
4 An exception is Ruppert, who sees in Gen 39 a critique of David’s behavior in 2 Sam 11 (Die 

Josephserzählung, 215–16). 

 
5 It seems more likely that the positive story of Joseph would be used to highlight David’s moral failures than 

that the sordid narrative of David and Bathsheba would be used to emphasize Joseph’s success, but the latter is not 

an impossible scenario. I will discuss the diachronic relationship between the Joseph story and the Succession 

Narrative in more detail at the conclusion of this chapter.  
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Amnon and Tamar (2 Samuel 13) and the Joseph Story (especially Genesis 37 and 39) 

If the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife is reflected in the narrative of David and Bathsheba, it 

is refracted further in the next chapter of 2 Samuel, which describes the rape of David’s daughter 

Tamar by his son Amnon and the murder of Amnon by David’s son Absalom. Zakovitch has 

highlighted many of the similarities and differences in the story; he concludes that the 

divergences show Amnon’s actions to be much worse than those of Potiphar’s wife.6 This is 

certainly correct, but much more can be said about the significance of the parallels between the 

stories. Bazak takes the discussion further by noting connections not only between 2 Samuel 13 

and Genesis 39, but also between 2 Samuel 13 and Genesis 37.7 His analysis of these parallels 

focuses on the ways in which Amnon’s sin is similar to (but worse than) his father David’s.8 

Alter highlights the dimension of fraternal conflict by observing that at key points in the 

narrative of 2 Samuel 13 there are allusions “to the Joseph story, in reverse chronological order 

and with pointed thematic reversal.”9 Alter points to three verbal parallels between the stories in 

his commentary, and more evidence will be marshalled in my analysis to support the idea that 

the events of 2 Samuel 13 represent a kind of undoing of the Joseph story. Building on previous 

scholarship, I will attempt to give a fuller account of the motivation behind the weaving of 

various details from the Joseph story into the account of Amnon and Tamar.10  

                                                             
 An English version of this section can be found in Yair Zakovitch, “Through .82–81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות 6

the Looking Glass: Reflections/Inversions of Genesis Stories in the Bible,” BibInt 1.2 (1993): 149–51.  

 
 .51–149 ,מקבילות נפגשות 7

 
8 Ibid., 152–61. 

 
9 The David Story, 267.  

 
10 That the David story is dependent on the Joseph story is the implicit assumption of Zakovitch and Bazak. 

Alter addresses the issue explicitly: “From such purposeful deployment of allusion, the inference is inevitable that 
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 Just as 2 Samuel 11 is a story about sexual indiscretion followed by murder, so is 2 Samuel 

13.11 But whereas the earlier story is focused on David’s actions and gives little insight into the 

character of Bathsheba, the narrative of chapter 13 gives much more voice to its tragic victim, 

Tamar. She, like Joseph, is described as beautiful, using the same word, יפה (Tamar is simply יפה 

in 2 Sam 13:1, while Joseph is described as יפה תאר ויפה מראה in Gen 39:6).12 Immediately after 

the narrative mentions Tamar and her beauty, it continues with the detail that Amnon loved her 

 The Genesis 39 story similarly shows the consequences of Joseph’s .(13:1 ;ויאהבה אמנון בן דוד)

good looks directly after they are mentioned: “And it happened after these things that the wife of 

his master lifted up her eyes to Joseph” (v. 7).  

 The sequence of actions that Amnon and Potiphar’s wife take in their attempts to have sex 

with Tamar and Joseph, respectively, are similar in many ways. For example, both Amnon and 

Potiphar’s wife act deliberately to be alone with the object of their desire. Although the details of 

how Potiphar’s wife arranged for her house to be empty when Joseph came to do his work are 

not given, it is likely that she orchestrated the situation that resulted in “no man of the men of the 

house [being] there in the house” (39:11).13 The plot to get Tamar alone with Amnon, on the 

                                                             
the author of the David story was familiar at least with the J strand of the Joseph story in a textual version very like 

the one that has come down to us” (ibid.). I will discuss evidence that supports this model below.  

 
11 Alter writes, “The catastrophic turn in David’s fortune began when he saw a beautiful woman and lusted 

after her. Now, the curse pronounced by Nathan on the house of David beings to unfold through the very same 

mechanism: a sexual transgression within the royal quarters resulting in an act of murder elsewhere” (ibid., 265). 

See also Fokkelman’s detailed description of the parallel structure of 2 Samuel 11–14 (King David, 124–25; see my 

Chapter Three, n. 32). 

 
12 Zakovitch, 81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 

 
13 This awkward translation of the phrase ואין איש מאנשי הבית שם בבית is meant to highlight the two 

occurrences each of the words “man” and “house,” features that are obscured in most English translations, such as 

the NRSV, “and while no one else was in the house,” and the NJPS, “None of the household being there inside.” 
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other hand, is described in detail.14 Amnon follows the plan recommended by Jonadab, which 

involves having Tamar come to cook for him while he feigns illness (13:5–8).  

In the Tamar story, David plays a role similar to Jacob’s in Genesis 37. In response to 

Amnon’s request, “David sent (וישלח) home to Tamar, saying ‘Go to the house of Amnon your 

brother (לכי נא בית אמנון אחיך) and prepare food for him’” (13:7). With this instruction, David is 

unwittingly sending Tamar into harm’s way, just as Jacob did when he sent Joseph to check on 

his shepherding brothers.15 Similar language is used there: “I will send you to them ( ואשלחך

 .v) ”(לך נא ראה את שלום אחיך) Go, see about the welfare of your brothers“ ,(37:13) ”(אליהם

14).16  

 When Tamar comes to Amnon’s house, he takes an additional step to get her alone, and this 

too shows a compelling connection to the Joseph story. After refusing to eat what Tamar has 

cooked, Amnon orders everyone else out of the room, saying, “Send out everyone from me! 

                                                             
The Hebrew wording emphasizes the unlikelihood that all the “men of the house” would just happen to be away 

from the house.  

 
14 Zakovitch sees a point of contrast in the actions of Potiphar’s wife and Amnon here, with the former acting 

spontaneously and the latter carefully plotting his moves (81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות). But even though Potiphar’s 

wife’s plot is not described explicitly, she too must have schemed to get Joseph alone (see previous note). 

  
15 See Bazak, 150 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
16 Although both fathers are unaware of the harm being plotted by their sons, the narratives give clues that 

they should have realized something was amiss. The fact that Joseph’s brothers hated him and would not speak 

peaceably to him (37:3) would presumably be noticeable by their father, and he was aware of Joseph’s provocative 

dreams that increased the brothers’ animosity (37:5–11). Amnon’s love for Tamar might have been easier for David 

to miss, but the fact that something is wrong with Amnon day after day is not lost on his friend Jonadab (13:4). 

Furthermore, rather than asking his father for Tamar to come and prepare “bread” (לחם) or “food” (הבריה) as 

Jonadab suggests, Amnon tells David that he wants Tamar to “make a couple of heart-cakes before my eyes ( ותלבב

 David might ,(לב) ”Since both the verb and the noun used are related to the word “heart .(v. 6) ”(לעיני שתי לבבות

have guessed something about Amnon’s feelings toward Tamar.  
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 הוציאו כל איש מעלי The only other biblical occurrence of the phrase .(v. 9) ”(הוציאו כל איש מעלי)

comes in Genesis 45:1, immediately before Joseph reveals himself to his brothers.17 In that story, 

Joseph’s sending everyone out of the room makes possible the scene of fraternal reconciliation 

that follows (45:1–15), which represents the climax of the Joseph story.18 The situation in 2 

Samuel 13 is a terrible reversal of this picture of reconciliation—Amnon sends everyone out so 

that he can rape his own sister, an act of intrafamilial violence that leads to further violence when 

Absalom has Amnon killed. Some marks of ungrammaticality in the Tamar narrative further 

confirm that the use of the phrase הוציאו כל איש מעלי in 2 Sam 13:9 is used deliberately to invoke 

Gen 45:1. First, whereas in Gen 45:1 the servants who are asked to leave are mentioned earlier in 

the verse (ולא יכל יוסף להתאפק לכל הנצבים עליו), in 2 Samuel 13 there is no previous reference to 

others being present when Tamar comes to cook for Amnon. Secondly, later in the 2 Samuel 

narrative it appears that Amnon has only a single servant: “his young man who served him ( נערו

 He nevertheless addresses this servant with the plural imperative in a command .(v. 17) ”(משרתו

that appears to echo the phrase הוציאו כל איש מעלי: “Send this one out from me! ( שלחו נא את

 This grammatical inconsistency is most likely to due to the influence of Gen .(v. 17) ”(זאת מעלי

45:1, where Joseph addresses multiple servants.19 The likelihood that הוציאו כל איש מעלי is an 

                                                             
17 Alter, The David Story, 267; Bazak, 150 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
18 See Levenson, Beloved Son, 162–63. Kratz identifies this scene as the first of two climaxes (Composition, 

277). 

 
19 McCarter emends the plural שלחו to the singular שלח based on some LXX manuscripts, commenting that 

the plural verb, “apparently a simple error, is not compatible with the fact that Aminon is speaking to one servant” 

(II Samuel, 318).  
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allusion to the Joseph story is thus demonstrated by the uniqueness of the shared phrase, its 

ungrammaticality in 2 Sam 13:9, and the fact that it appears at climactic moments (one good, one 

bad) in both narratives.20  

Another instance of uniquely shared vocabulary in 2 Samuel 13 and the Joseph story 

occurs when Amnon and Potiphar’s wife have their victims alone. Each of these characters takes 

hold of the object of his or her desire and says, “Lie with me”: Amnon “took hold of her ( ויחזק

 my sister’” (13:11); Potiphar’s wife “caught ,(שכבי עמי) and said to her, ‘Come, lie with me (בה

hold of him (ותתפשהו) by his garment, saying, ‘Lie with me (שכבה עמי)’” (39:12).21 The 

imperative of שכב followed by עמי is unique to these two narratives.22 Bazak notes also that both 

narratives use the more innocent phrase “to be with (היה עם)” to refer to the sexual act: Absalom 

asks Tamar, “Has Amnon your brother been with you (היה עמך)?” (13:20), while Joseph refuses 

to lie next to Potiphar’s wife or “to be with her (להיות עמה)” (39:10).23 The euphemistic use of 

  .to refer to sex is also unique to these two narratives היה עם

                                                             
 
20 On the centrality of the rape scene in 2 Sam 13, see Chapter Three, n. 2.  

 
21 Alter calls Amnon’s expression here “a citation of the words of Potiphar’s wife” (The David Story, 268). 

See also Bazak, 149 ,מקבילות נפגשות; Zakovitch, 81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 

 
22 The phrase occurs twice in Gen 39 (in verse 7 as well as in verse 12). The only other instance of שכב in the 

imperative with the preposition עם occurs in Gen 19:34 (שכבי עמו).   

 
 Perhaps in the case of Gen 39:10, however, “to be with her” does not refer to sex, but .149 ,מקבילות נפגשות 23

indicates Joseph’s refusal even to be near Potiphar’s wife.  
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The propositions of Amnon and Potiphar’s wife are met with protest by both Tamar and 

Joseph. When Potiphar’s wife first says, “Lie with me,” to Joseph (39:7), he refuses, saying that 

he would not do “this great evil (הרעה הגדלה הזאת)” (39:9). Tamar also refuses to sleep with 

Amnon willingly, and after he tells her to go away, she calls his action “this great evil ( הרעה

 Even the literary form of these refusals is similar, as Alter has 24.(13:16) ”(הגדולה הזאת

explained: “Tamar’s response constitutes a structural allusion to Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, for 

he, when confronted by the sexual brusqueness of her terse ‘lie with me,’ also responds, in 

contrastive dialogue, with a nervous volubility in a relatively lengthy series of breathless 

objections.”25 One of Tamar’s “breathless objections” appears to echo another moment in the 

Joseph story. Her question, “And I—where could I carry my shame? (ואני אנה אוליך את חרפתי)” 

(v. 13) is similar to Reuben’s stumbling response to Joseph’s disappearance from the pit: “And 

I—where can I go? (ואני אנה אני בא)” (37:30).26 In both texts, a distraught and helpless character 

is reproaching a sibling or siblings for their (actual or potential) actions.27 The contextual nature 

of this parallel, along with the distinctive verbal similarity of the expressions, makes it likely that 

                                                             
24Ibid., 150; Zakovitch, 81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. This phrase occurs only one other time in the Genesis and 

Samuel narratives (1 Sam 6:9). 

 
25 The David Story, 268. 

 
26 The phrase ואני אנה is unique to these two verses. Levenson notes that Tamar’s words might also evoke 

Rachel’s when she gives birth to Joseph, “God has taken away my reproach (חרפתי)” (Gen 30:23). The word חרפה 

appears only here and in Gen 34:14 (discussed in the previous chapter) in the book of Genesis.  

 
27 Conroy also draws attention to the similar language of Gen 37:30 and 2 Sam 13:13, noting, “The contexts 

are similar: grave apprehension in view of a disaster which has already occurred (Gen 37) or is foreseen (2 Sam 13)” 

(Absalom, Absalom!, 31 n. 51).  
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the Tamar story is alluding to the Joseph story here, even though many of the other allusions in 

this part of the narrative are to Genesis 39, not to Genesis 37. 

Both the interaction between Amnon and Tamar and the one between Joseph and 

Potiphar’s wife are marked by one character’s refusal to listen. In 2 Samuel 13, it is Amnon who 

is not willing to listen to Tamar, on two occasions (ולא אבה לשמע בקולה, v. 14;  ולא אבה לשמע

 v. 16), and this refusal to listen results in the rape. In Genesis 39, it is Joseph who repeatedly ,לה

will not listen to the entreaties of Potiphar’s wife, with the result that he does not sleep with her 

 This difference leads to a .(v. 10 ;ויהי כדברה אל יוסף יום יום ולא שמע אליה לשכב אצלה להיות עמה)

significant inversion between the two stories: whereas the sexual act never takes place in Genesis 

39, the rape of Tamar is the central event in that tragic story.28   

The tragedy of Tamar’s situation is deepened by the fact that she is sent away by Amnon, 

an action that she deems even worse than the rape (13:16). The picture of her expulsion has 

several connections with (and telling differences from) Joseph’s escape from Potiphar’s wife. 

First, while Tamar is sent “outside” by Amnon (2 ;שלחו נא את זאת מעלי החוצה Sam 13:17; cf. v. 

18), Joseph flees “outside” to get away from Potiphar’s wife (וינס ויצא החוצה; Gen 39:12; cf. vv. 

15, 18).29 Both Joseph and Tamar are thus physically separated from their abusers, but the action 

is forced on a protesting Tamar, whereas Joseph effects a willful escape. Another inversion is 

found in the fact that while Tamar is forced outside after the rape, Joseph’s escape outside is 

used by Potiphar’s wife to accuse him of a rape that never happened (37:13–18). 

                                                             
28 Cf. Zakovitch 81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 

 
29 See ibid. 
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Another similarity in the aftermath of the encounters is the role played by a garment. 

Tamar is wearing a long-sleeved robe (כתנת פסים), “for thus the virgin daughters of the king 

were dressed (כי כן תלבשן בנות המלך הבתולת)” (13:18).30 After the rape, Tamar tears this robe as 

a sign of mourning and, implicitly, as a sign of her lost virginity (v. 19).31 Given the fact that the 

long-sleeved robe is closely connected with Tamar’s virginity, it also represents the reason for 

Amnon’s desire of Tamar (13:2 ;ויצר לאמנון להתחלות בעבור תמר אחתו כי בתולה היא)32 and thus 

the impetus for the rape.  

Significantly, the only other occurrence of the phrase כתנת פסים in the Bible is at the 

beginning of the Joseph story, when Jacob gives Joseph the same kind of garment as a sign of his 

love (Gen 37:3). That garment is stripped off Joseph by his brothers (37:23), dipped in blood (v. 

31), and presented to Jacob (v. 32), who is tricked into thinking that Joseph has been eaten by a 

wild animal (v. 33). This ruined כתנת פסים thus represents both the reason for Joseph’s brothers’ 

                                                             
30 The meaning of כתנת פסים, which occurs only here and in Gen 37, is unclear. See McCarter for a thorough 

discussion of the phrase (II Samuel, 325–26). He comments, “The traditional ‘coat of many colors’ goes back to the 

Septuagint’s treatment of the phrase in Gen 37:3 as chitōna poikilon, ‘an embroidered (or variegated) frock,’ which 

may have been a guess based on one meaning of pas in Rabbinic Hebrew, viz. ‘strip, stripe’—thus kětōnet passim, 

‘gown of strips’ or ‘striped gown.’ Another postbiblical meaning of pas was ‘palm (of the hand)’ or ‘sole (of the 

foot)’; hence the Septuagint’s reading in the present passage, chitōn karpōtos, ‘a frock with sleeves reaching to the 

wrists’ (LXXB) or chitōn astragalōtos, ‘a frock reaching to the ankles’ (LXXL). This is the origin of modern 

translations such as ‘long robe with sleeves’ (RSV). Unfortunately, pas is not attested elsewhere in Biblical Hebrew, 

and we cannot be sure of its ancient meaning” (325).  

 
31 The torn robe may also be reminiscent of 1 Sam 15:27–28, in which Saul tears Samuel’s garment and 

Samuel tells him that the kingdom will be torn from him (cf. Chapter Three, n. 84).  

 
32 This follows the interpretation of Bar-Efrat, who understands the clause כי בתולה היא as an explanation of 

the preceding part of the sentence (ויצר לאמנון להתחלות בעבור תמר אחתו) rather than as the reason for what follows 

 as it is often read (Narrative Art, 243; see Chapter Three, n. 83, where I argue ,(ויפלא בעיני אמנון לעשות לה מאומה)

that the clause about Tamar’s virginity might be understood both as the cause of Amnon’s desire and as the reason 

he thinks it impossible to do anything to her).  

 



273 
 

jealousy and their ill treatment of him, just as Tamar’s torn כתנת פסים is a tangible sign of her 

brother Amnon’s desire and his abuse.33  

In addition to the כתנת פסים, another garment of Joseph’s parallels Tamar’s long-sleeved 

robe; this is the garment he leaves behind with Potiphar’s wife when he flees from her ( ויעזב

 She keeps this article of clothing as evidence of her claim that Joseph came to .(39:12 ;בגדו בידה

lie with her (39:13–18). This garment, then, parallels Tamar’s long-sleeved robe inasmuch as it 

represents the sexual encounter between two characters, except that in Joseph’s case, this sexual 

encounter never happened.34 Tamar’s torn robe thus brings together aspects of two garments that 

feature in the Joseph story—the long-sleeved robe that leads to fraternal violence and is ruined in 

the aftermath of that violence, and the garment that serves as evidence of a forbidden sexual act. 

Tamar’s כתנת פסים is an illustration in one detail of what the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 is doing 

on a wider level; namely, weaving together the picture of fraternal rivalry in Genesis 37 and the 

seduction-gone-wrong story of Genesis 39 in order to depict the trials of David’s family as a kind 

of Joseph story in reverse.  

The connections between 2 Samuel 13 and the Joseph story are bolstered by several 

additional details, including instances of a woman crying out and the angry reaction of a male 

relative. In Tamar’s case, she walks around crying out (ותלך הלוך וזעקה) after the rape (13:19) 

until Absalom tells her to be quiet (v. 20). In the Joseph story, it is Potiphar’s wife who calls out 

                                                             
33 Alter notes the grim fact that Tamar’s robe was also likely bloodied, given what had happened to her (The 

David Story, 270). 

 
34 Compare Zakovitch, 82–81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 
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loudly (ואקרא בקול גדול), or claims to, as part of her attempt to frame Joseph for attempted rape 

(37:14, cf. vv. 15, 18).35 In both narratives, male relatives hear about the situation and are angry. 

When Potiphar hears (כשמע) his wife’s account (כדברים האלה עשה לי עבדך), he is angry ( ויחר

) v. 19) and throws Joseph into prison (v. 20). When David hears ;אפו עומלך דוד שמ ) about “all 

these things (את כל הדברים האלה),” he is very angry (ויחר לו מאד), but he does nothing (2 Sam 

13:21). Potiphar’s anger results in the unjust punishment of Joseph, whereas David’s anger fails 

to result in the expected and justified punishment of Amnon.  

The lack of rebuke or punishment of Amnon appears to be based on fatherly favor, a 

point that is implicit or explicit depending on what version of the text is accepted. In the MT, 

David is simply “very angry” (13:21), and it can be inferred that he did not confront Amnon 

because no confrontation is mentioned. The LXX and 4QSama reflect a longer text that explains 

David’s inaction further. The LXX plus at the end of verse 21 reads, “but he did not vex the 

spirit of Amnon his son, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn” (καὶ οὐκ ἐλύπησεν τὸ 

πνεῦμα Αμνων τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ ὅτι ἠγάπα αὐτόν ὅτι πρωτότοκος αὐτοῦ ἦν),36 a text that has been 

retroverted into Hebrew as 37.ולא עצב את רוח אמנון בנו כי אהבו כי בכורו הוא McCarter argues that 

the longer text is original and has been lost through haplography, when the scribe skipped from 

                                                             
35 Ibid., 82. 

 
36 The NRSV includes the plus in its translation of verse 21: “When King David heard about all these things, 

he became very angry, but he would not punish his son Amnon, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn.” 

 
37 See McCarter, II Samuel, 319. 4QSama has only אה[בו כי בכור]ו, but there is a gap large enough to 

accommodate the whole retroverted Hebrew text; see Eugene Ulrich, ed., The Biblical Qumran Scrolls: 

Transcriptions and Textual Variants (VTSup 134; Leiden: Brill, 2010), 304. 
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 in v. 22; he notes the similarity of the phrase to another ולא in the reconstructed text to ולא

explanation of David’s partial behavior toward a son (Adonijah, in this case) in 1 Kgs 1:6: “His 

father had never displeased him at any time (ולא עצבו אביו מימיו) by asking, ‘Why have you done 

thus and so?’”38 While this suggestion is plausible, the fact that the plus explains David’s 

baffling silence suggests that it is a later addition made to fill in a gap.39 Its analogical 

connections with other texts constitute further evidence that the longer text is secondary. One 

relevant text is 1 Kgs 1:6, as mentioned above,40 and another is from the Joseph story: “And 

Israel loved Joseph more than all his sons, for he was the son of his old age ( וישראל אהב את יוסף

 This text also explains a father’s love and favoritism with .(Gen 37:3) ”(מכל בניו כי בן זקנים הוא לו

a reference to birth order, although in this case Joseph is favored because of his younger status.41 

In both stories, the father’s favoritism leads to adverse action on the part of another son or sons, 

with Joseph’s brothers selling him into slavery and Absalom exacting revenge on Amnon. A 

final text with a comparable theme and a similar text-critical issue is Gen 35:22: “And Reuben 

                                                             
38 McCarter, II Samuel, 319–20.  

 
39 Alter writes that the LXX plus “looks suspiciously like an explanatory gloss, an effort to make sense of 

David’s silence” (The David Story, 271). Auld comments that the longer text “may be original, but its language is 

unusual: the books of Samuel speak only of the divine spirit except for the ‘bitter-spirited’ Hannah (1 Sam 1:10); 

and . . . the only ‘spirit’ ever grieved elsewhere in HB is also the divine one” (I & II Samuel, 480). 

 
40 It is significant that 1 Kgs 1:6b explicitly draws an analogy between Adonijah and Absalom to explain 

David’s favorable treatment of the former: “and he also was very handsome, and she bore him after Absalom.” 

David’s favoritism is thus portrayed as passing to his next eldest son after Absalom’s death. The plus in 2 Sam 

13:21, if it is secondary, makes the logical step back of explaining David’s favor of Amnon by the fact that he was 

born first. This shift in favor is analogous to what happens in the Joseph story; after Jacob thinks that Joseph is dead, 

his younger son Benjamin becomes the special object of his favor (cf. Gen 42:4, 36).  

 
41 Another important difference between David and Jacob is seen in the fact that, although Jacob showed 

inappropriate favoritism to Joseph, he nevertheless rebuked him (ויגער בו אביו) for his (apparently) presumptuous 

dreams (Gen 37:10), whereas David did nothing in the face of Amnon’s much more deplorable behavior.  
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went and lay with his father’s concubine Bilhah, and Israel heard.” Here, as in 2 Sam 13:21, a 

father hears that his eldest son has committed a sexual sin with another member of the family, 

and the father’s reaction appears insufficient (in this case, no reaction at all is recorded). Here too 

the LXX has a longer text, adding, “and the thing appeared evil before him (καὶ πονηρὸν ἐφάνη 

ἐναντίον αὐτοῦ).” As was the case for 2 Sam 13:21, it may be that the longer text is the result of an 

explanatory addition.42 The analogical nature of the longer text of 2 Sam 13:21 remains whether 

it is original or secondary, however. If it is original, it fits with the other analogical details in 2 

Samuel 13 that show connections both with other events of David’s reign and with the Joseph 

story. If it is secondary, it provides evidence that a later author noticed the existing analogical 

connections and added another one, using language and motifs from 1 Kgs 1:6 and Gen 37:3 to 

explain David’s troubling silence.  

The second half of 2 Samuel 13, in which Absalom avenges his sister’s rape, continues to 

show connections to the Joseph story; these include parallels with Genesis 37 as well as with 

later parts of the story. In both narratives the animosity between brothers is characterized by hate 

and not speaking.43 After the rape of Tamar, Absalom hates Amnon and will not speak with him 

 ’Joseph’s brothers 44.(13:22 ;ולא דבר אבשלום עם אמנון למרע ועד טוב כי שנא אבשלום את אמנון)

hatred of him is based at first on their father’s favoritism, and is also marked by not speaking in a 

certain way: “And they hated him and could not speak peaceably to him ( וישנאו אתו ולא יכלו

                                                             
42 Von Rad, however, argues that something is missing from the MT: “The narrative cannot have concluded 

with v. 22; on the contrary, the decisive word or act of Jacob must have followed” (Genesis, 341).  

 
43 Bazak, 151 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
44 In this narrative, Absalom’s hatred of Amnon is partly the result of other intrafamilial hate, namely, 

Amnon’s hatred of Tamar, vividly described in 13:15.  
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 after he describes his dreams to them (ויוספו עוד שנא אתו) They hate him even more ”.(דברו לשלם

(37:5, 8).45  

This fraternal hate leads to murder or nearly-attempted murder in both stories. The 

actions of the brothers lead to the mourning of their father, who in both stories is partly 

responsible for the situation. The events surrounding the murder of Amnon, described in the 

second half of 2 Samuel 13, show connections with details from various parts of the Joseph 

story. First, there is a two-year gap between the rape of Tamar and Amnon’s murder ( ויהי לשנתים

 v. 23). The time between Amnon’s rape and his death is the same amount of time that ;ימים

Joseph is imprisoned unjustly for the alleged rape of Potiphar’s wife (ויהי מקץ שנתים ימים; Gen 

41:1).46 For two years it appears that Amnon has gotten away with his crime, and for two years 

Joseph is imprisoned for a crime he did not commit. At the end of the two years, however, 

Amnon is punished and Joseph is vindicated.  

As part of his plan to kill Amnon, Absalom convinces his father to let Amnon come to his 

sheep-shearing festival. Their interaction is similar to two conversations Jacob has with his sons 

Reuben and Judah, who urge him to send Benjamin to Egypt with them.47 In both stories, a son 

must repeatedly urge his father to send another son with him, and the father finally relents. In the 

Samuel narrative, Absalom first asks David and all his servants to come to the sheep-shearing 

                                                             
45 Lyke draws a connection between the brothers’ lack of speech in these two stories and the appearance of the 

same motif in the Tekoite woman’s story of 2 Sam 14:6, where no speech is recorded between her rivalrous sons 

(Wise Woman of Tekoa, 68–69). 

 
46 Zakovitch mistakenly claims that the phrase שנתים ימים occurs only one other time in the Bible, in 2 Sam 

  .The phrase also occurs in Jer 28:3 and 11 .(82 ,מקראות בארץ המראות) 14:28

 
47 See Bazak, 151 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 
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event, but David refuses, lest he be burdensome to Absalom (13:25 ;ולא נכבד עליך).48 Absalom 

tries again, this time asking only that Amnon be sent with him (v. 26). David again protests, 

saying, “Why should he go with you?” (v. 26). But Absalom urges him, and he sends not only 

Amnon, but all of his sons (v. 27). The first time Jacob is confronted with the idea of sending 

Benjamin to Egypt with his other sons, by Reuben, he refuses, lest harm befall Benjamin on the 

journey (Gen 42:38). The second time he is asked about sending Benjamin, this time by Judah, 

he protests, asking why his sons had let it be known that they had another brother (43:6). Judah 

persists, pledging himself as a guarantee for Benjamin’s safe return, and Jacob finally relents 

(vv. 8–14). Both fathers thus send their beloved sons into danger after being urged three times. 

For Jacob, this giving up of his son is a movement toward life (cf. Gen 43:8), and Judah’s self-

sacrificial pledge represents the change of heart needed for reconciliation with Joseph.49 David, 

on the other hand, foolishly sends his son to his death, and Absalom’s plot results not only in 

fratricide, but in the further familial disintegration that comes with his revolt against the throne 

(2 Samuel 15–18). These parallel conversations between son and father are significant steps 

toward new family realities; in the Joseph story, the movement is toward reconciliation and life, 

while in the David story, it is toward conflict and death.  

The death of sons, or the rumor of death, results in mourning for both David and Jacob.50 

After Amnon is killed, David first hears a false report that all his sons have been killed (13:30). 

                                                             
48 Perhaps the use of the word כבד here echoes Gen 43:1: “And the famine was severe (כבד) in the land,” a 

notice that occurs directly in between Jacob’s conversations with Reuben and Judah. 

 
49 See Levenson, Beloved Son, 162–64. This point will be discussed further below.  

 
50 See Bazak, 150 ,מקבילות נפגשות.  
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In response, he tears his garments (ויקרע את בגדיו) and lies on the ground (v. 31). When the rest 

of David’s sons return, he nevertheless loudly weeps (וגם המלך וכל עבדיו בכו בכי גדול מאד; v. 36) 

and mourns for Amnon day after day ( תאבל על בנו כל הימיםוי ; v. 37), until finally he is comforted 

 Jacob’s mourning over Joseph, who is not actually dead, is .(v. 39 ;כי נחם על אמנון כי מת)

described in similar language: “And Jacob tore his clothes (ויקרע יעקב שמלתיו) and put sackcloth 

on his loins and mourned for his son many days (ויתאבל על בנו ימים רבים)” (Gen 37:34). Unlike 

David, however, he refuses to be comforted (וימאן להתנחם . . . ויבך אתו אביו; v. 35).51  

 The following chart outlines the connections between the story of Amnon and Tamar and 

various episodes in the Joseph story. The dynamics of the use of narrative analogy in these texts 

will be discussed below.  

Parallel Element Classification of 

Parallel  

David Story (2 Samuel 

13) 

Joseph Story (Genesis 

37, 39–50) 

Main character is 

attractive 

Characterization Tamar is beautiful (יפה) 

(v. 1) 

Joseph is handsome 

 (יפה תאר ויפה מראה)

(39:6) 

Father unwittingly puts 

his daughter/son in a 

dangerous situation 

when he sends her/him 

to help a 

sibling/siblings  

Plot element, similar 

language  

David sends Tamar to 

cook for Amnon ( לכי

מנון אחיךנא בית א ) (v. 

7) 

Jacob sends Joseph to 

check on his brothers 

לך נא ראה את שלום )

  (37:14) (אחיך

Servants sent out of the 

room, victim and 

assailant left alone  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon sends everyone 

out before he assaults 

Tamar ( ש הוציאו כל אי

 (v. 9) (מעלי

Potiphar’s wife 

apparently arranges for 

no one to be in the 

house when Joseph 

comes (39:11) 

                                                             
51 The phrase ויאבל על בנו appears only in Gen 37:34 and 2 Sam 13:37. Some MT manuscripts of 2 Sam 13:37 

read ימים רבים instead of כל הימים, a reading also reflected in the Syriac and Old Latin translations (see McCarter, II 

Samuel, 332, who prefers this reading). If ימים רבים is the original reading, the language of the phrase is even closer 

to Gen 37:34. It might be more likely, though, that כל הימים is original and ימים רבים was introduced secondarily 

under the influence of Gen 37:34.  
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Joseph sends everyone 

out before he reveals 

himself to his brothers 

 (הוציאו כל איש מעלי)

(45:1)  

Assailant grabs the 

victim and says, “Lie 

with me” 

Plot element, similar 

language 

Amnon and Tamar:  

ויחזק בה ויאמר לה בואי 

 (v. 10) שכבי עמי

Potiphar’s wife and 

Joseph:  ותתפשהו בבגדו

 (39:12) לאמר שכבה עמי

Victim refuses to sleep 

with assailant  

Plot element, structural 

similarity   

 

 

 

 

 

Similar language  

 

In a lengthy response, 

Tamar pleads with 

Amnon not to sleep 

with her because they 

are not married (vv. 

12–13) 

 

Tamar says, “And I, 

where could I carry my 

shame? ( ואני אנה אוליך

 (v. 17) ”(את חרפתי

In a lengthy response, 

Joseph refuses to sleep 

with Potiphar’s wife 

because she is married 

to his master (39:8–9) 

 

Rueben says, “And I, 

where will I go? ( ואני

 (37:30) ”(אנה אני בא

Not listening  Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon is not willing to 

listen to Tamar ( ולא

 .v) (אבה לשמע בקולה

 (ולא אבה לשמע לה) ,(14

(v. 16) 

Joseph does not listen 

to Potiphar’s wife when 

she repeatedly 

propositions him ( ולא

 (39:10) (שמע אליה

Rape Plot element  Amnon rapes Tamar (v. 

14) 

Potiphar’s wife accuses 

Joseph of attempted 

rape (39:14–18) 

“this great evil”  Similar language Tamar tells Amnon he 

has done “this great 

evil ( הרעה הגולה

 by sending her ”(הזאת

away after raping her 

(v. 16) 

Joseph refuses to do 

“this great evil” ( הרעה

 by (הגולה הזאת

committing adultery 

with his master’s wife 

(39:9) 

Going outside Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon sends Tamar 

outside after abusing 

her ( שלחו נא את זאת

 ,(v. 17) (מעלי החוצה

 (ויצא אותה משרתו החוץ)

(v. 18) 

Joseph runs outside to 

escape the advances of 

Potiphar’s wife ( וינס

 .cf ,39:12) (ויצא החוצה

vv. 13, 15, 18) 

Victim wears a long-

sleeved cloak that gets 

ruined  

Plot element, similar 

language 
Tamar wears a כתנת

 like the other פסים

virgin daughters of the 

king; she tears it after 

she is raped (vv. 18, 19) 

Joseph gets a  כתנת

 from his father פסים

Jacob (37:3); it is 

stripped from him and 
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dipped in blood by his 

brothers (vv. 23, 31)  

Woman cries out Plot element Tamar walks around 

crying out after being 

raped (ותלך הלוך וזעקה) 

(v. 19) 

Potiphar’s wife claims 

that Joseph tried to rape 

her, but she cried out 

 (ואקרא בקול גדול)

(39:14; cf. vv. 15, 18) 

Male relative hears 

about what has 

happened and is angry 

Plot element, similar 

language  

David hears about what 

happened to Tamar and 

is angry ( והמלך דוד

שמע את כל הדברים 

 .v) (האלה ויחר לו מאד

21) 

Potiphar hears (כשמע) 

his wife’s claim 

( שה ליכדברים האלה ע ) 

and is angry (ויחר אפו) 

(39:19) 

Father shows   

favoritism toward son 

he loves, which leads to 

conflict between 

brothers   

Plot element, [similar 

language] 

David does not punish 

Amnon for what he has 

done because he loves 

him ( כי אהבו כי בכורו

 v. 21, retroverted) (הוא

from LXX); Absalom 

takes the situation into 

his own hands    

Jacob loves Joseph 

more than all his sons 

because he was the son 

of his old age ( וישראל

אהב את יוסף מכל בניו כי 

 ;(37:3) (בן זקנים הוא לו

this provokes Joseph’s 

brothers to hate him (v. 

4) 

Hatred among siblings 

leads to murder or near-

murder 

Plot element, similar 

language  

Amnon hates Tamar 

וישנאה אמנון שנאה )

 (v. 15) (גדולה מאד

 

Absalom hates Amnon 

and will not speak with 

him ( ולא דבר אבשלום

עם אמנון למרע ועד טוב 

את כי שנא אבשלום 

 ;(v. 22) (אמנון

eventually he has 

Amnon killed (vv. 28–

29) 

Joseph’s brothers hate 

him and cannot speak 

peaceably to him 

וישנאו אתו ולא יכלו )

 .cf ,37:4) (דברו לשלם

vv. 5, 8); they talk 

about killing him (v. 

20) but end up selling 

him into slavery (v. 28) 

Two-year hiatus  Plot element, similar 

language  

Absalom waits two 

years before killing 

Amnon for raping 

Tamar ( ויהי לשנתים

 (v. 23) (ימים

Joseph is unjustly 

imprisoned for two 

years for attempted 

rape ( ויהי מקץ שנתים

 (41:1) (ימים

Son urges his father to 

send a brother with 

him; father agrees after 

initially refusing  

Plot element, structural 

similarity   

Absalom asks for 

Amnon to come to his 

sheep-shearing festival; 

David agrees after 

Reuben asks Jacob to 

send Benjamin with 

him to Egypt but Jacob 

refuses (42:37–38); 
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Absalom urges him 

(vv. 26–27) 

when Judah asks he 

agrees (43:8–14) 

Father tears garments, 

mourns for son/sons 

who are presumed dead 

Plot element, similar 

language  

David tears his 

garments ( ויקם המלך

 when he (ויקרע את בגדיו

hears that all his sons 

have been killed (v. 31) 

 

David mourns over 

Amnon day after day 

 (ויתאבל על בנו כל הימים)

(v. 37) 

When Jacob thinks 

Joseph is dead, he tears 

his garments ( ויקרע

 and (יעקב שמלתיו

mourns over his son for 

many days ( ויתאבל על

 (37:34) (בנו ימים רבים

Father is comforted 

after the death of his 

son (or not) 

Plot element, similar 

language  

David is comforted 

concerning Amnon ( כי

 (v. 39) (נחם על אמנון

Jacob refuses to be 

comforted when he 

believes Joseph is dead 

 (37:35) (וימאן להתנחם)

 

 The many parallels between the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 and the Joseph story, including 

some phrases that are unique to these two texts (שכבי עמי/ שכבה עמי  כתנת  ,הוציאו כל איש מעלי ,

 can be taken as evidence that they are genetically related. I will first discuss ,(ויתאבל על בנו ,פסים

the possible significance of these parallels and then address the issue of the direction of 

dependence between the two stories.  

 When the Joseph story and 2 Samuel 13 are read side-by-side, the parallels serve partly to 

emphasize Amnon’s sin. As Zakovitch has pointed out, Amnon’s sin against Tamar is worse than 

that of Potiphar’s wife against Joseph, as Amnon acts against a member of his own family, does 

not take advantage of the possibility of marriage to Tamar, and gratuitously sends her out.52 

Bazak focuses on different details from the ones highlighted by Zakovitch, but also discusses 

their significance in terms of the gravity of Amnon’s offense. He draws a connection between the 

measure-for-measure punishment that befalls Jacob, who struggles with his brother for the 

                                                             
  .see discussion above ;82–81 ,מקראות בארץ המראות 52
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birthright and whose sons then wage their own battles for the birthright, with the measure-for-

measure retribution that meets David after his sin with Bathsheba. He argues that not only is 

Amnon’s behavior worse than that of Potiphar’s wife, it is worse than that of his father David, 

because whereas David marries the woman with whom he had an affair, Amnon refuses to marry 

Tamar.53  

 While Bazak’s assertion that Amnon’s sin is worse than David’s is debatable (David was 

able to marry Bathsheba, after all, only because he had her husband killed), it does seem to be 

the case that the parallels between 2 Samuel 13 and the Joseph story emphasize the deplorable 

nature of Amnon’s behavior. The significance of the parallels goes beyond the characterization 

of Amnon, however. Alter’s observation that three key places in the story of Amnon and Tamar 

constitute allusions to the Joseph story “in reverse chronological order and with pointed thematic 

reversal”54 gestures toward the idea that 2 Samuel 13 represents a backward version of the 

Joseph story. Consideration of additional connections between the narratives supports this 

reading.  

 In the Joseph story, paternal favoritism on Jacob’s part results in the rivalry between Joseph 

and his brothers, and this rivalry almost leads to the murder of Joseph by his brothers. Joseph 

suffers trials in Egypt, including unjust imprisonment after his encounter with Potiphar’s wife, 

but eventually he becomes a ruler. In the end, the self-sacrificial behavior of Judah and the 

willingness of Jacob to let go of his beloved son Benjamin lead to the reunion of Joseph with his 

father and his reconciliation with his brothers. In 2 Samuel 13, however, paternal favoritism is 

                                                             
 .61–152 ,מקבילות נפגשות 53

 
54 The David Story, 267. This case may be a large-scale example of Seidel’s Law, which specifies that the 

inversion of locutions can be used to mark an allusion (see Introduction, n. 62).  
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never mitigated, and the story ends with murder rather than reconciliation. The chart above helps 

to show how the Joseph story is reversed in 2 Samuel 13; it is notable that the first half of the 

chapter contains most of the allusions to Genesis 39, while the second half contains most of the 

references to Genesis 37. Although there are exceptions, the general trend shows that 2 Samuel 

13 is a kind of Joseph story in reverse.  

 Considering the wider context of the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 brings a deeper 

understanding of its parallels with the Joseph story. First, the story of David and Bathsheba 

depicts David as a mirror image of Joseph in Genesis 39—instead of exhibiting sexual restraint 

with regard to another man’s wife, he abuses his power to have an adulterous affair. In the 

aftermath of this incident, David’s own sons commit similar sins, but against members of their 

own family. In the narrative of 2 Samuel 13, Tamar becomes the analogical counterpart of 

Joseph.55 She, like Joseph, is sent by her father to check on her brother while wearing a long-

sleeved coat that ends up ruined after she suffers abuse at her brother’s hand. In Tamar’s case, 

the only chance for a kind of reconciliation with her abusive sibling is marriage, and that 

possibility is rejected by Amnon. She thus becomes a tragic version of Joseph, and her ruptured 

relationship with Amnon is only the first example of unrepairable sibling relationships among 

David’s children. The different reflections of the Joseph story in 2 Samuel 11–12 and 2 Samuel 

13 highlight how David’s failure to be a Joseph-like leader results in fraternal conflict similar to 

                                                             
55 In its canonical context, the tragedy of Tamar’s situation is further highlighted through parallels with Dinah 

and the Tamar of Gen 38. Like Dinah, Tamar is raped, but her situation is worse because she is raped by her brother, 

who hates her and refuses to marry her (unlike Shechem, who loves Dinah and wants to marry her). She is obviously 

connected to the Tamar of Genesis because of her name, but her situation is a reversal of that Tamar’s, a point that 

will be discussed below.  

It is difficult to determine, however, whether 2 Samuel was influenced by Gen 34 and 38. In Chapter Three, I 

could not ultimately determine the direction of influence between 2 Sam 13 and Gen 34. Below, I discuss Genesis 

38, which is more likely to have been written under the influence of the David story than the reverse.  
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the conflict at the beginning of the Joseph story, but without the reconciliation that concludes 

that narrative. The fraternal and familial struggle that begins in 2 Samuel 13 continues beyond 

that chapter and metastasizes into national tensions that are only barely contained by the time of 

David’s death.56 This sibling and tribal rivalry in the David story and its relationship to the story 

of Jacob and his sons in Genesis will be explored further at the conclusion of this chapter.  

Although it is difficult in general to determine whether the Joseph story influenced the 

David story or whether the reverse is true, several factors point to the direction of dependence 

going from the Joseph story to the Samuel narrative, at least in the case of 2 Samuel 13. First, a 

model in which the shorter narrative of 2 Samuel 13 brings together details from several places 

in the Joseph story (the  כתנת פסים of Genesis 37, “Lie with me” from Genesis 39, and “Send out 

everyone from me!” from Genesis 45, for example) is more likely than one in which the author 

or authors of the Joseph story allude to details from 2 Samuel 13 throughout that narrative, 

especially since the allusions in 2 Samuel 13 appear to have the purpose of presenting that story 

as an undoing of the reconciliation depicted in the Joseph story. Secondly, the indications of 

incongruity in Amnon’s exclamation, “Send out everyone from me!” (2 Sam 13:9) and the 

                                                             
56 See Ackerman, “Knowing Good and Evil,” 47–48. Lyke discusses the sibling rivalry theme in detail as it 

relates to the Tekoite woman’s story of one son killing another (2 Sam 14:6), showing its relationship to the Cain 

and Abel story and other Genesis narratives (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 25–89). He concludes, “2 Sam. 14.6 functions 

as a synecdoche for the topos of sibling rivalry and brings with it an accumulation of related traditions that comprise 

an ongoing process of rumination on the notion of chosenness and its consequences” (84). The fact that the story of 

the Tekoite woman appears immediately following the sibling rape and murder of 2 Sam 13 helps to emphasize the 

theme of sibling rivalry and its importance for this part of the David story. Lyke comments also on the fact that 

Absalom’s killing of Amnon may have had more to do with sibling rivalry than with avenging his sister’s rape: “All 

of this raises the question of Absalom’s motive for killing Amnon. Given the persistence of the theme of reversal in 

the topos [of the younger brother supplanting older brothers] it seems likely that Absalom’s murder was motivated 

by his desire to be rid of David’s heir as much as vengeance. Certainly his attempt to usurp the kingship from David 

in subsequent episodes indicates his desire to succeed his father. Notably, by the end of David’s life two sets of his 

sons will engage in the sibling struggle, the second pair for his throne. So the struggle of which the Tekoite speaks 

draws the events of David’s court into the context of the familiar and persistent topos of sibling rivalry” (85). 
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related, “Send this one out from me!” (v. 17), as discussed above, are evidence that Amnon’s 

words are meant to invoke Joseph’s. Finally, the fact that 2 Samuel 11–13 contains two different 

reflections of the narrative of Genesis 39 speaks to the probable purposefulness of the use of the 

Genesis narrative in Samuel. The density of parallels with the Joseph story in 2 Samuel 11–13 is 

evidence that the latter narrative drew on the former to show David as a failed Joseph and to 

depict the consequences of his sins for his family and for the nation.  

 

Women and Heirs: 2 Samuel 11–13 and Genesis 38 

Previous Scholarship on Genesis 38 and the David Story  

The narrative of Genesis 38 makes the question of the relationship between the Joseph and David 

narratives more complicated. It displays many compelling connections with the David story, 

especially with 2 Samuel 11–13, but the apparent analogical parallels are not straightforward. 

The strong connections between the narratives combined with the obscurity of their meaning and 

purpose has led to much disagreement among commentators about the relationship between these 

texts, or whether they are related at all. Those who have discussed these questions in detail 

include Rendsburg, Ho, Auld, Noble, Zakovitch, Bazak, and Blenkinsopp.57  

Many discussions about the relationship between Genesis 38 and the David story make 

reference to Rendsburg’s brief and provocative essay, “David and His Circle in Genesis 

XXXVIII.” His analysis begins by drawing connections based on names of characters that are 

                                                             
57 Rendsburg, “David and His Circle”; Ho, “Family Troubles”; Auld, “Tamar between David, Judah and 

Joseph”; Noble, “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph”; Zakovitch, 53–51 ,מקראות בארץ המראות; and see also Zakovitch, 

Jacob, 18–20, and Yair Zakovitch and Avigdor Shinan, The Story of Judah and Tamar: Genesis 38 in the Bible, the 

Old Versions, and Ancient Jewish Literature (Research Projects of the Institute of Jewish Studies, Monograph Series 

15; Jerusalem: Hebrew University Press, 1992), 226–28 [Hebrew]; Bazak, 48–144 ,מקבילות נפגשות; Blenkinsopp, 

“Theme and Motif in the Succession History.” 
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similar or the same in both stories, including Bath-shua and Bathsheba, Onan and Amnon, 

Shelah and Solomon, Tamar and Tamar.58 He goes on to compare the characters that are paired, 

concluding, “I assume that the story was written in the 900s to inform its readership not so much 

about Judah and his family, but about David and his. The author’s motive is clear: to poke fun at 

the royal family. Accordingly, I view the writer as a commentator who sought to entertain his 

audience.”59 Rendsburg does not explain exactly how the Judah and Tamar story pokes fun at 

David and his family, other than to note that Genesis 38 is “in a lighter vein” than the stories of 2 

Samuel and that Judah is portrayed there “in a comical way,” a deduction that is speculative.60 

Furthermore, his assumption that Genesis 38 was written in the 900s would be disputed by many 

who see this as a later text, and his argument that its main purpose was entertainment is 

problematic given the important role this chapter plays in Joseph story.61 

Rendsburg’s work is cited at the outset of Ho’s analysis; although the latter does not 

accept Rendsburg’s dating or conclusion about the motive of Genesis 38, he seeks “to strengthen 

the literary correlation between the Judah story and the David story as has been observed by 

                                                             
58 Rendsburg, “David and His Circle,” 441. He also draws parallels between Judah’s friend Hirah and David’s 

ally Hiram, and between Judah’s son Er and David’s deceased infant son (441–43). 

 
59 Ibid., 444. Rendsburg hedges this position somewhat when discussing the connections between Gen 38 and 

the David story in a later lecture. He concludes, “We actually have two interpretive options here: either the author of 

Genesis 38 sought to lampoon David through the story of Judah and Tamar; or he was writing an apologia, as if to 

state, do not worry too much about the king’s sexual peccadilloes, for such comes with the territory, or at least is 

part of the family legacy” (“The Genesis of the Bible” [Inaugural Lecture of the Blanche and Irving Laurie Chair in 

Jewish History, Rutgers University, October 28, 2004], 23).  

 
60 Rendsburg, “David and His Circle,” 445. The question of how Judah is portrayed in Gen 38 is a debated one 

and will be discussed further below.  

 
61 In Rendsburg’s final footnote, he discusses the connections between Gen 38 and other biblical texts 

(especially Gen 49:8–12 and Deut 22:9–11), saying that his analysis does not preclude the influence of these texts 

(ibid., 446 n. 21). The composition of Gen 38 and its relationship to the Joseph story will be discussed below.  
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Rendsburg and many other scholars,” and he does this by outlining additional points of 

connection between the texts.62 Ho notes some compelling parallels, such as the fact that both 

Tamar and Bathsheba send word of their pregnancy to the men who are responsible for it.63 

Other connections are less convincing, as when he claims, “Both liaisons between Judah and 

Tamar and between David and Bathsheba begin with seduction from the female side,”64 and 

when he considers details from far-flung narratives such as the story of David and Abishag.65  

Like Rendsburg, Ho does not analyze the literary effects of the many parallels he cites 

when drawing his conclusion. Instead, he focuses on the genealogical concern evidenced in 

Genesis 38, arguing that the chapter “is a statement of David’s Judahite and Israelite (i.e. Jewish) 

identity written probably a little earlier than the Book of Ruth.”66 This conclusion reduces the 

complex connections between 2 Samuel and Genesis 38 to a simple apologetic for David’s 

                                                             
62 Ho, “Family Troubles,” 515. 

 
63 Ibid., 517. This unique verbal parallel between Gen 38:25 and 2 Sam 11:5 has been noted by many 

commentators.  

 
64 Ibid., 517. Ho explains further, problematically, “Whereas Tamar dresses like a zwnh, Bathsheba would 

rather be seen with nothing on” (ibid.). This reading ignores an important difference between the narratives—that 

David sleeps with a woman of his own (sinful) initiative, whereas Judah falls for his daughter-in-law’s (justified) 

trick.   

 
65 Ho draws a connection between Gen 38:26 (“and he did not know her again”) and 1 Kgs 1:4 (“but the king 

did not know her”), concluding that this lack of sexual activity demonstrates that “both men have learned something 

near the end of their stories” (ibid., 522). This understanding of David’s behavior here is unconvincing, and more 

justification is needed for this comparison between Judah/Tamar and David/Abishag, when the more straightforward 

point of connection would be the contrast between Judah’s cutting off his sexual relationship with Tamar and 

David’s resumption of relations with Bathsheba (see Bazak, 48–146 ,מקבילות נפגשות).   

Other parallels mentioned by Ho seem plausible, but the details are fudged. For example, Ho claims that the 

death of two sons following sexual indiscretion in the Judah story mirrors sexual indiscretion followed by the death 

of two sons in the David story (“Family Troubles,” 515–16). Ho identifies David’s two sons who die as Amnon and 

Absalom, with Adonijah as an additional parallel (516). He does not mention David’s infant son, who is the most 

immediate casualty of David’s adultery (2 Sam 12:14). Since David actually has four sons who die subsequent to his 

sin, the mirrored parallel with the death of Judah’s two sons is not so clear.  

 
66 Ho, “Family Troubles,” 529.  
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ancestry,67 and a strange one at that: one can imagine better proof of David’s Jewish identity than 

a story about his ancestor sleeping with his Canaanite68 daughter-in-law. It is notable that 

although Rendsburg and Ho rely on many of the same parallels and accept the same direction of 

influence (Genesis 38 is based on the David story), they come to completely different (but 

equally simple) conclusions about the historical setting and purpose of Genesis 38.69   

The methods applied by Rendsburg and Ho have been critiqued at length by Noble in his 

essay “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph: Criteria for Identifying Inner-Biblical Allusions.” He argues 

that similarities between names are not sufficient for establishing an intertextual connection 

between two passages and points out the implausible analogical counterparts that he believes 

result from Rendsburg’s scheme and Ho’s analysis.70 Noble concludes that the “basic 

                                                             
67 Ho remarks in his concluding footnote that “Gen. xxxviii can be summarized in one interpretative sentence: 

David is 100% Jewish” (ibid., 529 n. 24).  

 
68 Since Judah is apparently living among Canaanites (cf. Gen 38:1–2), most commentators assume that 

Tamar is a Canaanite. See J. A. Emerton, “An Examination of a Recent Structuralist Interpretation of Genesis 

XXXVIII,” VT 26.1 (1976): 90; von Rad, Genesis, 358; Westermann, Genesis 37–50; 51. Ho himself calls Tamar a 

“foreign” woman (“Family Troubles,” 517). 

 
69 Auld relies on the work of Rendsburg and Ho in his essay “Tamar between Jacob, Judah and Joseph,” and 

his analysis does not contribute much to the discussion of the relationship between Gen 38 and the Samuel narrative. 

He rehearses many of the points of connection noted by Rendsburg and Ho and accepts their conclusion that the 

direction of dependence goes from Samuel to Genesis (94, 98, 101). Auld goes further than Rendsburg and Ho, 

however, by noting various other connections between material in Genesis and Samuel and concluding that all the 

related stories in Genesis were written with knowledge of the Samuel narrative (103). With regard to Gen 38, Auld 

believes that the focus must not be only on Judah and his connections with David, but that this narrative must be 

read in the context of the Joseph story, which was also written with David in mind and shows “that Joseph was quite 

as legitimate as Judah” (105). 

  
70 “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 222–28. For example, Noble notes that the parallel “Onan’s sexual 

mistreatment of Tamar provokes Yahweh to kill him || Amnon’s sexual mistreatment of Tamar provokes Absalom to 

kill him” results in an analogical parallel between Yhwh and Absalom (224; Noble’s reference to the parallel 

appears to be drawn from Rendsburg, “David and His Circle,” 443, although he does not cite it). Noble also critiques 

the number of analogical counterparts that result from Rendsburg’s and Ho’s analyses, arguing that using their 

reasoning, the Tamar of Genesis 38 would be a counterpart of Bathsheba, Uriah, Nathan, and the wise woman of 

Tekoa (225–26). 
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methodological flaw in these arguments . . . is that the standards for identifying resemblances 

have been set far too low,” and goes on to show how the same standards could lead to the 

conclusion that Genesis 38 also alludes to narratives about Samson and Lot.71  

In his own approach to Genesis 38, Noble argues for textual comparison based on the 

concept of the type-scene, proposing that “the stories of Esau and Jacob, Tamar and Judah, and 

Joseph and his brothers, are ‘type-narratives’ which each manipulate a set of shared motifs in 

such a way as to provide meaningful variations on essentially the same underlying plot.”72 He 

identifies a “common plot” in these three stories that involves one character’s being wronged by 

another, followed by a separation between the characters for a length of time; when the 

characters meet again, there is an attempted payment, a confession of wrongdoing, and finally a 

reconciliation.73 Noble compares each motif across the three stories and draws conclusions based 

on the differences and variations among them. He argues, for example, that Judah’s confession 

of guilt is more forthright than Jacob’s confession to Esau or Joseph’s brothers to him and that 

this character development is relevant for his behavior later in the Joseph story.74  

Although Noble critiques Rendsburg and Ho for drawing imprecise connections between 

Genesis 38 and other texts, some of his parallels are rather imprecise as well. The “unsatisfactory 

relationship” between Judah and Tamar that results from the death of Judah’s two sons is much 

                                                             
71 “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 227–32. Although Noble attempts to use the hypothetical comparison between 

Gen 38 and the stories of Samson and Lot to show the absurdity of drawing these comparisons, Zakovitch and 

Shinan propose connections between these texts in earnest (The Story of Judah and Tamar, 224, 229–30), thus 

providing a further illustration of the disagreements that exist regarding allusions in Gen 38. 

 
72 “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 233.  

 
73 Ibid. 

 
74 Ibid., 239–42. 
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different from the “unsatisfactory relationship” between Joseph and his brothers that is a product 

of Jacob’s favoritism.75 Likewise, Judah’s “need” for sex after the death of his wife is hardly 

comparable to Joseph’s brothers’ “need” for food because of a famine.76 Noble anticipates this 

objection to his methodology, countering it by pointing to his goal of establishing “a pattern of 

interconnected resemblances”; he argues that the existence of each point of resemblance is what 

matters more than the exact nature of the resemblance.77 If most of the supposed resemblances in 

the pattern are drastically different in their actual details, however, it must be asked whether 

Noble’s “pattern” is one imposed from the outside. By rejecting precise verbal parallels, similar 

names, and conspicuous plot similarities as insufficient to establish a connection between two 

texts, Noble relies on elements of plot that are too vague and abstract to be very meaningful.  

While Noble’s methodology for establishing deliberate intertextual connections is not 

particularly relevant for Genesis 38, his critique of Rendsburg’s and Ho’s analyses is valuable at 

points. Commenting on Rendsburg’s conclusion that Genesis 38 was written to “poke fun at the 

royal family,”78 Noble remarks,  

Now for this kind of argument it makes very little difference at which points the stories 

are made to correspond, or just how those correspondences are portrayed. It is the mere 

fact that there are similarities which is significant—the whole catalogue of 

correspondences adds up to little more than an indirect way of saying, ‘read one text in 

the light of the other’.79  

 

                                                             
75 Ibid., 234. 

 
76 Ibid. 

 
77 Ibid., 245–46. 

 
78 Rendsburg, “David and His Circle,” 444.  

 
79 “Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 246. 
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This kind of analysis is a major fault of Rendsburg’s and Ho’s treatments of Genesis 38, and one 

that is remedied somewhat in more synchronically oriented treatments, such as those by 

Zakovitch and Bazak.  

Zakovitch and Bazak point to some of the same textual connections as Rendsburg and Ho 

do, but they draw conclusions regarding characterization, rather than trying to identify the 

historical or ideological impulses behind the composition of the narratives. Zakovitch focuses his 

analysis of Genesis 38 on a comparison between this story and the narrative of David and 

Bathsheba.80 After listing several similarities and points of difference between the stories (many 

of which will be discussed below), he concludes that the parallels and reversals serve to put 

David’s (and Bathsheba’s) actions in a worse light than those of Judah (and Tamar).81 While 

many of the points of connection mentioned by Zakovitch are insightful, some of the details he 

identifies as “reflections” of each other are debatable.82 His conclusion that reading the stories 

alongside each other shows David’s sin to be worse than Judah’s may be true, but whether this is 

the main purpose of the parallels is an inference that requires further examination. Zakovitch 

does not touch on the direction of dependence between these texts in his analysis,83 although a 

conclusion about influence can affect the interpretation of parallels. 

                                                             
 In The Story of Judah and Tamar, Zakovitch and Shinan discuss the .53–51 ,מקראות בארץ המראות 80

relationship between Gen 38 and several other biblical texts in addition to 2 Sam 11–12 (220–32). 

 
 .53 ,מקראות בארץ המראות 81

 
82 For example, Zakovitch notes that Bath-shua becomes Judah’s wife before the major events of the story of 

Gen 38 take place, whereas her counterpart Bathsheba becomes David’s wife following the main action of the 

narrative of 2 Sam 11 (52 ,מקראות בארץ המראות). But the fact that the analogical parallels to Bathsheba involve 

both Bath-shua and Tamar complicates this assertion.   

 
83 In The Story of Judah and Tamar, Zakovitch and Shinan explicitly claim that Gen 38 was used as a source 

by the author of the David and Bathsheba story to show that David’s actions were worse than Judah’s, which are 

also depicted negatively (228).  
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Bazak’s approach is similar to Zakovitch’s; he lists parallels between the stories and goes 

on to discuss their significance.84 He explicitly counters Zakovitch’s main conclusion about the 

negative depiction of David, however, choosing to focus on what he sees as an important 

difference between the narratives: the fact that David marries Bathsheba, while Judah does not 

continue his sexual relationship with Tamar.85 Bazak considers David’s actions in this regard to 

be more meritorious than Judah’s, and he goes to great lengths to defend this idea. Although his 

arguments are ultimately unconvincing,86 his disagreement with Zakovitch illustrates the 

difficulty of determining the significance of the analogical connections between Genesis 38 and 

2 Samuel 11–12. Like Rendsburg and Ho, Zakovitch and Bazak employ similar methods with 

dramatically different results.  

Blenkinsopp takes another approach to accounting for the similarities between Genesis 

38 and 2 Samuel 11–13 by appealing to “the motif of the Woman who brings Death.”87 He 

argues that this motif usually involves a foreign woman, and that it “bears within it two 

elements: that this kind of woman seduces the heart; that this leading astray is worked out to its 

                                                             
 .48–144 ,מקבילות נפגשות 84

 
85 Ibid., 145–46. 

 
86 Bazak argues, for example, that when Bathsheba announced her pregnancy, “David could have completely 

denied his connection to the matter” (ibid., 146). Given David’s increasingly desperate attempts at getting Uriah to 

sleep with Bathsheba, this interpretation seems unlikely. Bazak claims further that “there is no hint that David sent 

Uriah to his death in order to take Bathsheba for himself out of a personal motive”; David’s taking of Bathsheba as a 

wife was, rather, “an act of kindness” (147, my translation). But Nathan’s rebuke connects the murder of Uriah with 

the taking of Bathsheba as a wife (2 Sam 12:9), despite Bazak’s claim that it is not directed at the latter (147). 

Bazak’s interpretation of Gen 38 is similarly misguided. He claims that Tamar’s lot is essentially unchanged at the 

end of Gen 38; although she has children, she does not have a husband (146). His reading appears to miss the point 

of this narrative, however, which is more concerned with the continuance of a family line than it is with Tamar’s 

personal wellbeing. Moreover, Tamar herself does not aim to get married by means of her roadside deception of 

Judah, but rather to conceive a child. 

 
87 “Theme and Motif,” 52. 
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conclusion in the kind of children who are born of the ensuing union.”88 Blenkinsopp mentions 

details related to the characters of Bathsheba, Bath-shua, and the two Tamars as manifesting the 

motif of the woman who brings death.89 This purported motif does not adequately categorize 

these women and their actions, however. Although Bathsheba is married to a foreign man, as 

Blenkinsopp notes, she is not identified as a foreigner.90 And Blenkinsopp’s suggestions that 

Bathsheba intended to be seen when she was bathing and that she may have been “a silent 

accomplice in the death of her husband,”91 are assumptions that cannot be proven. Bathsheba is a 

passive character in this narrative and her side of the story remains untold; it is certain, however, 

that David takes the initiative in their sexual encounter and that he is responsible for Uriah’s 

death. Her first child does die, as Blenkinsopp points out,92 but this is explicitly related to 

David’s sin (cf. 2 Sam 12:14), not Bathsheba’s. As for Bath-shua, she is a foreigner, but the brief 

account of her marriage to Judah does not mention seduction. Regarding this union, Blenkinsopp 

claims, “It was evidently in the writer’s intention to show how this kind of marriage produced a 

worthless offspring and was not pleasing to Yahweh.”93 Er and Onan die because of their own 

                                                             
88 Ibid., 52–53. In addition to Bath-shua and Tamar in Gen 38, Blenkinsopp identifies this motif in the account 

of Esau’s wives (Gen 26:34–35, 27:46) and the story of Eve (Gen 3–4) as other examples of its expression in “the J 

history” (53).  

 
89 Ibid., 52–53. 

 
90 Blenkinsopp argues that “Bath-shua may well be the original form” of the name Bathsheba, and that 

“Names with this element, which looks theophoric . . . generally have non-Israelite connotations as in Gen. xxxviii 

2” (ibid., 52 n. 3). McCarter notes that Bathsheba’s father Eliam may be the son of David’s warrior Ahithophel (2 

Sam 23:34), “but we cannot be sure” (II Samuel, 285). He points out that even Uriah was not necessarily a foreigner, 

as his Yahwistic name “suggests that he was born in Israel,” but that his ancestors may have immigrated to Israel 

from a Neo-Hittite state (285–86). 

 
91 “Theme and Motif,” 52. 

 
92 Ibid. 

 
93 Ibid., 53 n. 3. 
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evil (Gen 38:7, 10), however, not because of their mother’s ethnicity.94 If union with a Canaanite 

woman “produced worthless offspring” in the view of the author, this would apply to Perez and 

Zerah as well; there is no indication that they are viewed negatively in the narrative, however.95  

The two Tamars do not fit the “Woman who brings Death” motif very well either. Tamar 

of Genesis 38 is a foreigner, and she is the only woman of the four in question who explicitly 

seduces a man, in her disguise as a prostitute (Gen 38:14–15). Judah thinks that Tamar brings 

death, and that is why he does not give her to his son Shelah (v. 11); he is mistaken, however, 

and admits as much in the end (v. 26). Tamar’s actions in Genesis 38 actually lead to life and the 

continuation of Judah’s line. As for the other Tamar, she is not a foreigner and her behavior 

toward Amnon is anything but seduction (although it is fair to say that she captures his heart 

without intending to). Amnon’s rape of Tamar does lead to his death, but she is entirely innocent 

of wrong throughout the narrative. Furthermore, she has no offspring, unlike the other women in 

question. Blenkinsopp’s formulation of the motif of the woman who brings death obscures the 

details of these narratives and has the unfortunate consequence of shifting the blame for the 

                                                             
 
94 See Amit’s comment: “The explanation specifying Onan’s sin—his refusal to impregnate Tamar, his eldest 

brother’s widow—shows that God’s judicial standard applied to the behavior of the sons, not their Canaanite 

mother, and that the duty of levirate marriage was more important than the question of ethnic origin” (Yairah Amit, 

“Narrative Analysis: Meaning, Context, and Origin of Genesis 38,” in Method Matters: Essays on the Interpretation 

of the Hebrew Bible in Honor of David L. Peterson, ed. Joel M. LeMon and Kent Harold Richards [SBLRBS 56; 

Society of Biblical Literature: Atlanta, 2009], 275).  

 
95 The question of the portrayal of Judah and his descendants in Gen 38 will be discussed further below. 

Regarding the importance of Perez and Solomon, Blenkinsopp claims, curiously, that “both Bath-shuas lose their 

first child, while the surviving child in both cases plays a crucial role in the messianic drama of the Judaean writers” 

(“Theme and Motif,” 53). The Bath-shua of Gen 38 loses two children, and her surviving child Shelah does not play 

a significant role. Blenkinsopp is apparently referring to Tamar’s son Perez here, although it is strange to call him 

“the surviving child,” since Tamar does not lose any children and Perez has a twin brother.  
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negative events of the stories onto the female characters, when it is clearly the men (Er, Onan, 

Judah, David, and Amnon) who act wrongly.96 

 The different approaches to explaining the parallels between the story of Judah and Tamar 

and the story of David discussed here illustrate the difficulty in adequately identifying and 

accounting for the apparent similarities between these narratives. As the above discussion shows, 

there is disagreement regarding the direction of dependence between the texts, the meaning of 

the parallels, and even the existence of meaningful parallels. In what follows, I will identify and 

discuss possible textual connections and their significance, and I will analyze this data for clues 

about which narrative influenced the other. It will be important also to consider the narratives in 

their wider contexts and to take into account the use of narrative analogy in these contexts. 

Although it is difficult to formulate a definitive conclusion about the nature and purpose of the 

relationship between Genesis 38 and the David story, a thoughtful look at the data will allow 

tentative conclusions to be drawn.  

 

Parallels between Genesis 38 and the David Story  

A natural point of connection between the story of Judah in Genesis 38 and the story of David is 

that David is a descendant of Judah. Genesis 38 ends with the birth of Zerah and Perez, and 

Perez is the ancestor of David (cf. Ruth 4:18–22; 1 Chron 2:4–5, 9–15).97 This genealogical point 

                                                             
96 Blenkinsopp argues that the motif “finds universalized expression in the first scene of the Yahwist drama,” 

with the character of Eve, who brings death and seduces, and that “the bitter fruit of the union is seen in the 

fratricidal act of the firstborn” (ibid.). This interpretation of Gen 3 is not convincing, as Adam also bears 

responsibility for the expulsion from the garden and the events that ensue. 

 
97 Sarna remarks on the significance of Perez in the genealogy of David: “The fact that ten generations 

separate David from Perez—symbolic of a complete and significant unit of time . . .—shows that the birth of Perez 

is taken to be a historic turning point” (Genesis, 270).  
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is an important one and speaks in favor of seeing these narratives as related at the outset.98 

Furthermore, the issue of progeny is central to both stories.99 This is true on the level of the 

stories I am considering in this chapter (Genesis 38 and 2 Samuel 11–13)100 as well as on the 

level of their wider narrative contexts. The patriarchal narratives of Genesis 12–50 have as a 

constant concern the continuation and survival of Abraham’s line, and a central theme of the 

Succession Narrative is the problem of who will inherit David’s throne; this is a question 

involving chosenness and the continuance, not only of a family lineage, but also of a dynastic 

kingdom. Commenting on the function of the story of Judah and Tamar, Sarna highlights more 

details that betray the Judahite and Davidic concerns of the narrative:  

It cannot be an accident that all the places mentioned—Adullam, Chezib, Timnah,101 and 

Enam—are contained within the later territory of the tribe of Judah. Nor can it be 

coincidental that Adullam is connected with incidents in the life of David, that Bath-shua 

                                                             
98 See Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 18–19. This point counters Noble’s example of coincident birthdays in 

groups of people of varying size, which he uses for his argument that “even when the probability of a particular 

resemblance is very low, one still needs only quite small groups—or quite short texts—for there to be a significant 

probability of such resemblances arising between them purely by chance” (“Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 251). But the 

fact that Gen 38 is concerned with the continuation of the line of Judah—which leads to David—is evidence that the 

narratives may be genetically related. Noble’s birthday example does not really work for any text in the Hebrew 

Bible, though; it is more analogous to picking random books from library shelves and looking for resemblances 

among them. The texts in the Bible are already part of a curated collection that has been deliberately brought 

together; although similarities among the texts can be the products of coincidence, of course, there is less chance of 

coincidental similarities in this corpus than there would be for a random group of texts.  

 
99 See Zakovitch, 51 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 

 
100 In the case of Gen 38, Richard J. Clifford argues that “the overriding theme is Judah’s propagation of 

males in his family” (“Genesis 38: Its Contribution to the Joseph Story,” CBQ 66 [2004]: 523). See also Esther M. 

Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient Jewish Exegesis: Studies in Literary Form and Hermeneutics 

(Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 51; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 15; and Alexander I. Abasili, 

“Genesis 38: The Search for Progeny and Heir,” SJOT 25.2 (2011): 276–88. Although the issue of progeny is not as 

consistently central to the stories of David and Bathsheba and Amnon and Tamar as it is to the story of Judah and 

Tamar, the birth and death of David’s children is a pervasive concern of these narratives: Bathsheba bears a son to 

David (11:27), and that son dies (12:18); Bathsheba bears Solomon (12:24–25); and Absalom kills Amnon (13:29).  

 
101 Sarna notes in a comment on Gen 38:12 that the Timnah mentioned there is “probably not the locale of the 

Samson stories in Judges in 14:1 but another place in the hill country of Judah, mentioned in Joshua 15:10,57” 

(Genesis, 267).  
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and Tamar are names similarly linked with the biography of that king, and that the 

episode here recounted closes with the birth of Judah’s sons, of whom Perez attained 

preeminence among the Judahite clans and became the ancestor of King David. This 

chapter, then, is replete with certain historic associations that place Judah, and by 

inference Joseph too, in a context far wider than that of their own individual 

personalities.102 

 

The details Sarna points to illustrate that there is abundant evidence connecting Genesis 

38 to the story of David.103 But the web of analogical connections in Genesis 38 is a tangled one, 

a point that Noble uses to argue against the existence of deliberately constructed parallels with 

the David story in this text.104 The name Bath-shua is very similar to the name Bathsheba, but the 

story of David and Bathsheba has more in common with the illicit encounter between Judah and 

Tamar than it does with the description of Judah’s relationship with his wife Bath-shua. 

Furthermore, the name of Judah’s daughter-in-law Tamar suggests a connection with David’s 

daughter Tamar. The complicated nature of the intertextual connections between Genesis 38 and 

the David story may indicate, as Noble argues, that any apparent parallels are purely 

                                                             
102 Ibid., 264.  

 
103 Carr also remarks on the obvious link between Gen 38 and David: “Genesis 38 follows the outset of the 

Joseph story (Genesis 37) by implicitly anticipating Judah’s future dominance: he will father the Davidic dynasty. 

Much of the drama of the chapter revolves around the fact that David’s future line is at stake. This becomes 

particularly clear when the story concludes with a birth report anticipating the future dominance of the Davidic 

dynasty” (Fractures of Genesis, 249). 

Lyke points out a connection between the David story and Gen 38 that is not often noted by commentators, 

namely, the similarity between Absalom and Judah: “Of interest is the fact that two characters in the Hebrew Bible 

have three sons and a daughter (in law) named Tamar: Judah and Absalom (cf. 2 Sam. 14.27). In addition, Judah has 

a dual relationship to Tamar. On the one hand, he is of the previous generation and therefore her elder. On the other 

hand, when he sleeps with her and engenders his second set of children with her, they can be understood to occupy 

equal generational status, at least in relation to their children. Likewise, Absalom is of the same generation, of 

course, as his sister Tamar while he has a daughter named Tamar (2 Sam. 14.27). Perhaps this parallel in relations is 

merely a coincidence, but if it is, it is a remarkable one” (The Wise Woman of Tekoa, 66). Lyke comments also on a 

parallel between Tamar of Gen 38 and the Tekoite woman: “Both Genesis 38 and 2 Samuel 14 depict Tamar and the 

Tekoite (respectively) as women who request an audience with a Davidide. More significantly, both have the goal of 

saving or perpetuating the lineage of David. Finally, and especially ironic, is that the Davidide in both stories has to 

be convinced to save his own lineage” (66–67). 

 
104 See note 70 above.  
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coincidental, or that they are the result of unconscious imitation. Alternatively, the complexity of 

the situation might be evidence of a purposeful plan. A detailed examination of the proposed 

parallels will help to answer the question of whether this analogical web was deliberately 

constructed and what meaning there is to be found in untangling it.  

The stories of Judah and Tamar and David and Bathsheba both begin by setting the 

events in a certain “time” (עת). Genesis 38:1 begins, “It happened at that time (ויהי בעת ההוא),” 

an introduction that serves to situate this story within the larger Joseph story, although the 

extended time that must have elapsed in the course of the events described in this chapter could 

not have happened during the time Joseph was being brought to Egypt, as its placement would 

suggest.105 The David and Bathsheba story likewise takes place at a certain time: “It was at the 

return of the year, at the time when kings go out ( השנה לעת צאת המלאכיםויהי לתשובת  )” (2 Sam 

11:1). This is followed in the next verse with a more specific reference of time: “It was at the 

time of evening (ויהי לעת הערב)” (v. 2).  

 Both David and Judah find themselves in the scenarios they do because of a separation 

from a group. Judah “went down” away from his brothers (וירד יהודה מאת אחיו; Gen 38:1), while 

for David, the movement is the opposite; he stays home, sending his general and his army to 

fight the Ammonites (2 Sam 11:1). Another possible inversion is found in the next verse; in 

contrast to Judah, who “went down” (וירד), David “arose” (ויקם) from his bed and walked around 

on the palace roof (2 Sam 11:2).  

                                                             
105 See discussion in Sarna, Genesis, 264–65. 
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 When Judah departed from his brothers, he “turned aside to a certain Adullamite, whose 

name was Hirah ( יש עדלמי ושמו חירהא )” (Gen 38:1). Rendsburg argues that both the reference to 

Adullam and the name Hirah may be intended to invoke the David story: the cave of Adullam is 

where David fled in 1 Sam 22:1 (it is also mentioned in 2 Sam 23:13),106 and Hiram, king of 

Tyre, whose name differs from Hirah only in its final consonant, was David’s ally (2 Sam 5:11, 1 

Kgs 5:15).107 While these connections might be coincidental,108 they may form part of a 

cumulative case for the relationship between Genesis 38 and the David story if other evidence is 

strong enough to support the connection.  

 Another possible name connection is found in the similarity between the names of the 

women who eventually become Judah’s and David’s wives: “the daughter of Shua” or “Bath-

                                                             
106 Rendsburg, “David and His Circle,” 442. Rendsburg admits, “This nexus might be coincidental, especially 

since the other toponyms in Gen. xxxviii, Chezib and Timnah, do not appear in the Samuel-Kings narrative” (ibid.). 

He draws attention to the contextual parallel between Judah departing from his brothers and David fleeing the 

Israelites and living with foreigners, but it may be notable that after David goes to the cave of Adullam he is joined 

by his family. The references to Adullam in Gen 38:1 and 1 Sam 22:1 thus mirror each other in structure and 

meaning: “Judah went down (וירד) from his brothers (מאת אחיו) and turned aside to a certain Adullamite (עדלמי)” 

(Gen 38:1); “And [David] escaped to the cave of Adullam (עדלם), and when his brothers (אחיו) and all his father’s 

house heard, they went down to him (וירדו אליו) there” (1 Sam 22:1).    

 
107 Ibid., 442. Rendsburg notes that the corresponding names Onan//Amnon and Shelah//Solomon also differ 

with regard to the consonant mem (ibid., 444 n. 16).  

 
108 Noble objects to Rendsburg’s argument about similar names, arguing that he is making undue assumptions 

about ancient reading strategies (“Esau, Tamar, and Joseph,” 223). But there is evidence from biblical texts that 

words differing by one consonant were associated with each other for the purpose of soundplay; see Kline, Allusive 

Soundplay, 9–10. Furthermore, Greenstein observes constellations of similar names in other biblical narratives that 

are related (“The Formation of the Biblical Narrative Corpus,” 170–71). It is not unreasonable to suggest, then, that 

names differing in one consonant may have evoked each other, especially because the case in Gen 38 involves a 

series of names differing by one consonant, as well as other contextual details that support a connection between the 

narratives. Early readers did, in fact, draw a connection between Hirah and Hiram, as this midrash demonstrates: 

“The rabbis say, ‘This Hirah here [in Gen 38:1] is the same as the one in the days of David: For Hiram was a lover 

of David all the days (1 Kgs 5:1). This teaches that this man was a lover of this tribe” (Genesis Rabbah 85.4; 

quotation adapted from Menn, Judah and Tamar, 330).  
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shua” (בת שוע; Gen 38:12), Bathsheba (בת שבע), which differ only in one consonant. This 

resemblance naturally suggests an analogical connection between the characters.109 The sequence 

of events around the introduction of Bath-shua and Bathsheba are also similar: in both stories a 

man sees the woman, finds out information about her family, and has sex with her, followed by 

the conception and birth of a son. In Genesis 38, “Judah saw (וירא) there the daughter of a certain 

Canaanite whose name was Shua, and he took her and he went in to her (ויקחה ויבא אליה). And 

she conceived and bore a son (ותהר ותלד בן)” (Gen 38:2–3a). In 2 Samuel 11, David “saw (וירא) 

a woman bathing from the roof, and the woman was very beautiful. Then David sent and 

inquired about the woman, and one said, ‘Is this not Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife 

of Uriah the Hittite?’ And David sent messengers and took her (ויקחה) and she came to him 

 Sam 2) ”. . . (ותהר האשה) and he lay with her . . . And the woman conceived 110(ותבוא אליו)

11:2b–4a, 5a). In this case, the birth of a son happens at the end of the narrative unit: “And she 

became his wife, and she bore a son to him (ותלד לו בן)” (2 Sam 11:27). It is notable that the 

“taking” of a woman means very different things in each narrative, despite the identical language 

used (ויקחה). Whereas Judah “takes” Bath-shua in marriage, David’s “taking” is a physical 

                                                             
109 Evidence that early readers may also have made this connection is found in 1 Chr 3:5, where David’s wife 

is called בת שוע (see Zakovitch, 51 ,מקראות בארץ המראות).  

 
110 The LXX has καὶ εἰσῆλθεν πρὸς αὐτήν (reflecting a Hebrew text that read ויבא אליה), a text that would be 

even closer to Gen 38:2, and was perhaps influenced by it, or by the same phrase that occurs in 2 Sam 12:24 (cf. 

McCarter, II Samuel, 279). 
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action accomplished by messengers who bring Bathsheba to the palace (וישלח דוד מלאכים ויקחה; 

2 Sam 11:4).111  

 An additional notable parallel between Bath-shua and Bathsheba is the sequence of 

mourning followed by sex, which has been observed by Clifford: “The death of Judah’s wife 

occasions mourning that concludes with sexual relations to gain descendants, as did Isaac’s 

mourning his mother (24:67) and as will David’s mourning his son (2 Sam 12:24).”112 The 

similarity in the language surrounding these two incidents is striking. In Genesis 38, “Bath-shua 

the wife of Judah died, and Judah was comforted (ותמת בת שוע אשת יהודה וינחם יהודה)” (v. 12); 

the death of his wife leads Judah to seek sexual satisfaction from a prostitute, who is actually 

Tamar (ויבא אליה, v. 18). In David’s case, the death mourned is that of David’s infant son, and 

David is the one doing the comforting: “And David comforted Bathsheba his wife, and he went 

in to her (וינחם דוד את בת שבע אשתו ויבא אליה)” (2 Sam 12:24). The verb נחם in relation to a 

“wife” (אשה) occurs only in these two places and in Genesis 24:67, and the latter has a 

construction that is much different.113 It is interesting that Judah’s being comforted after Bath-

                                                             
111 When David marries Bathsheba, the verb לקח is not used: 2) וישלח דוד ויאספה אל ביתו ותהי לו לאשה Sam 

11:27).  

 
112 Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 523 (see also 529). Another of Clifford’s observations about Gen 38 can be 

compared with the David story. He comments, “The story ends (vv. 27–30) with the birth of sons to Judah to replace 

the ones killed by Yhwh, an inclusio that ends the chapter” (524). Solomon, who is born at the conclusion of the 

David and Bathsheba narrative (2 Sam 12:24), might be similarly viewed as a replacement for David and 

Bathsheba’s first son, who was also killed by Yhwh (12:14–15). According to some interpreters, the name Solomon 

means “his replacement”; see Gillis Gerleman, “Die Wurzel šlm,” ZAW 85.1 (1973): 13. 

 
113 Gen 24:67: ויקח את רבקה ותהי לו לאשה ויאהבה וינחם יצחק אחרי אמו.  
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shua’s death leads to his sexual relationship with Tamar, who becomes another analogical 

parallel of Bathsheba.  

 Although the details discussed above represent compelling parallels between Bath-shua and 

Bathsheba, the illicit nature of the relationship between David and Bathsheba finds a closer 

parallel in the encounter of Judah and Tamar than it does with the brief account of Judah’s wife, 

whose main narrative purpose is to bear three sons before she dies (Gen 38:12). The encounter 

between Judah and Tamar also involves seeing, sex, conception, and birth: Judah sees Tamar, 

although he does not recognize her (ויראה יהודה ויחשבה לזונה; v. 15); he sleeps with her and she 

conceives (ויבא אליה ותהר לו; v. 18); and she bears two sons, Perez and Zerah (vv. 29–30). 

Zakovitch notes that Bathsheba also bears two sons to David—the son who died (2 Sam 11:27, 

12:18), and Solomon (12:24). Perez and Solomon turn out to be the sons who carry on the most 

significant family line: Perez is the ancestor of David, and Solomon inherits the throne from his 

father.114 The name Perez is also echoed at several significant points in the David story, where 

forms of the word appear in both positive and negative situations.115  

The broad plot parallels discussed above are complimented by other similarities 

involving more specific details in the narratives. A notable verbal connection is found in the fact 

that characters in both stories “do evil in the eyes of Yhwh.” In Genesis 38, Er and Onan are the 

                                                             
114 Zakovitch, 52 ,מקראות בארץ המראות.   

 
115 To explain the place name Baal-perazim (בעל פרצים), the text cites David’s words about God’s help in his 

victory over the Philistines: “Yhwh has broken through (פרץ) my enemies before me like the breaking (פרץ) of 

waters” (2 Sam 5:20). In the next chapter, however, David becomes angry because “Yhwh broke a breach against 

Uzzah (פרץ יהוה פרץ בעזה)” (2 Sam 6:8). The word also occurs twice in the Tamar story, to describe Absalom’s 

repeated urging of David (ויפרץ בו) to send his sons to Absalom’s sheep shearing (2 Sam 13:25, 27). See Auld, 

“Tamar between David, Judah and Joseph,” 94. Garsiel also notes the conspicuous use of the root פרץ in 1 Sam 

 arguing that Nabal’s derogatory comment in this verse makes reference to ,(היום רבו המתפרצים איש מפני אדניו) 25:10

several of David’s ancestors (First Book of Samuel, 128–29).  
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evildoers: “Er, the firstborn of Judah, was evil in the eyes of Yhwh ( ויהי ער בכור יהודה רע בעיני

 116 “And what [Onan] did was evil in the eyes of;(v. 7) ”(וימתהו יהוה) and Yhwh killed him (יהוה

Yhwh (וירע בעיני יהוה אשר עשה) and he killed him also (וימת גם אתו)” (v. 10).117 In 2 Samuel 11, 

after the death of Uriah, a narratorial comment draws the story of the David and Bathsheba affair 

to a close: “But the thing David had done was evil in the eyes of Yhwh ( רע הדבר אשר עשה דוד וי

 This sentiment is repeated in Nathan’s rebuke: “Why have you despised the .(v. 27) ”(בעיני יהוה

word of Yhwh by doing what is evil in his eyes? (מדוע בזית את דבר יהוה לעשות הרע בעינו)” (2 

Sam 12:9). Nathan tells David that he will not die for his sin (לא תמות; v. 13); his newborn son, 

however, will die (מות ימות; v. 14).118 Zakovitch formulates the textual connection here as a 

reversal: whereas Judah’s sons are killed for their own sins, David’s son is killed for David’s 

sin.119 This shift may highlight the deplorable nature of David’s behavior compared to Judah’s, 

                                                             
116 No explanation is given for Er’s evildoing, but the impression that he is inherently evil is reinforced by his 

name (ער), which is the word “evil” (רע) in reverse. See Sarna, Genesis, 266. 

 
117 Unlike the case of Er, Onan’s evil action is specified—he refuses to impregnate Tamar (v. 9). His name 

 ’.may also involve wordplay, though. Sarna notes that the name is “possibly understood to mean ‘vigorous (אונן)

Targum Jonathan and Genesis Rabba 85:5 connect the name with Hebrew ’on, ‘grief’” (ibid., 265). 

 
118 It should be noted that Gen 38 and 2 Sam 11–12 each contain one instance of the noun phrase רע בעיני יהוה 

(Gen 38:7, 2 Sam 12:9) and one instance of the verbal construction וירע בעיני יהוה (Gen 38:10, 2 Sam 11:27); neither 

of these constructions is found elsewhere in Genesis or 2 Samuel. Related expressions occur twice in 1 Samuel; the 

first is about the people’s evil in asking for a king (12:17 ;כי רעתכם רבה אשר עשיתם בעיני יהוה) and the second 

involves Saul’s taking plunder from the Amalekites (15:19 ;ותעש הרע בעיני יהוה). A similar construction occurs in 1 

Sam 8:6, but Samuel is the perceiver of evil here (וירע הדבר בעיני שמואל).  

 
119 Zakovitch, 52 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 
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which is not called evil, and it also helps to emphasize God’s mercy toward David, whose sin is 

not punished with his own death.   

The fact that both Bathsheba and Tamar are described with words from the root קדש may 

be another deliberate connection between the narratives, as Zakovitch suggests.120 In Genesis 38, 

Judah’s friend asks where the “cult prostitute” (קדשה) is when he attempts to bring Judah’s 

payment to Tamar (vv. 21–22), while in 2 Samuel 11, the narratorial aside “now she had been 

purifying herself from her uncleanness (והיא מתקדשת מטמאתה)” (v. 4) makes clear the fact that 

Bathsheba could not have been pregnant before David slept with her.121 The words קדשה and 

 are used to describe the state of the women when the men see them and desire to have מתקדשת

sex with them, and in both cases they are used retrospectively. While the different meanings and 

contexts of these words in each narrative may indicate that this similarity is coincidental, it might 

also be the case that the appearance of the word קדשה in Genesis 38 functions to gesture toward 

the David story, just as words like “Adullamite” and “Hirah” do.122  

The most striking verbal connection between Genesis 38 and 2 Samuel 11 is found when 

Tamar and Bathsheba send messages (והיא שלחה אל חמיה in Gen 38:25, and ותשלח ותגד לדוד in 

                                                             
120 Ibid., 51. 

 
121 See McCarter, II Samuel, 286. Auld offers an alternative interpretation of the phrase, arguing that 

Bathsheba was “declaring herself holy” during her sexual encounter with David (I & II Samuel, 456). 

 
122 It is notable also that words related to the root קדש occur only in these two places in the patriarchal 

narratives of Gen 12–50 and the Succession Narrative of 2 Sam 9–1 Kgs 2. This does not include the place name 

דֵשקָ  , which occurs in Gen 14:7, 16:14, and 20:1. The word הקדיש occurs twice in 2 Sam 8:11.  
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2 Sam 11:5) reporting their conception using the same words: “I am pregnant” (אנכי הרה in Gen 

 in 2 Sam 11:5), a phrase found only in these two texts.123 This pregnancy הרה אנכי ;38:25

eventually results in the exposure of the male character’s guilt, although there is a long delay 

between these events in David’s case. Both men are confronted with the evidence of their 

misdeed and admit their wrongdoing in the face of this evidence. In Genesis 38, Tamar brings 

out Judah’s seal, cord, and staff as proof of their liaison (v. 25) and Judah confesses, “She is 

more in the right than I (צדקה ממני), because I did not give her to my son Shelah” (v. 26).124 

David, on the other hand, tries to cover up his role in Bathsheba’s pregnancy by getting Uriah to 

have sex with her (2 Sam 11:10–13); when that fails, he has Uriah killed. He does not admit his 

guilt until he is confronted with his sin obliquely through Nathan’s parable (12:1–6). After 

Nathan’s condemnation, though, David immediately confesses: “I have sinned against Yhwh 

  .(v. 13) ”(חטאתי ליהוה)

The Judah and Tamar incident shares parallels not only with the David and Bathsheba 

story, but also with the narrative about Amnon and Tamar that follows it. Most obviously, the 

name Tamar suggests a connection with the story of David’s daughter Tamar. These identical 

names are a notable detail; aside from the brief mention of Absalom’s beautiful daughter Tamar 

(2 Sam 14:27), who is obviously named after her aunt, no other biblical character has the name 

Tamar. When the two Tamar characters are compared, several points of connection between 

                                                             
123 See Zakovitch, 52–51 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. In 2 Sam 11:5, 4QSama reads אנכי הרה, a reading reflected in 

most LXX versions as well; see McCarter, II Samuel, 280. This may be the result of a conscious or unconscious 

assimilation to Gen 38:25. 

 
124 Judah’s confession is also reminiscent of Saul’s to David when the latter presents evidence (a piece to 

Saul’s robe) that he could have killed him: צדיק אתה ממני (1 Sam 24:18).  
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them become evident. Both Tamars live in the house of a male relative, change their garments, 

and have a sexual encounter with a relative, but not in the same order.125 The Tamar of Genesis 

38 is told by Judah to live as a widow in her father’s house until Shelah grows up, although even 

then she is not given in marriage to him (vv. 11, 14). Tamar’s status as a childless widow appears 

to be her lot, until she takes matters into her own hands. In the David story, the last that is heard 

of Tamar is that “she lived, a desolate woman, in her brother Absalom’s house” (2 Sam 13:20). 

This Tamar’s status as an unmarriageable, childless woman does not change, and this concluding 

statement underscores the tragedy of her situation.  

In the Genesis story, Tamar’s first move when she leaves her father’s house is to take off 

her widow’s garments (ותסר בגדי אלמנותה) and cover herself with a veil (38:14), allowing herself 

to be mistaken for a prostitute (v. 15). In 2 Samuel 13, Tamar tears the long robe that is a symbol 

of her virginity after she is raped (vv. 18–19). This appears to be Tamar’s last public action 

before her confinement to her brother’s house (her public lament is silenced by Absalom in v. 

20). Regarding the garments of the two Tamars, Ho comments, “In both cases the change of 

cloth reflects a change in status;”126 furthermore, all the garments signify something about the 

sexual status and marriageability of the women.   

                                                             
125 Ho notes these parallels, but does not discuss their reversed sequence (“Family Troubles,” 518–19). See 

also Blenkinsopp, “Theme and Motif,” 53. An additional parallel might be found in the role that a “friend” (רע) 

plays in both stories. Judah’s friend Hirah the Adullamite attempts to deliver the promised goat kid to Tamar on 

behalf of Judah (Gen 38:20), and Amnon’s friend (רע) Jonadab gives him advice about how to get Tamar alone (2 

Sam 13:3–5). Without intending to posit a deliberate connection between the narratives, McCarter comments 

regarding Jonadab’s role in 2 Sam 13:3, “Elsewhere in the Bible we find a ‘friend’ acting formally on behalf of a 

man in his dealings with a woman in Gen 38:20” (II Samuel, 321).  

 
126 Ho, “Family Troubles,” 519. Ho also compares Tamar’s garments of widowhood (בגדי אלמנותה) to the 

mourning garments (בגדי אבל) that Joab instructs the wise woman of Tekoa to put on (2 Sam 14:2); both changes of 

clothes are for the purpose of deception (521).  
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Both Tamars have a sexual encounter with a relative; in the case of Tamar and Judah, 

Tamar has complete control of her situation, whereas David’s daughter is powerless against her 

brother Amnon. Judah’s and Amnon’s requests for sex are similar, but the former does not 

realize his familial connection to the woman he propositions ( ויאמר הבה נא אבוא אליך כי לא ידע

בואי שכבי ) Gen 38:16), while the latter addresses the family relationship explicitly ;כי כלתו הוא

 Sam 13:11). In Genesis 38, Tamar makes Judah give her his ring, his cord, and his 2 ;עמי אחותי

staff before sleeping with him (v. 18); she later uses these to vindicate herself (v. 25). In 2 

Samuel 13, however, Tamar pleads with Amnon to ask for her hand in marriage instead of raping 

her (v. 12–13, 15), but none of her requests are granted.  

The two Tamars thus have opposite fates: one begins in confinement to her father’s house 

but takes the initiative to remedy her situation and ends up with twin sons; the other, a virgin 

princess, would presumably have had a bright future had she not been abused by her brother and 

forced to live the rest of her life in another brother’s house. In both narratives, the sexual 

encounter is followed by a sheep-shearing festival, where some measure of justice is achieved 

for both women, although the Genesis Tamar’s conception of sons counts as more of a triumph 

for her than Amnon’s death at the hand of Absalom does for the violated Tamar.127 

 As I have discussed above, parallels can be found between Judah/Bath-shua and 

David/Bathsheba, Judah/Tamar and David/Bathsheba, and Judah/Tamar and Amnon/Tamar. The 

                                                             
127 Blenkinsopp writes that both Tamars “are later vindicated at a sheep-shearing festival” (“Theme and 

Motif,” 53) and Ho comments on the uniqueness of this point: “We do not have a third example in which a sexually 

wronged woman is vindicated at a sheep-shearing festival” (“Family Troubles,” 519). It is notable, however, that the 

main events of the narrative of 1 Sam 25 also occur during sheep-shearing time (cf. vv. 2, 4).  



309 
 

chart below outlines the proposed connections. Below I will discuss the plausibility of the 

parallels, the possibilities for their purpose, and the direction of influence between the narratives.  

Parallel Element Classification of 

Parallel 

Judah and Tamar 

Story (Genesis 38) 

David Story 

(especially 2 Samuel 

11–13) 

Departure from group Plot element Judah “went down from 

his brothers” (v. 1) 

David sent his army to 

fight the Ammonites 

(11:1) 

Adullam  Similar language  Judah has an 

Adullamite friend 

whom he meets when 

he “went down from 

his brothers ( וירד יהודה

 (v. 1) ”(מאת אחיו

David escapes from 

Saul at the cave of 

Adullam, where his 

brothers “went down to 

him (וירדו אליו)” (1 Sam 

22:1; cf. 2 Sam 23:13) 

Canaanite friend Similar language  Judah’s Canaanite 

friend is named Hirah 

 (v. 1) (חירה)

David’s Canaanite ally 

is Hiram (חירם), king of 

Tyre (2 Sam 5:11, 1 

Kgs 5:15) 

Man sees a woman and 

sleeps with her  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Judah sees Bath-shua 

the Canaanite ( וירא שם

יהודה מת איש כנעני ושמו 

 he takes her goes ;(שוע

into her ( ויקחה ויבא

יהאל ) (v. 2; cf. v. 12) 

 

Judah sees Tamar 

 and goes (v. 15) (ויראה)

into her (ויבא אליה) (v. 

18)  

David sees (וירא) 

Bathsheba (11:2), the 

wife of Uriah the 

Hittite (v. 3); he takes 

her (ויקחה), she comes 

to him (ותבוא אליו), and 

he lies with her ( וישכב

 (v. 4) (עמה

The woman conceives 

and bears children  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Bath-shua conceives 

 and (ותהר . . . ותהר עוד)

bears Er, Onan, and 

Shelah (vv. 3–5) 

 

Tamar conceives ( ותהר

 and bears (v. 18) (לו

Perez and Zerah (vv. 

29–30) 

Bathsheba conceives 

 and bears (11:5) (ותהר)

a son (v. 27); later she 

bears Solomon (12:24) 

Mourning followed by 

sex  

Plot element After finishing the 

mourning period for his 

wife Bath-shua ( ותמת

בת שוע אשת יהודה וינחם 

After the death of their 

son, David comforts his 

wife Bathsheba ( וינחם

 (דוד את בת שבע אשתו
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 Judah goes to ,(יהודה

the sheep-shearing (v. 

12) and has sex with 

Tamar (ויבא אליה) (v. 

18) 

and has sex with her 

 (12:24) (ויבא אליה)

Evil in the eyes of 

Yhwh 

Similar language  Er is evil in the eyes of 

Yhwh ( ויהי ער בכור

הודה רע בעיני יהוהי ) and 

is killed (v. 7); Onan 

does what is evil ( וירע

 (בעיני יהוה אשר עשה

and is killed too (v. 10) 

The story of David and 

Bathsheba/Uriah 

concludes with the 

notice, “The thing that 

David had done was 

evil in the eyes of 

Yhwh ( ר וירע הדבר אש

 ”(עשה דוד בעיני יהוה

(11:27; cf. 12:9) 

Woman dwelling in the 

house of a male relative  

Plot element, similar 

language  

Tamar lives in her 

father’s house after Er 

and Onan die (v. 11) 

After she is raped, 

Tamar lives in her 

brother Absalom’s 

house (13:20)  

Sheep shearing  Plot element Tamar sleeps with 

Judah when he goes to 

shear his sheep ( ויעל על

 (v. 12) (גזזי צאנו

Absalom avenges 

Tamar’s rape by killing 

Amnon at a sheep-

shearing festival ( ויהיו

–13:23) (גזזים לאבשלום

29) 

Change of clothes Plot element Tamar changes out of 

her widow’s garments 

and disguises herself as 

a prostitute (v. 14) 

After she is raped, 

Tamar tears the long-

sleeved robe that virgin 

princesses wear 

(13:18–19) 

Request for sex Plot element Judah asks to have sex 

with Tamar ( הבה נא

א אליךאבו ), not 

knowing that she is his 

daughter-in-law (v. 16) 

Amnon propositions 

Tamar: “Come, lie with 

me, my sister ( בואי

 ”(שכבי עמי אחותי

(13:11) 

Root קדש Similar language  Hirah refers to Tamar 

as a cult prostitute 

 (v. 21) (קדשה)

Bathsheba was bathing 

to cleanse herself from 

her impurity ( והיא

 (מתקדשת מטמאתה

(11:4) 

Man declares 

judgement on someone 

when he himself is to 

blame  

Plot element Judah decrees that 

Tamar should be 

burned to death because 

of her prostitution, not 

realizing his own 

involvement (v. 24) 

David passes 

judgement on the rich 

man in Nathan’s 

parable (12:5–6)  
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Woman sends message 

that she is pregnant 

Plot element, similar 

language  

Tamar sends to Judah 

 (והיא שלחה אל חמיה)

and announces, “I am 

pregnant (אנכי הרה)” 

(v. 25) 

Bathsheba sends 

 to David and (ותשלח)

announces, “I am 

pregnant (הרה אנכי)” 

(11:5) 

Man admits his guilt  Plot element When Tamar confronts 

Judah, he confesses that 

Tamar is more in the 

right than he (v. 26) 

When Nathan confronts 

David, he confesses, “I 

have sinned against 

Yhwh” (12:13) 

Important descendant is 

born  

Plot element, 

genealogical 

connection  

Perez, the ancestor of 

David, is born to Judah 

and Tamar (v. 29; cf. 

Ruth 4:18–22, 1 Chron 

2:4–15)  

Solomon, who is 

beloved of Yhwh and 

will inherit David’s 

throne, is born to David 

and Bathsheba (12:24) 

 

 Although the intertextual connections between Genesis 38 and 2 Samuel 11–13 are 

sometimes opaquer than parallels between other texts I have discussed, there is an abundance of 

evidence to suggest a deliberately constructed relationship between the narratives. First, the 

genealogical connection between Judah and his son Perez and their descendant David indicates 

that one story may have been written with knowledge of the other. The presence of similar 

names in the two narratives—Tamar and Tamar, Bath-shua and Bathsheba, Onan and Amnon, 

Hirah and Hiram—as well as the suggestive mention of place names like Adullam—support the 

initial hunch that the texts may be related. Finally, the extensive plot similarities (sexual 

indiscretion, misdirected condemnation, admission of guilt, birth of a child) and verbal 

resonances (evil in the eyes of Yhwh, “I am pregnant”) are further confirmation of a deliberate 

link. Nevertheless, the nature of the analogies is somewhat different from what has been seen 

elsewhere, especially with regard to similarly named characters and hinting references to certain 

places. The shifting and overlapping analogical connections between Judah, Bath-shua, and 

Tamar, on the one hand, and David, Bathsheba, Tamar, and Amnon, on the other, make the 

picture more complicated. The conclusions about the relationship between the narratives offered 

by Rendsburg, Ho, Noble, Zakovitch, and Bazak (discussed above) are sometimes helpful but 
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not completely satisfactory. In this section I will discuss Genesis 38 and 2 Samuel 11–13 in their 

narrative contexts in an attempt to give a fuller account of the nature and purpose of narrative 

analogy in these texts.  

 

Genesis 38 in the Joseph Story and 2 Samuel 11–13 in the David Story  

In traditional source-critical analyses, Genesis 38 has been treated as an independent narrative 

that was inserted into the Joseph story and bears little relationship to it. Speiser, for example, 

concludes, “The narrative is a completely independent unit. It has no connection with the drama 

of Joseph, which it interrupts at the conclusion of Act I.”128 The reasons for this conclusion are 

clear: the story concerns Judah, not Joseph; it interrupts the story of Joseph and could be excised 

without obvious damage to that story; and the resumptive repetition in 39:1 (cf. Gen 37:36) 

indicates that an addition has been made to the narrative.129  

In recent decades, however, commentators have argued that the story of Genesis 38 plays 

an important role within the Joseph story. In Alter’s classic discussion of the chapter, he points 

out connections between it and the surrounding narrative, including the striking use of the phrase 

 ,in both Gen 37:32 and 38:35 and the role that a goat plays in both stories (cf. 37:31 הכר נא

                                                             
128 Genesis, 299. Compare Von Rad, Genesis, 357; Claus Westermann, Genesis: A Commentary, vol. 3, 

Genesis 37–50 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1986), 49; Brueggemann, Genesis, 307–8. Source critics have traditionally 

attributed the chapter to the J source, although Speiser points out the tension between the idea that Gen 38 is 

originally independent and its attribution to J: “It is especially interesting that this narrative should stem from J (cf. 

vss. 7, 10), precisely because J also has a substantial stake in the Joseph story. Once again it becomes self-evident 

that the narrators acted in the main as custodians of diverse traditions which they did not attempt to co-ordinate and 

harmonize when the respective data appeared to be in conflict” (Genesis, 299). Of course, if Gen 38 was originally 

an independent narrative that was incorporated into J with few changes, it would be difficult to find enough evidence 

to attribute it to J. Westermann concludes that the chapter has been “unanimously attributed to J . . . without 

sufficient reason” (Genesis 37–50, 49).  

 
129 See Von Rad, Genesis, 356–57, 363–64; Westermann, Genesis 37–50, 61; Amit, “Genesis 38,” 280.  
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38:20).130 Alter concludes his discussion by observing the measure-for-measure nature of the 

events that befall Judah in Genesis 38:  

Judah with Tamar after Judah with his brothers is an exemplary narrative instance of the 

deceiver deceived, and since he was the one who proposed selling Joseph into slavery 

instead of killing him (Gen. 37:26–27), he can easily be thought of as the leader of the 

brothers in the deception practiced on their father. Now he becomes their surrogate in 

being subject to a bizarre but peculiarly fitting principle of retaliation, taken in by a piece 

of attire, as his father was, learning through his own obstreperous flesh that the divinely 

appointed process of election cannot be thwarted by human will or social convention.131    

 

The narrative of Genesis 38 not only reflects backward to the selling of Joseph in Genesis 37, as 

Alter argues here, it also plays an important role in understanding Judah’s character development 

during the course of the Joseph story. Levenson draws attention to Judah’s crucial role in 

convincing his father to send Benjamin to Egypt, an episode that “brings the entire tale to its 

climax,”132 and he shows how the events of Genesis 38 relate to Judah’s transformation:  

The key point is that it is Judah’s experience in Genesis 38, the incident with Tamar, that 

prepares him to play the great substitutionary role that reverses the decline in the family 

fortune. He can empathize with Jacob—indeed, take his place—because his own loss of 

two sons and his unwillingness to surrender the third have taught him a lesson. Moreover, 

it is in chapter 38 that he first learns to play the role of a substitute, taking the place of 

Shelah with shameful results as he will, six chapters later, take the place of Benjamin 

with the most honorable of results—the healing of a family gravely wounded.133  

                                                             
130 Art of Biblical Narrative, 1–10. As Alter notes, the rabbis noticed these connections as well (10–11). See 

also Judah Goldin, “The Youngest Son or Where Does Genesis 38 Belong,” JBL 96.1 (1977): 28–29, and Levenson, 

Beloved Son, 158–60. On the connections between Gen 38 and the Joseph story, see also Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 

521, 528; Sarna, Genesis, 263–64; and Friedemann W. Golka, “Genesis 37–50: Joseph Story or Israel-Joseph 

Story?,” CurBR 2.2 (2004): 155–56. 

 
131 Art of Biblical Narrative, 10. 

 
132 Beloved Son, 162. 

 
133 Ibid., 163–64; cf. Golka, “Israel-Joseph Story,” 156. Levenson also notes the historical dimension of 

Judah’s preeminence in the Joseph story: “From the historian’s vantage point, this is undoubtedly to be associated 

with Judah’s role as the preeminent tribe of the south, the tribe from which kings of the House of Jesse hail. Indeed, 

the first two of those kings, David and Solomon, reigned over a united kingdom of north and south (that is, Joseph 

and Judah), and the memory of this unity remained alive and served in some circles as an ideal (Ezek 37:15–23)” 

(163). The historical and national aspects of the Joseph story are, of course, very important when considering its 

relationship to the David story.  
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The narrative of Genesis 38 thus shows how Judah is recompensed for his role in the selling of 

Joseph, and it provides a background for his remarkable growth into a self-sacrificing character 

whose actions bring about the reconciliation of his family.  

 The focus on Judah in Genesis 38 is consistent with the special role that Judah plays in the 

Joseph story. Aside from his appearance at key points in the narrative, as well as the exclusive 

attention devoted to his family in Genesis 38, Jacob’s blessing of Judah in Gen 49:8–12 

illustrates the latter’s importance as the progenitor of a royal dynasty.134 The chosenness of 

Judah is thus intertwined with the chosenness of Joseph in the narrative of Genesis, and chapter 

38 is an integral part of Judah’s story. Regarding the appropriateness of the Judah and Tamar 

story in its context, Clifford concludes, “Chapter 38 fits within the history of Jacob’s sons, 

showing how one son, despite his serious sins, retains God’s favor and establishes a major tribe 

in Israel.”135  

                                                             
 
134 The dual focus on Judah and Joseph in Gen 37–50 leads Golka to conclude that Gen 37–50 should not be 

called simply the Joseph story: “The canonical shape of the tradition indicates that Genesis 37–50 is an Israel-

Joseph story . . . , a story of the father, Joseph, and his brothers” (“Israel-Joseph Story,” 160). Golka argues that the 

prominent blessings of Judah and Joseph point to the dual spiritual and political leadership that is referenced in 

biblical texts from the Persian period (cf. Zech 4:14), rather than to the southern and northern kingdoms, as is 

commonly assumed (ibid.).  

 
135 “Genesis 38,” 521–22. Goldin comments similarly on the importance of Gen 38 for understanding the issue 

of succession among Jacob’s sons: “Who is next in line [after Reuben, Simeon, and Levi]? Judah, and it is inevitable 

that he now speak up and speak up as he did. And as we listen to or read the story, we cannot help asking 

impatiently—for the question of succession is a pressing one—will it really be Judah? That must be answered 

promptly in order to try to discover God’s intention and to put an end to suspense. With Joseph gone (seemingly for 

good), Reuben, Simeon, and Levi out of favor, who but Judah is left? Forthwith the editor inserts chap. 38, to inform 

us of events in Judah’s life. Here the vita of the chosen one belongs. And what do we learn? Twins are born, and the 

younger gets ahead of the older. The pattern survives. Having been informed of this, we can return to the Joseph 

story and learn that God’s designs are never destroyed” (“The Youngest Son,” 42–43). 
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 The issue of the relationship between Genesis 38 and the rest of the Joseph story has 

implications for understanding the depiction of Judah in this chapter. Some commentators, 

pointing to details such as Judah’s marriage to a Canaanite woman, his withholding of Shelah 

from Tamar, his sleeping with a prostitute who is actually his daughter-in-law, and his hasty rush 

to judge Tamar, consider the picture of Judah in Genesis 38 to be wholly negative.136 Others 

argue that Judah is depicted positively and that the narrative rather transparently advances a pro-

Judahite ideology.137 Neither of these extreme positions can account for all the details of the 

story, however. On the positive side, the birth of twins at the end of the story, who replace the 

two sons Judah lost, indicates divine involvement and favor.138 Furthermore, the role that the 

narrative of Genesis 38 plays in explaining Judah’s transformation from a negative to a positive 

character in the Joseph story speaks against an understanding of it as ideologically anti-

Judahite.139 On the other hand, it is difficult to read a story about Judah’s being duped into 

                                                             
136 On Judah as a sinner, see Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 524–26, 530–31. Clifford does not consider the depiction 

of Judah to be completely negative, however; he concludes by discussing Judah’s transformation in the story (531–

32). As discussed above, Rendsburg believes that Judah is portrayed “in a comical way,” which has the ultimate goal 

of “mocking the king and his court” (“David and His Circle,” 445). Zakovitch and Shinan consider Gen 38 to be a 

mocking, “anti-Judahite” (אנטי־יהודאי) account that was inserted in the Joseph story to diminish the figure of Judah 

(The Story of Judah and Tamar, 220); cf. Zakovitch, Jacob, 18–19. 

 
137 Westermann believes that Judah’s actions are viewed neutrally, arguing that the marriage of Judah to a 

Canaanite woman the betrays an early date to the story, written “at a time when nobody took scandal from it” 

(Genesis 37–50, 51; see discussion in Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 524–526). Ho’s view, discussed above, is that Genesis 

38 provides a genealogical apologetic for David’s “100% Jewish” identity (“Family Troubles,” 529). Amit argues 

that the narrative consistently justifies and defends Judah’s actions (“Genesis 38,” 276–79) and concludes that it 

“presents a pro-Judaic position, favoring an open attitude toward the integration of the local populace . . . , while 

depicting the superiority of Judah as a source of future political hope” (284).  

 
138 Goldin writes, “Judah who had lost two sons, Er and Onan, now begets twins—a sign certainly that Judah 

has been forgiven” (“The Youngest Son,” 30). See also Amit, “Genesis 38,” 278–79. 

 
139 Even if the story is a later insertion into the Joseph story, as seems likely, its picture of Judah is consistent 

with his portrayal in the wider narrative as a character who develops on a positive trajectory throughout the story. If 

Gen 38 is an insertion meant to denigrate the character of Judah, as Zakovitch and Shinan would have it, it could not 

wholly accomplish that goal in its context within the Joseph story, where Judah is ultimately elevated alongside 

Joseph.   
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sleeping with his Canaanite daughter-in-law as an attempt simply to elevate Judah or defend 

David’s Jewish ancestry.140 The ambivalent portrait of Judah in Genesis 38 speaks against 

understanding this narrative as a shallowly tendentious insertion that seeks either to denigrate the 

tribe of Judah and the Davidic line or to glorify Judah and his descendants. A similar 

ambivalence is evident in the David story, as I will argue below.  

The evidence above shows the important role that Genesis 38 plays within the Joseph 

story. The connections between the story of Judah and Tamar and the Joseph story may be 

redactional, rather than compositional, however. Carr relates Genesis 38 to a series of texts in the 

Jacob and Joseph material that anticipate Judah’s ascendancy, concluding,  

Together, the insertions in Gen. 30:21; 34:1–31; and 35:21–22a suggest that the Judah-

focused material in Genesis 38 and 49:1b–28 is part of a broader compositional level 

spanning the Jacob-Joseph story. The author of this level prepared for Judah’s 

ascendancy in the Jacob story by inserting traditions regarding Judah’s older brothers 

(Gen. 30:21; 34:1–31; 35:21–22a). He anticipated the Davidic dynasty in the Tamar story 

near the beginning of the Joseph story (Gen. 38:1–30). Finally, near the conclusion of the 

Joseph story, he modified and added the tribal blessings of Genesis 49, so that these 

adapted blessings now balance the claims for Joseph and his sons in the surrounding 

narrative and anticipate Judah’s future hegemony.141 

 

Whether or not Carr’s reconstruction is correct in all of its details, it is helpful for highlighting 

texts both that stand out from their contexts and that concern the ultimate elevation of Judah. The 

focus on Judah in these texts is, of course, relevant to the David story and its relationship to the 

texts of Genesis. Although his model is different in certain respects from Carr’s, Kratz points to 

                                                             
 
140 Amit believes that “the favorable finale [of Gen 38] obliges the reader to reevaluate Judah’s conduct and 

acknowledge that if Judah was thus blessed, he cannot be regarded as a negative character; though he sinned, it was 

understandable given the circumstances” (“Genesis 38,” 278). A happy ending does not justify all of a character’s 

actions, however. Throughout Genesis and in other biblical narratives as well (such as the David story) God works 

through flawed characters and their sinful behavior to accomplish his purposes.  

 
141 Fractures of Genesis, 252–53. 
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some of the same passages as evidence that the Joseph story was expanded to emphasize the 

national dimension of the narrative:   

As is shown by the literary intersection in ch. 45 and the closing chapter, 50, the Joseph 

story has been revised several times. There is a tendency to build up the tribal and 

national history more and more strongly after the climax of Joseph’s career in ch. 41. The 

Reuben-Midian additions in ch. 37, the addition of the sons of Joseph and their blessings 

in 41.50–52 and ch. 48, the Benjamin passages in chs 42–45, the tribal sayings in ch. 49, 

and also the addition of the Judah-Tamar narrative in ch. 38, which centres on the law of 

levirate marriage, serve this purpose. The way in which the story is increasingly shaped 

into a national history, to the point of accumulating Joseph’s brothers to become the 

twelve tribes of Israel in Gen. 37.9; 42.3, 13, 32 and ch. 49, binds it increasingly into the 

literary context of the Hexateuch and the Enneateuch.142  

 

If the Joseph story was indeed augmented over time into a national history that emphasizes the 

ascendancy of Judah, as Carr and Kratz argue, this has important implications for its relationship 

to the David story, which is an overtly national history that centers on Judah’s most eminent 

descendant.143 Understanding Genesis 38 as one in a series of texts in the book of Genesis that 

elevate Judah and reinforce the national dimension of the story of Jacob and his sons brings it 

into a closer thematic and perhaps literary relationship with the David story.  

Although many scholars treat the Succession Narrative, including 2 Samuel 11–13, as a 

unified narrative, others have suggested that this text too grew over time.144 For the present 

discussion, the most relevant theories about the development of 2 Samuel 11–13 concern the 

                                                             
142 Composition, 278.  

 
143 See also Brettler, who discusses the Joseph story as a typological narrative in which the Judah-Reuben 

dynamic reflects the prominence of the tribe of Judah and the Davidic monarchy (Creation of History, 56–57). With 

regard to the date of the material, he concludes, “This interpretation of the story fits a wide range of dates and 

theories for the composition of the Joseph story. . . . The Joseph story clearly has a long history and its final form is 

difficult to date. Although we cannot determine when either its supposed early Reuben version or its later Judah 

revision was composed, we do know that the theme of Judah as proto-king fits a wide range of dates through the 

exile and beyond” (57).  

 
144 See Introduction, pp. 36–39. 
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suggestion that the story of David and Bathsheba in chapters 11–12 is a later addition to the 

narrative and the identification of different compositional layers within chapters 11–12. 

Regarding the first of these issues, McKenzie believes that 2 Samuel 11–12 is later than the 

subsequent narrative, arguing (following Van Seters) that the picture of David in 2 Samuel 11–

12 indicates that text must be post-Dtr.145 He observes that the tone of these chapters, unlike 

some of the other material in the “so-called Succession Narrative,” is not apologetic, and that the 

characters Nathan and Bathsheba are depicted much differently in these chapters than they are in 

1 Kings 1–2.146 He also argues that the narrative following 2 Samuel 11–12 does not presuppose 

the material in those chapters; for example, the characters Nathan and Bathsheba are introduced 

in 1 Kings 1 as if for the first time.147 The insertion of the David and Bathsheba story 

transformed the message of the following material, according to McKenzie, making Absalom’s 

revolt a consequence of David’s sin. McKenzie concludes, “David’s gentleness now appears as 

weakness, his humility as throbbing guilt, his lamentation as loss of control. Apology becomes 

accusation.”148  

                                                             
145 McKenzie, “So-Called Succession Narrative,” 132; cf. Van Seters, “The Court History,” 71–77. Van 

Seters, however, believes that the entire Court History is a unified, post-Dtr work (71); see discussion below.   

 
146 McKenzie, “So-Called Succession Narrative,” 133. On the apologetic goal of other parts of 2 Sam and 1 

Kgs 1–2, see pages 128–29. McCarter’s reconstruction is similar to McKenzie’s; he believes that 2 Sam 11–12 were 

written by a different author from the one who wrote chapters 13–20. In the latter narrative, McCarter argues, David 

is a “passive, excessively lenient” figure, whereas in chapters 11–12 “he is a taker” (II Samuel, 290). In distinction 

to McKenzie, McCarter sees 2 Sam 11–12 as part of a larger prophetic redaction that includes texts in 1 Samuel as 

well (ibid., 8, 290; see also I Samuel, 18–23). 

 
147 McKenzie, “So-Called Succession Narrative,” 133–134. 

 
148 Ibid., 135. McCarter’s conclusion is similar: “With chaps. 10–12 in place, however, this picture of David is 

radically modified. His passivity in chaps. 13–20 is counterbalanced by his self-serving willfulness here. Ultimate 

responsibility for the trouble that arises ‘out of [his] own house’ (12:11) is laid at his own feet” (II Samuel, 305). Cf. 

Kratz, Composition, 175; Frolov, “Succession Narrative,” 102–3.  
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Some commentators find a more unified account in 2 Samuel 11–20, however. Van 

Seters, for example, argues against the fragmentation of the Succession Narrative (he uses the 

term “Court History”) into different pieces and strands written by different authors and 

redactors.149 In his view, the Court History is not an indictment of David specifically, but of the 

monarchy in general. This conclusion allows him to argue against the apparent inconsistencies in 

the portrait of David as identified by scholars such as McKenzie and McCarter: “If the Court 

History is a critique of the monarchy as such, then in one scene it may portray David as evil, in 

another he may only be weak and indecisive, unable to control ambitious generals or bad sons. It 

all comes down to the same thing. The power of the monarchy corrupts itself and everything 

around it.”150  

Other scholars read the Succession Narrative as a unified document but differ from Van 

Seters in their conclusions about the depiction of David in this text. Ackerman, in his literary 

analysis of the Succession Narrative, argues for “a thorough integration of chaps. 11–12 and 

chaps. 13–20,” observing “the literary structure, in which David is duped into sending his own 

daughter and son as victims to reenact what he had done to Bathsheba and Uriah.”151 Ackerman 

does not see a wholly negative picture of David and his family in the Court History, however, 

                                                             
149 “Court History,” 71. Coming from a different perspective, Wilson also argues against those who see 2 Sam 

11–12 as a later addition: “It is, however, difficult to envision what the latter part of this story would look like or 

what message it would convey without the Bathsheba episode. Pace McKenzie, then, the case of Bathsheba is not a 

mere exception; it is a central and prominent event that foreshadows and frames the story’s entire second act as it 

were” (Kingship and Memory, 139 n 13).  

 
150 “Court History,” 76.  

 
151 Ackerman, “Knowing Good and Evil,” 57; cf. Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art, 281–82. Richard G. Smith gives a 

detailed argument that in 2 Sam 13–20 the narrator (and possibly David as well) shows an awareness of the 

punishments predicted by Nathan in 12:10–12; see The Fate of Justice and Righteousness during David’s Reign: 

Narrative Ethics and Rereading the Court History According to 2 Samuel 8:15–20:26 (LHBOTS 508; New York: 

T&T Clark, 2009), 91–102.   
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but rather an ambivalent one that “has elements that are both favorable and hostile to the 

characters in the story because it was written by a great artist who was presenting life in all its 

multifaceted complexity.”152 The divergent views of Ackerman and Van Seters about the 

depiction of David in the Succession Narrative show that even those who view 2 Samuel 11–20 

as a coherent unit can come to different conclusions about the Tendenz of this material.153  

 A second issue in the composition of this narrative is the question of the unity of the David 

and Bathsheba story itself. Nathan’s speech of 2 Sam 12:7b–12, or the entire interaction between 

David and Nathan (2 Sam 11:27b–12:15a), has often been identified as a secondary addition to 

the story.154 Others see more extensive revisions in the text. Dietrich, for example, believes that 

an early version of the so-called Succession Narrative (which he argues never existed as a 

document on its own) was critical of David and Solomon, and that this narrative was revised at a 

later time with the aim of depicting the monarchy more positively.155 In the case of the David 

and Bathsheba story, according to Dietrich, the secondary layer includes Nathan’s confrontation 

in 11:27b–12:15a and the details about Yhwh’s love for Solomon in 12:24–25.156 Blenkinsopp 

                                                             
152 “Knowing Good and Evil,” 59. 

 
153 This difference in opinion can also be seen in the disagreement between Zakovitch and Bazak on 2 Sam 

11–12, discussed above, with Zakovitch arguing that David is worse than his ancestor Judah (who is also portrayed 

negatively), and Bazak attempting to salvage some redeeming aspect of David’s behavior in these chapters.  

 
154 See the scholarship cited by Smith, Justice and Righteousness, 92; McCarter, II Samuel, 300; and T. 

Veijola, “Solomon: Bathsheba’s Firstborn,” 344.  

 
155 “Das Ende der Thronfolgegeschichte,” 41, 45–47; cf. discussion in Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Another 

Contribution,” 43–44. 

 
156 Dietrich, “Das Ende der Thronfolgegeschichte,” 43, 48; cf. Blenkinsopp, “Another Contribution,” 45. 

Veijola reconstructs the development of the Succession Narrative differently from Dietrich, but he also sees a pro-

Solomonic addition at work in 2 Sam 11–12. He argues that in the original narrative, Solomon was the son born of 

David and Bathsheba’s adulterous union, and that a later author added the account of the birth and death of another 

child (11:27b–12:24a) in order to make Solomon’s conception and birth take place in more legitimate 

circumstances. See Veijola, “Solomon: Bathsheba’s Firstborn,” 340–357.  
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critiques Dietrich’s reconstruction for what he sees as its unlikely model of scribal intervention 

and its importation of values foreign to the text.157 He concludes that the integrity of the Nathan 

and David scene and its place in the wider narrative is fundamental: “In the first scene (2 Sam. 

11–12), what is stated explicitly, and therefore should be considered as of primary importance, is 

that David confesses his sin and is forgiven, and that in consequence Yahweh 

accepts and loves the child of the penitent king.”158 

The question of the composition of this part of the David story has implications for 

understanding the character of David, although the acceptance of a certain compositional model 

does not result in certainty about how David is portrayed in this narrative, as the above 

disagreements illustrate. Regardless of the compositional model that is adapted for the 

Succession Narrative, I believe that some measure of ambiguity about the presentation of David 

must be retained. The assumption that the narrative seeks to denigrate David in one of its layers 

or in the story as a whole reduces the complexity of the presentation, as does the conclusion that 

the apologetic nature of chapters 13–20 was transformed by the addition of the more critical 

narrative of chapters 11–12. Positive and negative elements of David’s character can be seen in 

many of the proposed additions and layers, which complicates an attempt to divide the text based 

on the portrayal of David in it. A model that proposes a later apologetic layer on an originally 

critical text presents the problem of the remaining critical material—with this still in place, the 

                                                             
 
157 Blenkinsopp, “Another Contribution,” 46–48. 

 
158 Ibid., 48. Yoon argues similarly, against McKenzie and Frolov, that the Bathsheba narrative is not “‘too’ 

negative” for a late exilic Deuteronomistic context, because it shows God’s favor for David despite his sins (So-

Called History of David’s Rise, 191–92).  
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“positive” depiction of David and Solomon is radically mitigated.159 While the possibility that 

the Succession Narrative grew over time should not be excluded, the markers of that growth are 

not obvious enough to be identified with certainty, and the narrative can sensibly read as a 

unified whole.  

The reconstruction of the compositional history of 2 Samuel 11–13 is relevant for the 

discussion of narrative analogy in this text, but the model of textual development that is accepted 

for these chapters will not dramatically affect an understanding of the use of narrative analogy 

here. The reason for this is that analogical connections between this material and the Joseph story 

appear throughout this narrative, in all or most of its proposed layers. For example, the Joseph 

story is reflected both in the story of David and Bathsheba and in the story of the rape of Tamar. 

If the former narrative (2 Samuel 11–12) was written by an author different from that of the latter 

(2 Samuel 13), as McCarter and McKenzie believe, this might explain the varying ways that 

material from the Joseph story is drawn on in these chapters. It may be that a later author noticed 

the allusions to the Joseph story in the story of Amnon and Tamar and constructed the David and 

Bathsheba narrative to mirror the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, in order to show how 

David as a failed Joseph leads to Tamar becoming a tragic version of Joseph. This reconstruction 

is speculative, however, and it is equally possible that the same author is responsible for the 

allusions to the Joseph story throughout 2 Samuel 11–13. In this case, the effect is the same, 

regardless of the compositional model adapted.   

                                                             
159 In his critique of Dietrich, Blenkinsopp comments, “We ourselves cannot help wondering why anyone at 

that time would have gone to the trouble to sanitize an old record in this painfully detailed manner, a manner 

otherwise unattested at that time, rather than just writing a positive appraisal of the early monarchic period; or why, 

to make an end, the putative author of the rewritten Grundschrift, or of the edition of Dtr of which it was a part, did 

not simply omit the entire Bathsheba episode as the Chronicler would do some centuries later” (“Another 

Contribution,” 47–48).  
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Likewise, whether the Nathan material (2 Samuel 12:1–15) and the positive evaluation of 

Solomon’s birth (vv. 24–25) are original to the narrative or later additions, these details provide 

important points of connection with the story of Judah and Tamar. These texts include the details 

of David’s misguided condemnation of the man in the parable (parallel to Judah’s misguided 

condemnation of Tamar), his admission of sin (parallel to Judah’s admission that Tamar is more 

righteous than he), and the birth of the favored descendent, Solomon (parallel to the birth of 

Perez). Even if these texts belong to a later layer of composition (a model that cannot be proven 

beyond reasonable doubt), they are integral to understanding the relationship between this 

narrative and Genesis 38.  

Examining the place of Genesis 38 in the Joseph story and 2 Samuel 11–13 in the wider 

Samuel narrative leads to several important conclusions regarding the analogical relationship of 

these texts. With regard to Genesis 38 in the context of the Joseph story, I argued that the 

important role of Judah in Genesis 37–50, which is likely the result of additions made over time, 

implicitly relates this narrative to the David story and shows its concern for issues on the national 

level. Judah’s significance in the Joseph story as a whole also speaks against the view that 

Genesis 38 is intended as an anti-Judah (or anti-David) polemic. In contrast to the place of 

Genesis 38 within the Joseph story, the David and Bathsheba and Amnon and Tamar narratives 

are more integrated in the wider Succession Narrative. The disagreements among scholars 

regarding the characterization of David in this material show that opinions vary regardless of 

which compositional model is adapted. Similar to the Judah and Tamar story, however, is the 

complex depiction of the characters, which resists an easy conclusion about the apologetic or 

critical intentions of the author or authors.  
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The Direction of Influence between Genesis 38 and the David Story  

The nature of the development of the Joseph story and the David story as discussed above 

presents the possibility that the narratives influenced each other at various stages of their 

development, and that a simple, unidirectional line of influence from one text to another cannot 

be identified. In the case of Genesis 38, however, there is sufficient evidence to conclude, as 

many scholars do, that this narrative was written under the influence of some form of the David 

story. As discussed above, the story contains several place-names that are found in Judean 

territory, and it obviously centers on the issue of Judah and his offspring. The clustering of clues 

pointing obliquely to the David story—names such as Adullam, Hirah, Bath-shua, and Tamar—

as well as the use of motifs, expressions, and themes found in that narrative suggests that the 

author has drawn details from various parts of the David story and woven them into the story of 

Genesis 38. The density of material from the David story that appears in the brief narrative of 

Genesis 38 suggests that the former drew on the latter, rather than the reverse.   

 Other aspects of Genesis 38 that suggest its dependence on the David story (and other texts) 

are its artifice and its analogical connections with other biblical texts. Some names seem to have 

been used to evoke the David story, and others, such as Er, Onan, Shelah, and Chezib, appear to 

involve wordplay.160 The plot of Genesis 38 is drawn not only from the David story, but also 

from the wider Joseph narrative, the story of Jacob and Esau, and perhaps from other texts in 

Genesis as well.161 The narrative also appears to reflect the levirate law of Deut 25:5–10 in some 

                                                             
160 On the meanings of the names Er and Onan, see notes 116 and 117 above. Commenting on the words 

Shelah and Chezib in Gen 38:5, Sarna notes, “Because the Hebrew roots used here of clan and city—k-z-b and sh-l-

h—both mean ‘to deceive, disappoint,’ some commentators see here a word play referring to the mother’s 

disappointment at the absence of her husband or a suggestion of Tamar’s subsequent disappointment at not being 

given to Shelah” (Genesis, 265–66). 

 
161 On connections between Gen 38 and the Joseph story, see discussion above. The theme of the loss or near-

loss of sons is found throughout Genesis and is at work in the narrative of Gen 38 as well (see Levenson, Beloved 
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way.162 These details suggest that the densely analogical story of Genesis 38 was carefully 

crafted (or shaped) under the influence of the patriarchal narratives and the David story and 

placed deliberately within the Joseph story.  

 

Genesis 38 as a Narrative Anticipation of the David Story  

As I argued above, the author of the Judah and Tamar story appears to have drawn on material 

from various places in the David story and from other biblical texts. The shifting analogical 

correspondences in the story suggest that much of the plot of Genesis 38 is a kind of conflation 

of the David and Bathsheba story of 2 Samuel 11–12 and the Tamar story of 2 Samuel 13. At the 

beginning of Genesis 38, it may appear that Bath-shua is the analogical counterpart of 

Bathsheba, and the two characters do share some similarities in addition to their parallel names. 

As the story continues, however, it is evident that the illicit nature of the David and Bathsheba 

affair finds a closer parallel to the encounter of Judah and Tamar than it does to the marriage of 

                                                             
Son, 161–64). The birth of the twins Perez and Zerah (Gen 38:27–30) is obviously reminiscent of the birth of Esau 

and Jacob (Gen 25:22–26). Both sets of twins seem to struggle for dominance even as they are being born, and the 

language of Gen 25:24 and 38:27 is nearly identical. Lyke comments on the relevance of this connection for the 

sibling rivalry theme in Gen 38: “As if to highlight the significance of the topos of sibling rivalry for Judah’s story 

in ch. 38 his (grand)children are depicted struggling in the womb just like Jacob and Esau” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 

66). Zakovitch and Shinan point also to connections between Genesis 38 and the story of Lot and his daughters in 

Gen 19 (The Story of Judah and Tamar, 224).  

 
162 The situation described in Gen 38 is similar to that described in Deut 25:5–10, and Judah’s admonition to 

Onan to “perform the duty of a brother-in-law (ויבם)” with Tamar (Gen 38:8) includes the only use of word יבם 

outside of Deut 25:5, 7. After a discussion of the relationship between Deut 25:5–10 and Gen 38, Lyke concludes, 

“While this account [Gen 38] clearly does not follow the prescriptions of levirate marriage as known from 

Deuteronomy 25, it presupposes something very like them” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 95). The book of Ruth also 

deals with a similar situation and appears to reflect the levirate law in some way, and, like Gen 38, it concerns 

David’s line (Ruth 4:18–22). Lyke comments, ““Notably, Genesis 38 and the book of Ruth are the only narrative 

applications of levirate and both record crucial junctures in the genealogy of David. In both, women go to 

extraordinary efforts to preserve their husband’s, and David’s, lineage” (99). A full discussion of the relationship 

between Gen 38, the David story, and the book of Ruth is beyond the scope of this chapter. For parallels between 

Gen 38 and the book of Ruth, see Zakovitch and Shinan, The Story of Judah and Tamar, 224–26. For parallels 

between the book of Ruth and the David story, see Bazak, 43–131 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 
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Judah and Bath-shua. The Tamar of Genesis 38 is a mirror image of Bathsheba in certain ways: 

she is not married, she takes the initiative in the sexual encounter, she (rather than another 

character, as in the David story) forces Judah’s admission of guilt, and she and Judah do not have 

a continued sexual relationship. Tamar’s main similarity to Bathsheba is that she becomes 

pregnant and gives birth to an important heir. In this way the two women play comparable roles 

in their narratives, as mothers of significant sons.  

 The Tamar of Genesis 38 is not only a mirror image of Bathsheba, but also a reflection of 

David’s daughter Tamar. The connections between these two Tamars highlight the triumph of 

the first Tamar and the tragedy of the second Tamar. The Genesis Tamar moves on a positive 

trajectory from her initially hopeless confinement to her father’s house, to her sexual encounter 

with a relative, and finally to her position as a mother of twins. David’s daughter Tamar, 

conversely, begins her story in a promising position as a beautiful virgin princess, then has a 

sexual encounter with a relative, and finally ends up confined to her brother’s house, with no 

prospect of becoming a wife or mother.  

 The mirroring of both Bathsheba and David’s daughter Tamar in the Tamar of Genesis 38 

helps to emphasize certain aspects of the analogical relationship between David and Judah. Both 

male characters are active and passive at inappropriate times. Judah actively sends Tamar to her 

father’s house, then takes no action in the matter of giving her to his son Shelah. In his concern 

for the life of his only remaining son, he plays no role in ensuring that the family line will 

continue, and this job falls to Tamar. As for David, he is active throughout the narrative of 2 

Samuel 11—taking Bathsheba, sending Uriah to his death, and constantly commanding servants 

to carry out his commands. But in 2 Samuel 13, when it comes to matters of his own family, he 

is strangely passive, as he fulfills the requests of others and does not intervene to help his abused 
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daughter or punish his wayward son. On the positive side, both Judah and David admit the error 

of their ways when they are confronted with evidence of their sin (Gen 38:26, 2 Sam 12:13). For 

David, though, this recognition of sin only comes after the Bathsheba affair; he is not depicted as 

explicitly recognizing the role his action and inaction play in the rape of his daughter Tamar, the 

death of Amnon, or Absalom’s revolt.  

 David’s behavior is certainly more reprehensible than Judah’s when the actions of the two 

men are viewed side-by-side. Both men have sex with a woman who should have been an 

ineligible partner, but the gravest aspect of Judah’s sexual indiscretion—that he slept with his 

daughter-in-law—was committed unknowingly, whereas David was fully aware that he was 

committing adultery. Moreover, David had a man killed to cover up his sin, while Judah, who 

initially condemned Tamar to death (a sentence that, if it had been carried out, would also have 

covered up Judah’s role in the affair), reversed his decision when he realized his involvement. 

Both Judah and David endanger the continuity of their family line, although Judah’s withholding 

of Shelah from marriage to Tamar is perhaps more understandable than David’s silence 

following Tamar’s rape. Judah appears to have learned from his experiences in the Tamar 

incident, and he becomes a reconciling force in his family as the narrative continues. By contrast, 

David’s lack of control over his sons and his weaknesses as a father lead to strife in his family, 

and, as his sins are repeated by his sons, the stability of his family and his kingdom is put into 

jeopardy.  

 Despite the failures of Judah and David, God’s providence is evident in both narratives, as 

an important heir is provided for them in the midst of their sinful behavior. Although Judah 

should not have withheld Shelah from Tamar and certainly should not have had sex with his 

daughter-in-law, these actions lead to the birth of Perez and Zerah, who represent replacements 
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of Judah’s two deceased sons and the hope for a continued family line, which will eventually 

lead to David. In David’s case, adultery and murder lead to his marriage with Bathsheba, which 

results in the birth of Solomon, who replaces the infant who died and who will ultimately inherit 

David’s throne, an event that represents the beginning of the fulfillment of the divine promise 

made to David in 2 Sam 7:12–16 (cf. 1 Kgs 2:12).  

The combination of names, motifs, and plot similarities from the David story in Genesis 

38, as well as the genealogical link between the two narratives, indicates that Genesis 38 

functions as a kind of narrative anticipation of the David story.163 The narrative works as a 

prehistory or backstory, filling in genealogical details about the history of David’s line in a way 

that shows the experiences of David’s family to be in continuity with those of the patriarchs. 

Motifs of childlessness, sons’ lives in danger, and a younger son surpassing an elder that recur in 

the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob appear again in the story of Judah’s family, and the divine 

providence for the continuation of the family line that was evident in the lives of the patriarchs is 

at work in Genesis 38 as well. The narrative of Genesis 38 also gives hints about the tragedies 

that will befall David’s family, showing that the sins of the father Judah will be manifested in the 

lives of his royal descendants, with consequences that are much more serious. The narrative of 

Judah and Tamar thus sounds a note of warning about the problems to come for David’s house, 

but it also signals the continuity of divine providence that will be at work in this chosen line. 

Although politically tendentious motives may have been behind the composition of parts of these 

narratives at some stage of their development, a simple a pro- or anti-Judah/David Tendenz 

                                                             
163 If not for the fact that the word “prequel” is not derived from a Latin word (unlike its counterpart, 

“sequel”) and therefore should be despised by all sensible people, it would be an apt description of Gen 38 as it 

relates to the David story. The word captures both the aspect of providing a backstory that fills in details and 

anticipates the main narrative and the aspect of having been composed later than the main story despite describing 

events that occurred earlier in time.  
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cannot account for the ambiguities of the narratives, both of which show God’s provision of heirs 

for his chosen people despite human misbehavior.164 

Despite the complex nature of the analogical connections between Genesis 38 and 2 

Samuel 11–13, the events of Genesis 38 can be understood as foreshadowing those of the David 

story, albeit in a rather opaque way. This narrative adumbration provides hints about the 

relationship between Judah and his descendant David, and the author of the text probably 

expected that his audience would be familiar with the David story and recognize these clues. At 

the same time, there is no indication that the complex analogical correspondences are meant to 

be worked out in a series of balanced equations between characters, as Noble expects should be 

the case if analogies are actually present. The analogical parallels work meaningfully in Genesis 

38 without functioning mathematically, as they bring Judah’s and David’s family into continuity 

with the wider story of Genesis, and as they bring intimations about the house of David into the 

Joseph story.  

 

Conclusion 

The relationship between the narrative of 2 Samuel 11–13 and the Joseph story is a complex one, 

but the analysis above shows convincing parallels with meaningful implications. In the story of 

David and Bathsheba, David is consistently portrayed as failing where Joseph succeeded. 

Moreover, David occupies a much more powerful and privileged position than the vulnerable 

Joseph did, making his behavior even less excusable. In 2 Samuel 13, David’s sins of sexual 

                                                             
164 This conclusion is analogous to Short’s evaluation of the purpose of the History of David’s Rise. He 

concludes, “Ultimately in the biblical account, therefore, it is YHWH’s election of David, and not David’s military 

successes, his winning the people’s acclaim, his covenants with Saul’s children, and so on, that is the grounds upon 

which David’s kingship rises and stands” (The Surprising Election, 197). A focus on the divine election of David 

shows that just as the legitimacy of David’s kingship does not rest on his positive achievements in the History of 

David’s Rise, so it is not destroyed by his failures in the Succession Narrative.  
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indiscretion and murder are repeated by his sons Amnon and Absalom, who commit similar sins 

against members of their own family. The Tamar story plays out like a Joseph story gone bad, 

with Tamar as a tragic version of Joseph, abused by her brother but never able to rise to success 

after this incident, as Joseph does. David here is the analogical counterpart of Jacob, who sends 

his child into danger and is duped by his sons (his role is also similar to Jacob’s in Genesis 34, as 

I showed in the previous chapter). Amnon and Absalom have a relationship of rivalry similar to 

that of Joseph and his brothers, but one that ends in murder rather than reconciliation. The strife 

within David’s family does not end in 2 Samuel 13, but only gets worse, erupting on tribal and 

national levels as the narrative continues. With the story of Genesis 38 in the background, David 

in 2 Samuel 11–13 is also shown to be the inheritor of both the foibles and the divine favor of his 

ancestor Judah. David and Judah have wives with similar names and they both have a daughter 

or daughter-in-law named Tamar. They both lose sons, have an inappropriate sexual relationship, 

and have an important son born out of questionable circumstances.    

 Given the complex growth of both the Samuel narratives and Joseph story, conclusions 

about the genetic relationship between these texts cannot be made with certainty. My analysis 

has suggested the possibility of an identifiable direction of dependence between certain texts, 

however. The dependence of the narrative of 2 Samuel 13 on some form of the Joseph story is 

suggested by the fact that it brings together references to texts from throughout the Joseph story, 

often in reversed order, with the effect of suggesting an unraveling of the fraternal reconciliation 

theme of the Joseph story. The ungrammaticality of Amnon’s command, “Send out everyone 

from me!” (2 Sam 13:9, and the related expression in v. 17) also supports a direction of influence 

from Genesis to Samuel in this case. If 2 Samuel 11–12 was written at the same time as chapter 
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13, or if it was written by a later author, it follows that this narrative as well was likely 

influenced by the Joseph story (especially Genesis 39).  

 The case is different for Genesis 38. The way this narrative brings together names, 

language, plot details, and themes from many parts of the David story (as well as from other 

biblical texts) indicates that it was influenced by the Samuel narratives. The allusions to the 

David story in Genesis 38 include references to texts that some scholars consider to be secondary 

additions (such as the Nathan material in 2 Samuel 12), which suggests that the author of 

Genesis 38 was familiar with the David story at a late stage of its textual development. Perhaps 

an awareness of existing analogical connections between the Joseph and David stories prompted 

the author of Genesis 38 to add another analogical layer through construction of parallels 

between Judah and David.  

 Although an exploration of the entire David story and its relationship with the narratives of 

Genesis is beyond the scope of this project, I will touch briefly on the narrative that follows the 

story of Tamar, as it develops some of the themes introduced there and contains important points 

of connection to the story of Jacob and sons. After Absalom flees following his murder of 

Amnon, David eventually invites his son back to Jerusalem (2 Sam 14:21), where he stages a 

revolt (15:10–12). Absalom’s rebellion involves him sleeping with David’s concubines (16:21–

22), an act that not only fulfills Nathan’s prophecy of 2 Sam 12:11, but also parallels Reuben’s 

indiscretion with Jacob’s concubine Bilhah (Gen 35:22). Just as Reuben’s behavior disqualified 

him from inheriting the rights of the firstborn (cf. Gen 49:3–4), Absalom’s sexual misdeeds and 

his rebellion as a whole result in his disqualification from inheriting his father’s throne.  

 Despite the fact that Absalom attempts to usurp his throne, David’s favor does not depart 

from him. The king’s desperate desire to keep his rebellious son from death is seen in his 
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command not to hurt Absalom (18:5), and when Absalom is killed, David’s ostentatious 

mourning demoralizes his troops (19:1–8).165 David’s dangerous favoritism toward Absalom can 

be compared with Jacob’s love for his son Benjamin, inasmuch as Jacob’s protective behavior 

endangers his family’s wellbeing (Gen 42:38).166 When Jacob finally sends Benjamin to Egypt 

with his brothers, at Judah’s urging (43:3–14), it is this letting-go that enables the family to live 

and to be reunited. David also finally has a moment of relinquishment, after Joab rebukes him for 

his mourning and he goes out to greet his troops (2 Sam 19:9).167 The end of Absalom’s revolt is 

not the end of tribal strife in David’s kingdom, however; soon the men of Israel join Sheba the 

son of Bichri in a rebellion against David (20:1–2). This event foreshadows the eventual split 

between the Northern and Southern Kingdoms, which begins with same rallying cry (1 Kgs 

12:16). Thus the tenuous unity of David’s kingdom, which is threatened during his lifetime 

partly due to his own failings and the struggles within his family, is finally shattered not long 

after David’s reign ends.  

                                                             
165 Zakovitch compares the story of Absalom’s death with the Aqedah narrative of Gen 22; see  מקראות בארץ

 Ackerman also makes this connection, concluding, “The .88–183 ,מקבילות נפגשות ,cf. Bazak ;76–75 ,המראות

allusion to the binding of Isaac forces us to contrast the testing of the first patriarch, which resulted in blessing and 

continuity for the next generation, with the judgment on King David, which brings disaster and threatens the 

dynastic continuity of his line” (“Knowing Good and Evil,” 50–51).  

 
166 The disjunction between divine favor of one son and fatherly favor of another is found in other Genesis 

narratives as well. Lyke points this out with regard to David’s treatment of Absalom: “David’s inaction suggests 

another important resonance with the sibling rivalry episodes in Genesis. Especially in the Isaac and Ishmael and the 

Jacob and Esau episodes, we witnessed the anxiety, on the part of the author(s) and ‘characters’, over the reasons for 

the and consequences of favor. . . . As noted above, in 2 Sam. 12.24 and 12.25 Solomon is designated as David’s 

heir and Yhwh’s favored among David’s sons. That this notice should come at this juncture is important. Much like 

Abraham’s and Isaac’s anxiety over their sons who lost out, David’s anxiety over Absalom is expended on the 

wrong son” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 69). 

 
167 David’s ceasing to mourn outwardly for Absalom has analogues earlier in the narrative. After the death of 

Bathsheba’s first child, he ends his fasting and weeping, saying, “I will go to him, but he will not return to me” (2 

Sam 12:23). He is also eventually comforted after Amnon’s death (2 Sam 13:39). David’s words and actions in these 

situations contrast with Jacob’s after the apparent death of Joseph; he refuses to be comforted, and says, “I will go 

down to Sheol to my son, mourning” (Gen 37:35).  
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Whether or not the narrative of 2 Samuel 9–20 and 1 Kings 1–2 existed as an independent 

document, as proponents of the classical Succession Narrative argue, it is true that much of the 

drama of these chapters concerns the question of who will inherit David’s throne. Similar issues 

regarding birthrights, the younger surpassing the older, and divine and human favor recur in 

Genesis, and are of great concern in the Joseph story. The conflicts over the inheritance of 

David’s throne can be seen as parallel to the struggle for the birthright among Jacob’s sons. In 

the end, David’s older sons Amnon, Absalom, and Adonijah are disqualified because of their 

sexual sins (including sleeping with his father’s concubine, in Absalom’s case, and a similar 

attempted act, in Adonijah’s; see 1 Kgs 2:13–25)168 and the violent acts associated with them 

(Absalom takes revenge on Amnon for the rape of Tamar, which takes Amnon out of the picture 

and also paves the way for Absalom’s later revolt). Similarly, the birthright passes over Jacob’s 

three eldest sons because of sexual indiscretion and violence—Reuben sleeps with his father’s 

concubine (Gen 35:22, 49:4), and Simeon and Levi take revenge for their sister’s rape by 

slaughtering a town (Genesis 34; 49:6–7).169  

                                                             
168 Lyke comments that in Adonijah’s request for Abishag, “The reader will no doubt hear echoes of Reuben’s 

liaison with Bilhah, his father’s concubine, that apparently led to his removal from favor,” and remarks, “Notably, 

repeatedly in the Court Narrative, David’s sons engage in illicit sexual activity” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 70). 

 
169 Carr points to the similarities in the succession of Jacob’s and David’s sons and argues that these are due to 

the influence of the Samuel narratives on a Judean revision of the Jacob-Joseph story: “The Judean authors of the 

Jacob-Joseph narrative strategically modified an earlier Northern composition. They did so by interlinking it with 

the different logic of their own Southern dynastic legitimating story, the succession narrative” (Fractures of Genesis, 

305). This model is plausible, and it can be reconciled with the reconstruction I have offered above. I argue that 2 

Sam 11–13 was influenced by a form of the Joseph story but that Genesis 38 had knowledge of the David story. It is 

possible, then, that parts of the Succession Narrative (such as 2 Sam 11–13) were written in light of an early version 

of the Joseph story. At a later time, the early Joseph story and other parts of Genesis underwent a revision that added 

texts such as Gen 38 and Gen 49:3–12 (and perhaps Gen 34), which were written with the Davidic dynasty and the 

story of David in 1 and 2 Samuel in mind. This model will be discussed further in my Conclusion.  
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At the end of their lives, both David and Jacob give instructions to their sons and make 

pronouncements about their sons’ futures.170 David elevates Solomon over Adonijah after the 

latter has set himself up as king (1 Kgs 1:33–35),171 and he delivers a speech to Solomon as his 

chosen heir “when [his] time to die drew near (ויקרבו ימי דוד למות)” (1 Kgs 2:1). Joseph likewise 

receives instructions from his father (regarding Jacob’s wish to be buried to Canaan) “when 

Israel’s time to die drew near (ויקרבו ימי ישראל למות)” (Gen 47:29).172 Jacob elevates his younger 

grandson Ephraim over the elder Manasseh, and in a farewell address to his sons his longest 

blessings are reserved for Judah (Gen 49:8–12) and Joseph (Gen 49:22–26).  

In 2 Samuel, David as a father has a close analogical parallel in Jacob, the passive father 

of rivalrous and unruly sons. David is also a kind of spiritual successor to the chosen son Joseph, 

as the narratives of 1 Samuel show, although in the later part of the story he fails to live up to the 

wise, prudent, and reconciling ideal embodied by Joseph. Finally, David is the biological 

                                                             
170 Friedman notes, “Both the deathbed scene of Jacob in Genesis and the deathbed scene of David in the 

Court History picture the father bowing on his bed to his own son (Gen 47:31; 1 Kgs 1:47)” (The Hidden Book, 22). 

The language in these texts is somewhat similar (וישתחו ישראל על ראש המטה in Gen 47:31; וישתחו המלך על המשכב 

in 1 Kgs 1:47), but the consonantal text of Gen 47:31 also can be read to depict Jacob bowing on his staff (cf. LXX), 

and it is not clear that Jacob is bowing to his son (although Joseph is present). In David’s case, the text does not 

mention whether Solomon is present when David bows on his bed.  

Both David and Jacob express gratitude for seeing their favored son a certain position before they die. As 

David bows at his bed, he says, “Blessed be Yhwh, the God of Israel, who granted someone to sit on my throne, 

while my own eyes see it” (1 Kgs 1:48). When Jacob is reunited with Joseph, he says, “Now let me die, since I have 

seen your face, that you are still alive” (Gen 46:30). 

Wilson discusses the depiction of David in his old age as compared with other biblical characters, especially 

Moses (Kingship and Memory, 140–41).  

 
171 Lyke discusses the similarity between Bathsheba’s advocacy for Solomon in 1 Kgs 1 and the actions of 

Sarah and Rebekah in relation to their favored sons: “Notably, Bathsheba’s actions are analogous to those of two 

famous mothers of Genesis: Sarah and Rebekah. In all three of these stories a wife apparently convinces her husband 

to support her favorite, and God’s chosen son, as his heir” (Wise Woman of Tekoa, 120; see also 87 and 121).  

 
172 The only other time a phrase close to this occurs is in Deut 31:14, when God tells Moses, “Your time to die 

is drawing near (קרבו ימיך למות).”  
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descendant and analogical counterpart of the other chosen son, Judah, with whom he shares a 

propensity for misdeeds, but also the capacity for admitting his faults, as well as the continued 

evidence of divine providence at work in his life and the lives of his descendants. The large-scale 

parallels between the narratives of Genesis and Samuel reinforce the picture of continuity 

between the families of Jacob and David and emphasize the theme of election, showing God’s 

continued faithfulness to his chosen people and dynasty in the face of human shortcomings and 

conflicts.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

 

I have attempted to show in this study that the portrayal of David in 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2 is 

multifaceted and multilayered, and that the parallels between David and Jacob, Judah, and 

Joseph are achieved through various means and for varying purposes. The beginning of the 

David story (1 Samuel 16–18) depicts David as a new Joseph. He is the youngest son, a 

shepherd, and handsome, just as Joseph is, and his anointing serves as an ambiguous sign of his 

future rulership that does not come to fruition until much later (1 Sam 16:1–13), just as Joseph’s 

dreams portend his future rise to a position of authority. David’s service in Saul’s court (1 Sam 

16:14–23, 18:1–30) may have been modeled after Joseph’s experience in Egypt (Genesis 39); 

both men are successful, finding favor with those around them because God is with them. In the 

story of David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17), David is sent by his father to check on his brothers 

and ends up having a conflict with them, just as Joseph did (Genesis 37). The connections 

between David and Joseph strengthen important ideas of the narrative, such as the divine election 

of David and his legitimate rise to the kingship. The theme of sibling rivalry, which is central to 

the Joseph story and significant for understanding the relationship between David and Saul, is 

reinforced by allusions in the Goliath story to Joseph’s conflict with his brothers. At the same 

time, because Joseph is a model of a reconciling ruler as well as a symbol of the Northern 

Kingdom, the depiction of David as a new Joseph comes with overtones of fraternal and national 

reconciliation.  

The picture of David as a Joseph-like figure overlaps with a developing analogical 

structure that compares David with Jacob. David’s negotiations with Saul regarding marriage to 
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Saul’s daughters (1 Sam 18:17–27), his escape from Saul with Michal’s help (1 Sam 19:11–17), 

and his later encounter with Saul (1 Samuel 24) all show connections with the stories of Jacob 

and his father-in-law Laban (Genesis 29, 31). The analogical relationship between David and 

Jacob consistently shows David to be more innocent and successful than Jacob and Saul to be 

more blameworthy and ineffective than Laban. Additional layers of significance in the David-

Jacob analogy are found in allusions in 1 Samuel 24 and 25 to the stories of Jacob’s stealing 

Esau’s blessing (Genesis 27) and the reunion of Jacob and Esau (Genesis 32–33). These 

references to the relationship between Jacob and Esau reinforce the themes of rivalry and 

reconciliation that are of ongoing significance throughout the History of David’s Rise. The 

parallels between David and Jacob, who is the father of the twelve tribes, also serve to 

underscore the idea that David is a legitimate ruler of the whole kingdom of Israel.  

The analogical connections between David and Jacob and Joseph in 1 Samuel serve to 

bolster a positive portrayal of David as he struggles against Saul during his rise to the throne. In 

2 Samuel, however, both the mechanics of the analogical parallels and their functions become 

more complex. The story of David and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11–12) can be understood as a 

mirror image of the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 39); the numerous plot 

reversals between the two stories function to depict David as a failed Joseph. The David and 

Bathsheba narrative also shares connections with the story of Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38): 

Judah and David have similarly named wives (Bath-shua/Bathsheba) and daughters (in-law) 

named Tamar, both men have an inappropriate sexual relationship, and both stories conclude 

with the birth of an important heir.  

The story of Amnon and Tamar (2 Samuel 13) adds additional layers and complications 

to the analogical web of connections that links David’s and Jacob’s families. In terms of its 
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general plot, the narrative has a striking parallel in the story of the rape of Dinah (Genesis 34). In 

both stories, David and Jacob take passive roles while their sons avenge the rapes of their sisters. 

The picture in 2 Samuel 13 is more tragic than that of Genesis 34, though, because both the 

victim of the rape and the victim of the avenging murder are David’s children. The Tamar story 

of 2 Samuel 13 also shows connections with significant points in the Joseph story. The 

occurrence of unique locutions from the Joseph story in 2 Samuel 13, as well as the depiction of 

deteriorating family relationships in the narrative, make it look like an unraveling of the Joseph 

story. When the Tamar story is read in light of the Joseph story, David is compared with Jacob as 

he appears in Genesis 37; both are fathers who send their children into danger and lose children 

because of conflicts among siblings. Finally, the Tamar of 2 Samuel 13 can be compared with 

the Tamar of Genesis 38, but the two women follow opposite trajectories in terms of their fates.  

As the rest of the David story unfolds, additional plot details connect the circumstances 

of David’s and Jacob’s families, and themes that parallel those found in the Genesis narratives 

are developed further. The loss of sons, a motif that appears throughout Genesis, is a reality for 

David several times over: his infant son dies (2 Samuel 12), Amnon is murdered (2 Samuel 13), 

and Absalom is killed in his rebellion (2 Samuel 18). The themes of sibling rivalry and the 

younger supplanting the elder, illustrated tragically when Absalom murders Amnon, play out 

again in the conflict between Adonijah and Solomon, which eventually leads to Adonijah’s death 

(1 Kings 1–2). Intrafamilial struggles also erupt into tribal and national conflicts, first in 

Absalom’s revolt and then in Sheba’s (2 Samuel 15–20).  

The violent events of David’s reign are closely related to incidents of sexual indiscretion, 

some of which also have parallels in the Genesis narratives: David commits adultery, Amnon 

rapes Tamar and is murdered by Absalom, Absalom sleeps with David’s concubines as part of 
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his attempt to take the throne (2 Sam 16:21–22), and Adonijah’s request for his father’s 

companion Abishag is understood by Solomon as a similar effort to undermine his authority (1 

Kgs 2:22). Throughout this drama of succession and sexual sin are many points of connection 

with the stories of Jacob’s sons: Reuben sleeps with his father’s concubine (Gen 35:22), Simeon 

and Levi avenge their sister’s rape with the slaughter of a whole city (Genesis 34), and fraternal 

jealousy almost results in the murder of Joseph at the hands of his brothers (Gen 37:20). A 

combination of elimination of elder sons and divine favor for younger ones leads to the elevation 

of Judah and Joseph at the end of the Joseph story, when these sons are given significant 

blessings by their father (Gen 49:8–12, 22–26). As ruler of the united kingdom of Israel and 

Judah, David is the inheritor of the legacies of both Judah and Joseph. Before he dies, David 

hands the kingdom over to his chosen son Solomon. The drama of the younger supplanting the 

elder and God’s provision for his elect throughout human triumphs and tragedies is thus shown 

to be continuous through the histories of Jacob and his family and David and his.  

Another concept that links the narratives of Samuel and those of Genesis is the interplay 

between measure-for-measure punishment and divine providence in the midst of human 

transgression that is illustrated throughout both books. On the one hand, instances of deception, 

sibling rivalry, and sexual misdeeds in the narratives about Jacob and David are typically 

followed by a kind of measure-for-measure recompense. Jacob deceives his father about his 

identity to acquire the blessing that should have belonged to his elder brother (Gen 27:15–19), 

and he is deceived by his father-in-law who disguises his elder daughter as his younger on 

Jacob’s wedding night (Gen 29:23–26). Judah prompts his brothers to sell Joseph into slavery, 

and they cover up the deed with a garment dipped in goats’ blood, which their father recognizes 

as Joseph’s (Gen 37:26–27, 31–33); Judah is then deceived by his daughter-in-law Tamar when 
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she changes garments and is forced to recognize his belongings when he tries to condemn her 

(Gen 38:14–15, 25–26). In the David story, the turmoil that occupies much of the Succession 

Narrative can be seen as recompense for David’s sin with Bathsheba and Uriah. David’s own 

judgment on the “the man who did this” (2 Sam 12:5–6) comes to pass, as he pays fourfold for 

his sin with the losses of his infant son, Amnon, Absalom, and Adonijah.1 When their family 

histories are read together, the sins that plague David and his children can be read as continued 

recompense for the sins committed by Jacob’s family, or perhaps simply as the inheritance of a 

disorder that is passed down through the generations. At the same time as sin is punished in due 

measure, God’s providence for his chosen people is evident as he enables the survival of family 

lines and the elevation of his elect to their appropriate positions, which they occupy for the 

benefit of many. And despite the repetition of similar faults and flaws in both families, moments 

of great sacrifice, repentance, and reconciliation punctuate the narratives: Judah’s admission that 

Tamar is more righteous than he (Gen 38:26) and his willingness to stand as surety for his 

brother Benjamin (Genesis 43–44), Joseph’s recognition of God’s role in his being sent to Egypt 

and his care for his brothers (Gen 45:4–8, 50:19–21), David’s admission of sin when he is 

confronted by Nathan (2 Sam 12:13) and his public relinquishment of his grief over Absalom’s 

death when confronted by Joab (2 Sam 19:9). 

The analogical portrait of David that links him with Jacob, Judah, and Joseph is created 

by means of similar plot details, as well as by verbal and thematic connections. Plot parallels are 

the primary means of constructing an analogy, although these parallels often involve some 

overlapping vocabulary as well. In some cases, parallel plots include similar events in the same 

order, but in others the analogous plot details do not line up neatly. Events may appear in reverse 

                                                             
1 See Fokkelman, King David, 413–14. On the measure-for-measure nature of David’s punishment, see my 

Chapter Three, pp. 204–5. 
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order in related narratives to highlight the differences between them, as is the case in the Tamar 

story of 2 Samuel 13 and its references to the Joseph story. At times, a plot detail or motif that is 

central to one story may be used incidentally in an analogically shaped narrative. Examples of 

this phenomenon include Michal’s use of the teraphim in 1 Sam 19:13 (compared with Rachel’s 

theft of her father’s teraphim, which plays a larger role in the narrative of Genesis 31) and 

Abigail’s sending of servants ahead of her in 1 Sam 25:19 (compared with Jacob’s elaborate 

preparations to meet in Esau in Gen 32:17–22).  

 Just as plot details in parallel narratives do not always align in balanced pairs in the same 

order, analogically compared characters do not always retain stable relationships. In some texts, 

there is an unexpected change in the characters who are compared. For example, Saul’s question, 

“Why did you deceive me like this?” (1 Sam 19:17) appears to allude to Jacob’s similar question 

in Gen 29:25, despite the fact that the expected analogical counterpart of Saul would be Laban. 

At other times, a character is compared with two different characters in succession, as when 

David is first portrayed as a Jacob figure and then as a counterpart to Esau in 1 Samuel 25. 

Conversely, two characters in a narrative can be analogically compared with a single character in 

another, as when David is depicted as a failed Joseph in 2 Samuel 11–12 and Tamar as a tragic 

Joseph in 2 Samuel 13. In the above examples, it is likely that the shifting nature of the 

analogical identities is a key to understanding the function of the analogies. Saul is made to look 

more pathetic than Laban when he is deceived by his own daughter, for example, and the 

surprising parallels between David and Esau in 1 Samuel 25 hint at a dark side of David’s 

character that is not evident in the preceding narratives, in which he is primarily comparable with 

Jacob. The references to the Joseph story in both the David-Bathsheba narrative and the story of 
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Amnon and Tamar reinforce the idea that David’s failures lead to negative consequences in his 

family.  

Other examples of multiple or shifting analogical comparisons may be due to complex 

compositional processes involving multiple authors. The Tamar of 2 Samuel 13 has parallels 

with Dinah, the Tamar of Genesis 38, and Joseph, for example, but it may be the case that one or 

more of these figures were shaped under the influence of the 2 Samuel 13 narrative, rather than 

the reverse. This does not preclude a reading of 2 Samuel 13 that understands Tamar as a 

synthesis of these three characters, however. If the Tamar character of Genesis 38 was shaped in 

light of the Tamar of 2 Samuel 13, as I have argued, the effect of the parallel is felt on both 

narratives, and not simply on the one composed later.  

 Although similar plot details are the main means of constructing analogical structures 

between texts, verbal connections are also used frequently. Sometimes similar vocabulary occurs 

due to common subject matter and analogous plot details; in these cases the shared words and 

phrases may be quite common. At other times the shared locutions are distinctive or unique, and 

this indicates the strong likelihood of an allusion. Instances of unique shared vocabulary often 

appear at significant points in a narrative, as is the case for Amnon’s command, “Send out 

everyone from me!” (2 Sam 13:9; cf. Gen 45:1), which occurs before the terrible climax of that 

story, or Tamar’s announcement, “I am pregnant” (Gen 38:25; cf. 2 Sam 11:5), which 

accompanies her indictment of Judah and leads to her vindication. The incongruity of a shared 

phrase in one narrative context is another strong marker of an allusion; this is evident, for 

example, in the phrase “and the days were not fulfilled” (1 Sam 18:26; cf. Gen 29:21) in the 

story of David’s marriage to Michal, where no time period was specified for meeting Saul’s 

requirement. Given the prominent role of plot similarities in constructing analogies between 



343 
 

narratives, verbal parallels are not necessary in every case to establish the related nature of two 

narratives; nevertheless, similar vocabulary certainly strengthens the case for deliberate use of 

narrative analogy and often indicates particularly strong or significant points of connection.  

 Plot similarities and verbal connections are often accompanied by shared motifs and 

themes. A motif may be something like the repeated appearance of a goat or a garment, although 

in an alluding narrative the motif may only appear once, rather than multiple times (an example 

of this may be Michal’s use of a goat-hair wig and a garment to deceive her father about David’s 

escape in 1 Sam 19:13). Themes that are shared between the Genesis and Samuel narratives 

include deception, sibling rivalry, measure-for-measure punishment, and divine election and 

providence, as discussed above. The appearance of a similar theme in two narratives is not 

enough to establish a genetic relationship between them, since these themes are common in 

many biblical narratives. When a shared theme is accompanied by more specific connections 

such as similar plot details and language, however, it provides additional evidence for an 

analogical relationship. Furthermore, the development of shared themes is often a significant 

aspect of the function of narrative analogies.  

 Narrative analogy is typically deployed with a multilayered purpose. On one level, the use 

of narrative analogy generally serves to develop characterization. The comparison of characters 

may be one of simple similarity or equation, as when David is depicted as a new Joseph at the 

beginning of his career, but more typically it involves similarity with points of contrast. David is 

a Jacob-like character in his relationship with Saul, for example, but he behaves more uprightly, 

while Saul is similar to Laban but is more sinister and less effective. Amnon’s behavior in the 

Tamar incident looks worse when read in light of Shechem’s actions in the Dinah story, and 
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David’s passivity in response to Amnon’s rape of Tamar is more condemnatory than Jacob’s 

silence in Genesis 34.  

In addition to its role in developing characterization, narrative analogy also strengthens 

major themes and ideas of the narratives. David’s election and the divine guidance that supports 

him in his early career are underscored by his connection with Joseph. The upward trajectory of 

David and the falling fortunes of Saul that occupy the History of David’s Rise are reinforced by 

the Jacob-Laban analogy, and the element of sibling rivalry in the struggle between David and 

Saul is highlighted by allusions to the Joseph story and the Jacob-Esau narratives. The tragedy of 

the conflicts in David’s house and kingdom in the Succession Narrative is heightened when read 

in light of the Joseph story, which begins with a similar situation of fraternal strife but ends in 

reconciliation. The unfailing faithfulness of God in sustaining chosen family lines through 

challenges, near-death experiences, and human failings is illustrated by the connections between 

the Judah-Tamar story of Genesis 38 and the David-Bathsheba story of 2 Samuel 11–12.  

On yet another level, narrative analogy serves to bring together narratives with varying 

degrees of original independence into one story. The many parallels between David and his 

family and Jacob and his have the effect of establishing an ideological and spiritual continuity 

between them that builds on the foundation of their genealogical relationship. Bringing their 

stories together into one history has the effect of further strengthening the significant themes and 

central theological concepts of the narratives. If measure-for-measure punishment is a significant 

aspect of the Jacob cycle, the concept of sin and recompense gains further significance when 

Jacob’s descendant David commits and is punished for similar iniquities. The problem of sibling 

rivalry, illustrated throughout the stories of Genesis, is even more acute when it develops into 

tribal conflicts in Samuel and Kings, and the lack of reconciliation is more tragic there in 
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contrast to the instances of fraternal reunion in Genesis. The picture of God’s faithfulness toward 

his chosen people is reinforced as individual stories that illustrate this concept are brought into 

continuity. Given the fact that narrative analogy brings texts into closer relationship with each 

other, it is not surprising that many examples of this technique appear in later textual layers, 

likely in conjunction with broader redactional efforts to create larger literary works from smaller 

ones.  

Narrative analogy, therefore, serves important functions on the level of the final form of 

the text, developing characterization and reinforcing major themes and concepts, but it also plays 

a vital role in the diachronic development of biblical literature. While the relationships between 

the Genesis and Samuel narratives are complex and dating the texts is difficult, there are 

indications of textual influence in certain directions at some points, and a tentative sketch of their 

diachronic development in relation to each other can be offered. Based on evidence such as 

incongruous language and plot details, density of allusions and analogies, and an identifiable 

purpose for analogical structures, I argued that several narratives in Samuel, such as those found 

in 1 Samuel 16, 19, 24, 25, and 2 Samuel 11–13, were influenced by texts in Genesis. Perhaps in 

some cases the text used was a pre-Priestly version of the Jacob-Joseph story; this may have 

come into Judah from the Northern Kingdom after 722 BCE.2 There is evidence that 1 Samuel 

16:1–13, 24:1–23 and 25:1–43 are later layers of the Samuel narrative; they may have had more 

developed versions of the Genesis narratives available. The material in the MT pluses of 1 

Samuel 17–18 is likely quite late relative to the rest of the Samuel narrative and the evidence for 

                                                             
2 On the Northern version of the Jacob-Joseph story, see Carr, Fractures of Genesis, 301–3. Although the 

hypothesis that the J source and the Succession Narrative came from the Solomonic era and influenced each other is 

too simplistic to account for the analogical connections between Genesis and Samuel (see my Introduction, n. 34), it 

is notable that my analysis did not uncover significant parallels between the narratives I examined in Samuel and 

texts usually ascribed to P.  
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the dependence of this material on the Jacob and Joseph stories is strong. The existence of 

analogical parallels in several compositional layers of the David story shows that the analogical 

links between David and Jacob and Joseph were strengthened and developed over time. The 

clustering of the analogical parallels at certain points in the narrative, especially 1 Samuel 16–19, 

24–25, and 2 Samuel 11–13, suggests that analogies beget analogies; in other words, texts that 

exhibit some kind of connection with other texts (whether that connection was originally 

intended or not) tend to attract additional analogical layers.  

 As the books of Samuel took shape, they probably influenced the development of the text of 

Genesis. The evidence for influence from Samuel to Genesis is especially strong in the case of 

Genesis 38, as that chapter combines language, motifs, and details from several different places 

in the David story. Genesis 34 does not exhibit such clear evidence of influence from the Samuel 

narrative, but perhaps it was shaped and inserted around the same time as Genesis 38, as part of a 

redaction of Genesis that emphasized the ascension of Judah.3 The schema of the elimination of 

elder brothers due to sex with a father’s concubine and violent retribution for a rape may have 

been influenced by the Succession Narrative, as Carr has argued.4 It is possible that the books of 

Samuel were undergoing redaction and expansion at the same time as this Judah-oriented 

redaction of Genesis was taking place, a process that may account for some of the similarities 

between the books.  

 It is difficult to determine a historical setting for the authorial and editorial activity that 

produced the analogical connections between David and Jacob and his family, but the themes 

and ideas that are emphasized by these analogical relationships would have been relevant at 

                                                             
3 See Carr, Fractures of Genesis, 249–53. 

 
4 Ibid., 304. 
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various times in Israel’s history. One period that has been posited for the development of some 

of the analogical texts in the David story is the time between the fall of the Northern Kingdom 

(722 BCE) and the fall of the Southern Kingdom (586 BCE).5 During this time the relationship 

among the tribes and the desire to establish the Davidic line as a legitimate authority over all the 

people would have been significant issues. The development of the texts of Samuel and Genesis 

probably continued in exilic and postexilic times, when there were conflicts between returnees 

and those who had stayed behind, and when tribal tensions may still have been in force.6 The 

picture of David in the books of Samuel would have been relevant both to the hope for the 

reestablishment of the Davidic monarchy and for the development of the messianic ideology 

surrounding David.7 Although David functioned as a symbol both of Judah and of a future united 

kingdom, he may also have come to be understood as a kind of archetypal Israelite or everyman. 

The account of his unlikely rise and his time in exile would be relevant for a Judean exilic or 

postexilic community living under foreign rule, and the stories of the high and low points of his 

reign could be read as providing moral and theological messages applicable to anyone.8  

                                                             
5 See Dietrich and Naumann, Die Samuelbücher, 76; Wright, David, King of Israel, 46–47; Kratz, 

Composition, 181–82; and my discussion in Chapter One, pp. 117–18. 

 
6 See Blenkinsopp, David Remembered, 29–41; Blenkinsopp, “Benjamin Traditions Read in the Early Persian 

Period,” 629–45; Amit, “The Saul Polemic in the Persian Period,” 647–59; and my Chapter One, n. 182.  

 
7 For discussion of the concept of the reunification of the twelve tribes under a Davidic ruler in biblical 

eschatological prophecy, see Blenkinsopp, David Remembered, 115–37; and my Chapter One, p. 120.  

 
8 On the theme of David in exile, Wright comments, “David is the paradigmatic refugee. So much of his life, 

as depicted in the Book of Samuel, is spent on the run, chased out, and forced to sojourn far from any place he can 

call home. … David’s life here again [in Absalom’s revolt] anticipates the exile that his people will later suffer 

collectively. This feature contributes much to the poignancy of his biography. It also reveals the extent to which 

Judah’s exilic experience shaped the story” (David, King of Israel, 119). Brettler discusses the Succession Narrative 

in terms of its moral and theological messages: “2 Samuel 9 and following is a theological unit, interested in 

showing the severe ramifications of serious sins, even when committed by David. Murder and rape beget murder, 

rape, and almost the loss of the kingdom. The chapters illustrate the fundamental principle of measure for measure . . 

. . These chapters narrate fundamental theological rules using David as their protagonist, but these principles are 

presented to all Israel” (Creation of History, 99). Short likewise identifies the overall purpose of the History of 

David’s Rise in terms of its message to God’s people as a whole: “I suggest that [the story of David’s rise] was 

composed and transmitted for the sake of shaping and reflecting the identity of YHWH’s, and Israel’s, beloved son—
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The themes emphasized by the analogical relationship between the stories of Samuel and 

those of Genesis—fraternal conflict, reconciliation and unity, sin and recompense, divine 

election and providence in the face of human failure—would have obvious relevance both in the 

time following the fall of the Northern Kingdom and during the exilic and post-exilic periods. 

The concepts of divine guidance of history and God’s support for his chosen people would have 

had special relevance at any time of national crisis, including during and after the exile. This 

time period was likely when many sacred texts and traditions were being shaped and formed into 

larger literary works such as the Hexateuch and the Enneateuch,9 and the use of narrative 

analogy was one way in which texts were brought into closer relationship with each other. The 

stories of Genesis and those of Samuel thus eventually became parts of one history, a narrative 

that explains the origin of the people of Israel and their covenantal relationship with God, as well 

as the origin of the monarchy and the continuation of God’s covenantal dealings with Israel 

through his chosen dynasty.    

This study was necessarily limited in scope, but much more work could be done on 

narrative analogy in the David story. Analogical connections exist not only between David and 

Jacob, Judah, and Joseph, but also between David and other figures from Genesis, such as 

                                                             
the figure of David and each of his ‘sons’ to inherit the throne—and, consequently, that of YHWH’s people, whom 

David embodies” (The Surprising Election, 196). He points to the Davidic superscriptions on some Psalms as 

evidence that “at some early point this narrative functioned to shape and inform Israel’s corporate identity” (198). 

Wilson cites Isa 55:1–5 as an example of the “Davidization” of the people of Israel (Kingship and Memory, 218; cf. 

Blenkinsopp, David Remembered, 59–62).  

 
9 See Kratz, Composition, 316–21. 
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Abraham and Isaac,10 as well as characters from other books, such as Joshua and Jephthah.11 The 

use of narrative analogy in parts of Samuel that were outside the scope of this study, especially 1 

Samuel 1–15, is relevant to the picture of David in the rest of the book.12 The continuation of the 

narrative in the books of Kings and the analogical parallels found in this material are important 

aspects of the overall picture of the use of narrative analogy in the David story, as David 

becomes a model for future kings, both implicitly and explicitly.13 Another important avenue of 

study is the use of narrative analogy in later biblical and postbiblical texts about David. The 

picture of David in the books of Chronicles, for example, is different from his depiction in the 

books of Samuel, but it also relies on narrative analogy.14 It would be fruitful to examine the 

ways in which David is used and referenced in rewritten biblical texts, the New Testament, and 

Jewish exegetical literature to determine whether this literature develops and extends the 

analogies found in the books of Samuel on similar or different trajectories. The depiction of 

                                                             
10 On parallels between the anointing of David and the binding of Isaac, see Short, The Surprising Election, 

141–42; Bazak, 93–88 ,מקבילות נפגשות, Zakovitch, 77–76 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. The binding of Isaac also has 

parallels with the death of Absalom; see Bazak, 88–183 ,מקבילות נפגשות; Zakovitch, 76–75 ,מקראות בארץ המראות. 

Zakovitch discusses similarities between David’s taking of Bathsheba and Abimelech’s taking of Sarah ( מקראות

 For analysis of the connections between Abraham’s purchase of the cave of Machpelah and .(48–46 ,בארץ המראות

David’s purchase of the threshing floor of Araunah, see Bazak, 93–189 ,מקבילות נפגשות. On parallels between 

Abraham/Sarah/Rebekah and David/Bathsheba, see Lyke, Wise Woman of Tekoa, 56, 87, 120–21.  

 
11 Bazak discusses parallels between the flight of David from Jerusalem and the entry of Joshua to the land 

–and Wright notes connections between David and Jephthah (David, King of Israel, 38 (82–171 ,מקבילות נפגשות)

39).  

 
12 See Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 33–106; Bazak, 87–13 ,מקבילות נפגשות. 

 
13 David is the standard by which subsequent kings are measured in the Deuteronomistic presentation (1 Kgs 

11:6, 33; 15:3, 11; 2 Kgs 14:3; 22:2, etc.). On the implicit connections between the David and Bathsheba story and 

the story of Ahab’s murder of Naboth in 1 Kgs 21, see Van Seters, “Court History,” 71–77.  

 
14 On the modeling of the succession of Solomon in Chronicles after the transition of power from Moses to 

Joshua, see Brettler, Creation of History, 37–41. Wright discusses the replacement of parallels between David and 

the patriarchs in Samuel with the picture of David as involved in preparations for building the temple in Chronicles 

(David, King of Israel, 164–65). 
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David in 1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2 as an analogical parallel of Jacob, Judah, and Joseph has had 

significant influence on how he has been remembered as Israel’s greatest king and transformed 

into a symbol of messianic expectation in both Judaism and Christianity.  
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