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abstract:� There is no consensus among exegetes on the reasons for God’s rejection of King Saul, even 
though he had previously been His chosen one. This motif remains one of the significant exegetical apo-
rias, comparable to Moses’ rejection or original sin. Based on a literary analysis of 1 Sam 1 – 2 Sam 5 and 
a comparative study of texts using the analogous motif of the rejection of the chosen one, this article aims 
to show that certain narrative parts of the Old Testament present a recurring ideological pattern. Its key 
feature is a significant broadening of the narrative context beyond the episode of a given character’s re-
jection. The application of a diachronic perspective of the historical–critical method also permits us to 
conclude that later redactors and commentators on the history of Israel most likely introduced the motif 
of the rejected chosen one. They sought to merge various biblical traditions into a unified historiographi-
cal and theological narrative, presenting the history of Israel as a dialogue between God and His people, 
who – both as a community and through their chosen representatives – did not always respond adequately 
to God’s call. According to the authors of the Enneateuch, the consequences of this unfaithfulness were 
the primary source of the chosen people’s failures.

keywords:� King Saul, rejection of King Saul, beginnings of the monarchy of Israel, motif of rejection of 
the chosen one, history of David’s rise

According to prevailing scholarly views, the Saul cycle is a prologue to the narrative of 
Israelite monarchism. It serves as an introduction to the history of David’s ascension to 
the throne of Israel (commonly known as the History of David’s Rise, or ‘HDR cycle’). 
The history of David and his dynasty clearly casts Saul as a secondary character, one who 
could easily be omitted, beginning the HDR cycle with Samuel’s anointing of the right-
ful candidate for the throne. The absence of Saul would have spared later redactors of the 
David narrative the need to explain the events surrounding the fate of the first anointed 
one and the accusations levelled against David for killing his predecessor’s family and allies. 
This leads to the conclusion that the literary character of Saul may have been based on 
a leader prototype, a legend that could not be ignored when creating David’s cycle, which 
claimed to be historical.1

1	 The inclusion of the problematic figure of Saul in the narrative about the origins of monarchy may indicate 
the need for writers to refer to the legend of the first king, who, in the opinion of posterity, played a significant 
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Despite fairly sceptical, and in some cases even derisive, perceptions of Saul in 1 Sam, 
later commentators viewed him very differently. While 1 Chron 10 summarises the story 
contained in 1 Sam as follows: ‘So Saul died for his unfaithfulness; he was unfaithful to the 
LORD in that he did not keep the command of the LORD’ (1 Chron 10:13), later biblical 
and non-biblical authors tended to idealise historical figures of the past, including Saul.2

In 1 Sam, Saul is not portrayed in an unambiguously negative light either; he is a complex 
and multidimensional character: a criminal and a victim, a hero and a coward, filled with 
the Spirit of YHWH and the spirit of evil, a ruthless ruler and a man of conscience. Similar 
to an ancient tragedy, Saul’s drama intensifies as the narrative unfolds, moving from un-
faithfulness to God through a spiritual struggle with his own passions to a tragic finale. 
In the story as presented, it remains unclear why God anointed the wrong man as king, 
why He turned away from him, and why He did not show him as much mercy and patience 
as He later showed David and his descendants.

The answers provided by contemporary exegetes fall into three categories: (1) Saul was 
a plaything in the hands of an evil God; (2) the severity of his transgression was compara-
ble to the sin in Eden and was to be punished similarly; (3) his character was used only as 
a literary backdrop for the introduction of the true protagonist, David, into the narrative.

According to the first hypothesis, Saul’s life is a quirk of fate, and he is a victim of a capri-
cious, unpredictable God, who, without warning, switches from love to hatred, destroying 
His chosen one. The narrative unfolds the drama of a man whose charismatic gifts degrade 
into madness, thereby making Saul’s character multidimensional, and his fate (as well as 

role in establishing the monarchy. The legend of Saul points to the beginning of the transition of the emerg-
ing Israelite ethnos from primitive egalitarianism to a hierarchical society, although still perceived through 
the prism of an egalitarian epic. Extra-biblical historiographical data suggest that the stratification of archaic 
(proto-Israelite) society proceeded quite rapidly under the influence of external factors, including, presumably, 
the Philistine threat. However, the egalitarian epic continued to serve Israel for a long time as a means of self-
identification (A. Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis: Settlement, Interaction, Expansion and Resistance [Approaches to 
Anthropological Archaeology; London – New York: Routledge 2014] 92–107). In this epic, Saul was seen 
as the first king of Israel, chosen by the people, whose leadership required acceptance of the amphictyony of 
the tribes. His main task was to wage war against the hierarchical (and therefore better organised) society of 
the Philistines. If the assumption that Israelite monarchism emerged out of fear of the Philistine threat is valid 
(cf. Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 227–234), it would be difficult to present David as the first king and saviour 
of Israel from the Philistines, given his ‘Philistine’ past (cf. 1 Sam  27–30), especially since, according to I. Fin-
kelstein, 1 Sam 27 contains the earliest historical references to David (“Geographical and Historical Realities 
behind the Earliest Layer in the David Story,” SJOT 27/2 [2013] 149, https://doi.org/10.1080/09018328.2
013.839104). David’s rise to power occurred without any active role on the part of Israel’s egalitarian society, 
which passively accepted his rule as the new status quo.

2	 There is already a relatively positive mention of Saul’s times in 1 Macc 4:30, and Josephus outright glorifies 
the first king, presenting him to his readers as a talented strategist, an ancient hero full of virtues, who accepted 
his fate with dignity (Josephus, Ant. 6.4–14; L.H. Feldman, “Josephus’ View of Saul,” Saul in Story and Tradi-
tion [eds. C.S. Ehrlich – M.C. White] [FAT 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2006] 214–244). In rabbinic litera-
ture, there is a tendency to justify Saul (H. Liss, “The Innocent King: Saul in Rabbinic Exegesis,” Saul in Story 
and Tradition [eds. C.S. Ehrlich – M.C. White] [FAT 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2006] 250), and in one 
extreme view, his kingdom did not survive precisely because of the king’s impeccable origins and his excessive 
modesty (cf.  m.Yom 22b). 
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the subsequent fate of his kingdom, Northern Israel) is worthy of a Greek tragedy.3 Saul 
is the ‘scapegoat’ of the nascent monarchy, persecuted by a ‘jealous’ God for the people’s 
rejection of His direct rule by choosing human leadership over themselves.4 The God 
who once supported Saul now begins to destroy him, sending upon the king an ‘evil spirit’, 
which, like the ‘lying spirit’ in 1 Kgs 22:22, leads Saul to defeat and death.5

The tragic hero is haunted by demonic forces from both within and without. We witness as Saul, driven 
by petty fears and jealousies, becomes a disintegrated personality, but most disturbing is the realization 
that the evil spirit which torments him and makes his plight even more desperate is the agent of none 
other than YHWH. In this acknowledgment of the root of Saul’s distress, we discover why Saul alone of 
biblical heroes attains a truly tragic stature…6

The second group of exegetes seeks to justify God’s decision to reject His first chosen 
one. Their research attempts to answer the following questions: Was Saul rejected because 
he proved to be too independent a leader, almost a rebel, disobedient to God?7 Or, con-
versely, was Saul too weak a leader and sought legitimacy for his authority primarily from 
his subjects?8 Lastly, was he perhaps an inept leader who proved incapable of making the 
right choices? Most researchers lean towards the opinion that Saul was unable to prop-
erly understand and carry out God’s will.9 Consequently, he was unable to comprehend 
the dual nature of his authority over Israel, as king of the people and as a subject of God.10 

3	 W.L. Humphreys, “The Tragedy of King Saul: A Study of the Structure of 1 Samuel 9–31,” JSOT 3/6 
(1978) 25, https://doi.org/10.1177/030908927800300603; W.L. Humphreys, “The Rise and Fall 
of King Saul: A Study of an Ancient Narrative Stratum in 1 Samuel,” JSOT 5/18 (1980) 75–76 , 80 
https://doi.org/10.1177/030908928000501806 ; W.L. Humphreys, “From Tragic Hero to Villain: 
A Study of the Figure of Saul and the Development of 1 Samuel,” JSOT 7/22 (1982) 96–101, https://
doi.org/10.1177/030908928200702210.

4	 D.M. Gunn, The Fate of King Saul: An Interpretation of a Biblical Story (JSOTSup 14; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press 1980) 123–131.

5	 R.J. Balfour, “Rejection Realized: Saul, the Evil Spirit and the Loss of Kingship,” JSOT 47/2 (2022) 206–222, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03090892221116918.

6	 J.C. Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative: Arrows of the Almighty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
1992) 40.

7	 S.-J. Kim, “Les limites de l’omniscience du narrateur dans 1 Sm 15,” RB 116/1 (2009) 19.
8	 C. Nolan, “The Rejection of Israel’s First King,” ITQ 73/3–4 (2008) 355–368, https://doi.org/ 

10.1177/0021140008095443.
9	 ‘The pathos of the Saul narrative is that he chose and he did not choose. What he chose had in fact already 

been chosen for him. Thus his death-warranting failure is not unlike the  “original sin ” of Adam, which is both 
choice and destiny’ (W. Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel [IBC; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox  
1990] 59). 

10	 Saul derives the legitimacy of his authority from his subjects, so the people share responsibility for the actions of 
their king. Therefore, God chooses a king ‘for himself ’ instead of a king ‘for the people’ (V.P. Long, The Reign 
and Rejection of King Saul: A Case for Literary and Theological Coherence [SBLDS 118; Atlanta, GA: Scholars 
Press 1989] 239–240). The people also begin to worship Saul as a deliverer rather than God, for which they 
will be punished along with Saul by defeat on the battlefield (R. Gilmour, Divine Violence in the Book of Samuel 
[New York: Oxford University Press 2021] 106–118).
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The tragedy of his situation stemmed from being the first successor to the patriarchs and 
judges, spiritual authorities, to whom he did not measure up.11

The view that Saul played only a locum tenens role for David in 1 Sam 15ff presupposes 
that Saul’s character is not so much tragic as underdeveloped, as is often the case in the Bible 
with secondary and tertiary characters. In this case, the text of 1 Sam 15ff would refer not 
so much to the Saul cycle as to the HDR cycle, in which the heroic image of Saul was prob-
ably obscured by later, ‘pro-David’ redactions to create a concise narrative of the beginnings 
of the Davidic dynasty.12 In this way, the figure of an outstanding leader is transformed 
into a caricature of an imperious and arrogant despot (the complete opposite of David).13 
Saul’s character becomes similar to that of the judges of the previous era: combative, often 
thoughtless, overly confident, and prone to passing hasty and inequitable judgements. 
In the final version of the historical narrative of 1 Sam, the Saul cycle primarily serves to 
justify the legitimacy of David and his descendants’ claims to reign over Israel. Saul, on the 
other hand, is presented as a manifestly secondary character, serving merely as a backdrop 
for God’s true chosen one.14

11	 Y. Amit, “The Delicate Balance in the Image of Saul and Its Place in the Deuteronomistic History,” Saul 
in Story and Tradition (eds. C.S. Ehrlich – M.C. White) (FAT 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2006) 74–75; 
Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, 113–114. Humphreys believes that the tragic figure of Saul, who was 
unable to ‘listen’ to God, was the result of a certain reflection by prophetic circles (personified by Samuel) on 
the history of the fall of the Northern Kingdom (Humphreys, “From Tragic Hero to Villain,” 106–111).

12	 On the potential affiliation of 1 Sam 15 to the HDR cycle, see J.H. Grønbaek, Die Geschichte vom Aufstieg 
Davids (1. Sam. 15–2. Sam. 5). Tradition und Komposition (ATDan 10; Copenhagen: Munksgaard 1971) 
26–27; W. Dietrich – T. Naumann, “The David–Saul Narrative,” Reconsidering Israel and Judah: Recent 
Studies on the Deuteronomistic History (eds. G.N. Knoppers – J.G. McConville) (SBTS 8; Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns 2000) 293–305.

13	 In 1 Sam 9–14, Saul and his son, despite the narrator’s somewhat sceptical attitude towards them, are still 
portrayed as protagonists; but, starting with 1 Sam 15, the narrative begins to contrast Saul with David to 
such an extent that the entire character of Saul in 1 Sam 15–31 seems to be a distorted mirror image of David: 
Saul’s height and outstanding physical attributes are contrasted with the small stature of the teenager David; 
the spirit of YHWH, which in the first part made Saul a protagonist, in the second part makes him a madman; 
his masterful command of weapons leads him to turn those weapons against David and ultimately against 
himself, while David needs only a sling to fight effectively; Saul’s tribe, the Benjaminites, are shown in Judg 
19 as a breeding ground for sadists (G. Mobley, “Glimpses of the Heroic Saul,” Saul in Story and Tradition 
[eds. C.S. Ehrlich – M.C. White] [FAT 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2006] 80–85). Mobley suggests that 
the original ‘pro-Saul’ tradition also included a story about Saul’s victory over the Philistine governor in 
Gibeah, which survived only in the form of ridicule of the king’s prophetic powers. In this alleged story, Saul, 
like Ehud (also a Benjaminite!), disguised himself as a prophet, entered Gibeah, and murdered the governor 
and the Philistine garrison (cf. 1 Sam 10:1–10, which marks the beginning and development of the plot, fol-
lowed by later critical ‘anti-Saul’ additions, 1 Sam 10:11–12, after which the plot fails to develop further). 
The story’s potential conclusion could be inferred from 1 Sam 13:3–4, which mentions Saul’s victory over 
the Philistines at Gibeah (ibidem, 85–87).

14	 McKenzie allows that the story of Saul began in the first chapter of 1 Sam – with the account of his 
birth – an ancient legend similar to the story of Samson’s birth, which was later reworked into the story of 
Samuel’s birth. According to this legend, Saul was merely another deliverer of Israel (in 1 Sam 9:16 and 10:1, 
he is referred to as נָָגִִיד), filled, like other judges (Othniel, Samson), with the spirit of YHWH. A collection 
of legends about Saul, in which he was portrayed as a brave warrior (while his moral assessment was some-
what ambivalent), was at some point combined by a later redactor with the story of David, in which Saul plays 
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The disparity of opinions among exegetes regarding the reasons for God’s rejection of 
King Saul is attributable to the fact that, based on the canonical text of the Books of Samuel, 
it is impossible to determine unequivocally whether the legend of Saul takes on a dramatic 
tone only as a result of the successive re-evaluations of his character (as David’s unsuccessful 
predecessor), or whether his character was deliberately presented as ambiguous, and the 
message of the Saul cycle was consciously left open to the reader’s interpretation. Attempts 
to understand the history of Saul provoke rather bold, often highly subjective exegetical 
overinterpretations. The meanings that the exegete attributes to the text do not emerge 
from it with sufficient clarity and unambiguousness and are therefore not sufficiently con-
vincing for a wider audience.

The ‘understatement’ of Scripture cannot be explained in a sufficiently convincing 
manner, but this is certainly not the only understatement throughout the Old Testament 
concerning the fate of its characters, once chosen by God, who somehow suffered personal 
defeat. The case of Saul shows considerable stylistic similarity to other biblical stories in 
which a person or group of people previously chosen by God is ruthlessly rejected. This 
may indicate a pattern in which these stories were told, as well as a general motif of rejec-
tion of God’s chosen one, characteristic of certain redactors’ circles.

1. 	�Characteristic Features of the Motif of Rejection of the Chosen One, 
as Exemplified by the Case of Saul

Discussions about the existence of an original  ‘pro-Saul ’ tradition at the root of 1 Sam  have 
been going on for many years. Much research hinges on the assumption that Deuterono-
mistic redactors drew upon earlier material, existing in written or oral form, reflecting dif-
ferent traditions and different versions of historical events, in constructing their narrative.15 
Regardless of whether earlier legends about Saul were incorporated into the final narrative 
of 1 Sam (just as sagas about ‘saviours’ were incorporated into the Deuteronomistic narra-
tive of Judges) or served rather as auxiliary material, according to some researchers, traces of 
northern traditions can be found at the root of the Saul cycle, which appear in the text of 
1 Sam 9–14.16 In earlier northern Israelite traditions, Saul was most likely a heroic figure,17 

the role of the antagonist (S.L. McKenzie, “Saul in the Deuteronomistic History,” Saul in Story and Tradition 
[eds. C.S. Ehrlich – M.C. White] [FAT 47; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2006] 59–61, 68–69).

15	 For an overview of positions on this issue, see N. Na’aman, “The Pre-Deuteronomistic Story of King Saul and 
Its Historical Significance,” CBQ 54/4 (1992) 639, footnote 4.

16	 See, for instance, T. Veijola, Die ewige Dynastie: David und die Entstehung seiner Dynastie nach der deutero-
nomistischen Darstellung (AASF B193; Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia 1975) 81–105; J.  Van Seters, 
In Search of History: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of Biblical History (New Haven,  CT – 
London: Yale University Press 1983) 254–258; Na’aman, “The Pre-Deuteronomistic Story of King Saul and 
Its Historical Significance,” 640–649.

17	 Na’aman, “The Pre-Deuteronomistic Story of King Saul and Its Historical Significance,” 638–658; O. Sergi, 
“Saul, David, and the Formation of the Israelite Monarchy: Revisiting the Historical and Literary Context of 
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whose image changes in the course of the narrative, such that from 1 Sam 15 onwards, the 
king is seen almost exclusively in a negative light.

The thesis about the extensive redaction of Saul’s cycle is supported by the fact that there 
are three references to Saul’s death in the Books of Samuel. In the passage of 1 Sam 14:47–51, 
known as ‘Saul’s Obituary’,18 we see a summary of his quite successful reign, which is usually 
given at the end of a narrative about a protagonist.19 Such a summary is open-ended and 
usually leads to a narrative about the heirs (in Saul’s case, his three sons, 1 Sam 14:49), 
whose deaths are not mentioned in 1 Sam 14. In 1 Sam 31, Saul’s death is explicitly men-
tioned. More than that, Saul perishes along with all his sons, listed in 1 Sam 14:49, which, 
according to the tradition attested in 1 Sam 14:47–52 → 1 Sam 31, marks the end of the 
dynasty and the beginning of a new period in the history of Israel.20 This chapter presents 
two competing accounts of the fate of the king and his sons’ bodies: according to the first 
(1 Sam 31:8–10), Saul’s remains are desecrated and hung on the wall of Beth-Shean; ac-
cording to the second (possibly alternative) version, the inhabitants of Jabesh bury the king 
and his sons with great reverence in Gilead (1 Sam 31:11–13). However, both endings 
indicate that the dynasty’s history has come to an end, as signified by the shameful fate of 
God’s anointed one in the first case and the loss of territory in the second, resulting in the 
burial of the deceased members of the dynasty from Gibeah beyond the Jordan.

The motif of the king’s death is developed in the second account of the battle at Mount 
Gilboa (2 Sam 1), where Saul, devastated by defeat, attempts to commit suicide, and 
his own squire, an Amalekite, the eternal enemy of Israel (Exod 17:14, 16; Num 24:20;  
Deut 25:17–19), and a representative of the nation defeated by Saul in 1 Sam 15, delivers 
the coup de grâce. In this scene, the person of the king is also subjected to desacralisation. 

1 Samuel 9–2 Samuel 5,” Saul, Benjamin and the Emergence of Monarchy in Israel: Biblical and Archaeological 
Perspectives (eds. J.J. Krause – O. Sergi – K. Weingart) (AIL 40; Atlanta, GA: SBL 2020) 66–69.

18	 This could have been the end of the narrative based on the original pre-Deuteronomistic tradition. Na’aman 
sees traces of such a tradition in 1 Sam 9:1–8, 10–14, 18–19, 22–27; 10:2–6a, 7, 9–10aα, 14–16a, 27b; 
11:1–11:15; 13:2–7a, 15b–18, 23; 14:1, 4–18, 20–31, 36a, 37–38, 39b–43, 45–46 (Na’aman, “The Pre-
Deuteronomistic Story of King Saul and Its Historical Significance,” 647–648).

19	 Cf. Judg 8:29–32; 10:1–5; 12:7–15; 1 Kgs 14:19–20, 31; 15:7–8, 23–24, etc.
20	 This refers to Saul’s offspring with his only wife, Ahinoam, who in 1 Sam 14:50 appears as אִִשָָּׁה [‘wife’] 

(as opposed to Rizpah, who is referred to as ׁפִִּלֶֶגֶֶש [‘concubine’] in 2 Sam 3:7; 21:11). 1 Sam mentions five 
children of Ahinoam: Jonathan, Ishvi, Malchishua, and daughters Merab and Michal. Rizpah was the mother 
of Armoni and Mephibosheth (2 Sam 21:8). It is not known who Ish-Bosheth’s mother was (according to 
1 Chr, he was called Ishbaal), but since his first appearance in the narrative is connected with the first mention 
of Rizpah, because of whom Ish-Bosheth dared to confront his sponsor Abner (2 Sam 3:6–11), it can be sug-
gested that in this scene the son intercedes for his mother, whom Abner had taken as a wife, trying to make her 
son king. The children of concubines (‎פִִּילַַגְְשִִׁים) are not favoured in the Old Testament: Abraham sends away 
all the sons of his concubines from himself and his heir Isaac; Timna, the concubine of Esau’s son, gave birth to 
Amalek, Israel’s eternal enemy (Gen 36:12); Abimelech was the son of a concubine (Judg 8); in 1 Chr 3:1–9, 
the list of David’s children does not include the names of the sons of פִִּילַַגְְשִִׁים. The status of the sons of concu-
bines was similar to the later status of mamzer (מַַמְְזֵֵר), i.e., a socially disadvantaged person due to their illegiti-
mate birth. Possibly for this reason (and not because of the commonly accepted view that the word בַַּעַַל, which 
appears in the Old Testament in various meanings approx. 90 times, should be avoided), the two better-known 
sons of Rizpah were given names containing the noun בֹֹּשֶֶׁת (‘shame’).
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When the Amalekite removes the royal insignia from him, the reader is referred to the 
beginning of this tragedy, i.e., 1 Sam 15, where the key to understanding Saul’s tragic fate 
can be found.21

The double narrative of Saul’s rejection, like the double narrative of the death of the 
Saulid dynasty, should have dispelled any doubts about the succession to the throne of 
Israel. To this end, the authors of 1 Sam 13:15 invoke the figure of Samuel, the highest 
moral and religious authority of Saul’s time, to doubly reject the first chosen one and point 
to another.22 The redactors of this narrative, who had access to diaries that mentioned Saul, 
were not concerned with historical truth about him, but with apologetics for the Davidic 
dynasty in response to the claims of the Saulids.23

The ‘pro-David’ redaction paints Saul as a controversial figure from the onset. On the 
one hand, he is a brave warrior, tall and with impressive organisational skills, a statesman 
and loyal ally, a leader who never lost a war, even against a much stronger enemy (the Phil-
istines). In addition, he is the father of the famous Jonathan, a brave warrior and a born 
leader. On the other hand, Saul is disparaged from the very beginning, and doubts about 
him arise immediately upon his election (Samuel’s hesitation, mockery of Saul’s religiosity, 
and the distrust of the tribes of Israel towards him) and intensify as the narrative progress-
es.24 Starting with 1 Sam 16:14, Saul is perceived as mentally ill or possessed. God not only 
rejects Saul in 1 Sam 15:1–16:3, but actually sets out to destroy him, sending an evil spirit 
upon him that drives the king to a state close to bipolar disorder – his actions are inconsist-
ent, and his mental state is disturbed by conflicting emotions.

The text of 1 Sam provides two alternative scenes of Saul’s rejection, probably from 
different redactions, which describe the same event in different ways.25 The first scene 
(1 Sam 13:7b–15) seems to be a later addition to a battle report that ends, despite Samuel’s 
démarche, with Saul’s military success. The second (1 Sam 15) recounts the war Samuel 
directly provoked against the Amalekites in a territory apparently not under Saul’s control, 
a reference to Moses’ testament, which speaks of eternal enmity between Israel and Amalek. 
The war with the Philistines in 1 Sam 13–14 fits well into the narrative and historical 

21	 H. Bezzel, “The Numerous Deaths of King Saul,” Is Samuel among the Deuteronomists? Current Views 
on the Place of Samuel in a Deuteronomistic History (eds. C. Edenburg – J. Pakkala) (AIL 16; Atlanta, GA: 
SBL 2013) 341.

22	 Most likely, the first ending of the narrative about Samuel was in 1 Sam 12, containing the classic ‘farewell 
speech’ (cf. Gen 49; Deut 31–33; Josh 23–24), after which references to Samuel’s death appear again in 
1 Sam 25:1 and 28:3.

23	 P.K. McCarter, Jr., “The Apology of David,” JBL 99/4 (1980) 489–504, https://doi.org/10.2307/3265189; 
Y. Amit, Hidden Polemics in Biblical Narrative (BibInt 25; Leiden: Brill 2000) 169–188; B.J.M. Johnson, 
“An Unapologetic Apology: The David Story as a Complex Response to Monarchy,” The Book of Samuel 
and Its Response to Monarchy (eds. S. Kipfer – J.M. Hutton) (BWANT 228; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 2021) 
225–242 etc.

24	 Similarly, a hint of depreciation can be traced in relation to Saul’s heir, Jonathan (cf. 1 Sam 14:29–45; 18:4; 
20:30; 23:7).

25	 For more on parallels between 1 Sam 13–14 and 1 Sam 15, see S.S. Yonick, “The Rejection of Saul: A Study of 
Sources,” AJBA 1/4 (1971) 30–40.

https://doi.org/10.2307/3265189
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context of the story of Saul, while the war with Amalek lacks such context (here, it is more 
about the narrative context of the HDR cycle). The mention of Gilgal in the story of the 
war with the Philistines could be justified by the strategy of waging manoeuvre warfare 
against a stronger enemy, but considering 1 Sam 13:16, it appears that Saul’s army did not 
retreat eastward at all. In the story of the war with Amalek, Saul easily defeats a weaker 
enemy, so his retreat to Gilgal makes no sense from a military perspective (it has more to 
do with religious meaning). Whereas in the account of the war with the Philistines, the 
Gilgal and Samuel motifs are blind, in the story of the war with Amalek, they become 
central. This, in turn, leads to the conclusion that the passage in 1 Sam 13:7b–15 was not 
part of the original narrative about Saul’s war with the Philistines at all but is an elabora-
tion of the Samuel and Gilgal motifs, which appear in the story of 1 Sam 15. Without 
verses 7b–15, 1 Sam 13 is a classic ‘battle report’, whereas 1 Sam 15 is not; it is a separate 
narrative, similar to the beginning of an aetiological myth, in this case, the myth of the 
establishment of the Davidic dynasty.

In the two accounts of Saul’s sin, the nature of this transgression is described dif-
ferently. In 1 Sam 13:7b–15, Saul’s actions are seen as a violation of the command-
ments: ‘You have done foolishly ; you have not kept the commandment of the Lord’ 
-which places the entire story in a legal per ,(‎, 1 Sam 13:13bcנִִסְְכָָּלְְתָָּ לֹאֹ שָָׁמַַרְְתָָּ אֶֶת־מִִצְְוַַת יְְהוָָה)
spective. The transgression of the Lord’s commandments מִִצְְוַַת יְְהוָָה (this is the only occur-
rence of the noun מִִצְְוָָה in the Books of Samuel) was an act of usurping priestly authority, 
which, as a foolish act (סכל) on Saul’s part (cf. 1 Sam 26:21), could have been a harbin-
ger (and perhaps the cause) of his future madness (1 Sam 16:15–16; 18:10; 19:23–24). 
Notably, David, his sons, and his courtiers later performed priestly duties without any 
objection from God (cf. 2 Sam 8:18; 20:26). 

The justification for Saul’s rejection in 1 Sam 15 is based on the idea of the monarch’s 
obedience to God’s guidance. God’s will, which Saul disregarded, was to execute judge-
ment on the Amalekites (Exod 17:14–16; Num 24:20; Deut 25:17–19), which was classi-
fied as הָָרַַע בְְּעֵֵינֵֵי יְְהוָָה‎ (1 Sam 15:19) and is a typical Deuteronomistic assessment of the evil 
conduct of the kings of Israel and Judah towards God.26

This indicates that the scene of Saul’s rejection, described in 1 Sam 15, may be earlier 
than 1 Sam 13:7b–15.27 The passage in 1 Sam 13:7b–15, which is incomprehensible 
outside the context of 1 Sam 15ff (the HDR cycle), anticipates and reinforces the gravity of 
Saul’s accusation in the HDR context. This includes not only the monarch’s disobedience 
to God, typical of Deuteronomistic theology (which, in light of the history of the idola-
trous kings who followed him, seems unconvincing), but also sacrilege, an offence so grave 
that it causes irreversible consequences.

26	 Yonick, “The Rejection of Saul,” 48.
27	 Cf. B.C. Birch, The Rise of the Israelite Monarchy: The Growth and Development of I Samuel 7–15 (SBLDS 27; 

Missoula, MT: Scholars Press 1976) 74; A.F. Campbell, 1 Samuel (FOTL 7; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 
2003) 141–142.
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Just as in 1 Sam 15:10–35, the scene of Saul’s rejection in 1 Sam 13:7–15 is also pre-
sented in a concentric structure. The focal point in both cases is Samuel’s conversation 
with Saul, in which the king admits his guilt but fails to secure forgiveness. In 1 Sam 15, 
the accusation is phrased as a question, ‘Why then did you not obey the voice of the Lord?’ 
 Whereas in 1 Sam 13, the climax is the dramatic .(‎, 1 Sam 15:19aלָָמָָּה לֹאֹ־שָָׁמַַעְְתָָּ בְְּקוֹל יְְהוָָה)
cry, ‘What have you done?’ (ָָמֶֶה עָָשִִׂית‎, 1 Sam 13:11b), which means that the judgement has 
already been passed, and any explanation is pointless.

Based on Saul’s case, it is possible to identify certain literary elements that appear to be 
common to other stories featuring the motif of the rejected chosen one:
(1)	The rejection is directed towards a specific person or group, previously chosen by God 

in some way.
(2)	The offence committed by the chosen one is vaguely defined and appears to be dispro-

portionate to the punishment imposed.
(3)	The judgement is always irreversible (or the suspension of the punishment is postponed 

indefinitely).
(4) The use of rhetorical emphasis in the form of a question: מה)־אזת( עשׂית, uttered by the 

judge (God, or person judging in the name of God) as an expression of horror at the ir-
reversibility of the judgement of the perpetrator.

(5)	The judgement of the chosen one causes a certain narrative dissonance with the previ-
ous content of the narrative.

(6)	The judgement is the beginning of the following narrative, becoming a literary bridge 
between narratives.

(7)	The motif of the rejection of the chosen one appears in later redactions of the texts. 
Usually, it has a much broader narrative context than the initial narrative about the 
chosen one.

As we shall see below, these literary elements also appear (in whole or in large part) in 
other narratives of similar content, which may suggest the existence of a narrative model 
specific to certain literary circles, whose toolkit included the motif of the ‘rejected chosen 
one’ as a means of conveying certain supplementary messages assumed by the writers who 
used this model.

2. 	The Case of Moses

There are clear parallels between the narratives of Saul’s rejection and Moses’ rejection. 
Moses is God’s chosen one, who also faces accusations resulting in irreversible punishment 
for an unspecified sin in the event at Massah and Meribah (Num 20:1–13), which consists 
in the fact that Moses and Aaron, despite all their merits and efforts, will not enter the 
Promised Land.
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The traditions of Massah and Meribah, which appear in many books of the Old Tes-
tament (Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Psalms, Nehemiah), 
evaluate the event of bringing water out of the rock in two ways: (1) it was a testimony 
to God’s omnipotence and goodness (Ps 78:15–16; 105:41; 114:8; Isa 43:20; Neh 9:15, 
20); (2) it was part of the accusation against the people who failed the test of faith 
(Exod 17:1–7; Deut 6:16; 9:22; Ps 95:8–9). Moses himself, in Deut 6:16 and 9:22, did 
not count himself among the transgressors, saying to the people that they had sinned. In 
Moses’ Final Blessing on Israel (Deut 33), he even glorifies the tribe of Levi (to which he be-
longed), calling it   ‎ָאִִישׁ חֲֲסִִידֶֶך (Deut 33:8), which ‘contended’ (ריב) with God at Massah and 
Meribah.28 However, the tradition attested in Num 20; 27:12–14; Deut 1:37; 3:26–27; 
32:48–52; and Ps 106:32–33 indicates that Moses and Aaron also failed the test ‘at the 
waters of Meribah’, although it is impossible to identify a specific act that would have made 
them unworthy of entering the Promised Land in these texts. The texts of Num 20:12,24 
and Deut 1:37; 3:26–27 suggest that Moses was condemned as a result of collective re-
sponsibility as a failed leader of the rebels, while in Num 27:14 God tells Moses and Aaron 
they are punished ‘because you rebelled against my word […] You did not show my holiness 
before their [the rebellious people’s] eyes at the waters’ [by giving them water]. Finally, the 
text of Ps 106:32–33 indicates that misfortune befell Moses because of the people, ‘for 
they made his spirit bitter, and he spoke words that were rash.’ Did collective responsi-
bility, disobedience to orders, or rash words contribute to the greatest prophet of Israel 
(Deut 34:10–12) being deemed unworthy of entering the Promised Land?

In examining texts containing the motif of Massah and Meribah in terms of the history 
of tradition, Garton concludes that traces of at least five redactions can be seen in the 
Hebrew Bible, in which this event was gradually reinterpreted: from the archaic myth 
of the miracle of bringing water out of a rock in the desert to a bidirectional development 
of the meaning of the event, with the emphasis shifting to Israel, which failed the test (in 
the ‘non-P’ traditions),29 and to the leaders of Israel, Moses and Aaron, who also failed 
to rise to the challenge (in the P* source and ‘post-P’ traditions).30 The combination of 
the motif of Massah and Meribah with the motif of the spies (i.e., the sin of the people, 

28	 The very fact of combining the motifs of wrestling with God and blessing the wrestler into a single narra-
tive recalls the scene of Jacob wrestling with God at Penuel (Gen 32:25–32). References to the Levites’ role 
in bringing down the worship of the golden calf (Exod 32:25–35 || Deut 33:9) clearly show that the author 
of Deut 33:8–11 starts to establish the priestly tribe of the Levites in the same way that Jacob’s wrestling at 
Penuel initiates the establishment of the chosen people, Israel, who are ‘wrestling with God’ (Gen 32:29).

29	 The earliest traditions concerning Massah and Meribah may have merely testified to the test to which God 
subjected His people, which in the subsequent development of the tradition became a paradigmatic disaster 
(Deut 6:16), a model of the unfaithful behaviour of the people towards God (similar to the cases of the golden 
calf or the sin of the spies) (R.E. Garton, Mirages in the Desert: The Tradition-Historical Developments of 
the Story of Massah-Meribah [BZAW 492; Berlin – Boston, MA: De Gruyter 2017] 52–83).

30	 P* source are ‘pro-priestly’ traditions which (like the later ‘post-P’ traditions) were centred on priestly leaders of 
the people. One of them, expressed in Deut 33, glorifies the Aaronids, while another, attested in Deut 32:51, 
blames Moses and Aaron for the sins of the people and attempts to legally justify why they were not allowed 
to enter the Promised Land (Garton, Mirages in the Desert, 84–135). The Greek and Aramaic translations 
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resulting in the condemnation of an entire generation and the emergence of new leaders of 
Israel: Caleb and Joshua, Num 13–14) led to Moses and his brother Aaron being identified 
with the generation that should have departed.31 In his betrayal (מעל), Moses was com-
pared to Achan (Deut 32:51 – Josh 7:1), thus identifying the leaders of Israel (glorified 
in Deut 33:8–11 as those who withstood the test)32 with the whole people, with the ‘sons 
of rebellion’ (בְְנֵֵי־מְְרִִי‎, Num 17:25), and the ‘rebellious’ (הַַמֹֹּרִִים, Num 20:10). Moses points 
out rebellion (מְְרִִי) to the people as their main sin (Deut 31:27), which will be the cause 
of all the disasters of Israel and Judah. It is also the reason why King Saul is rejected: ‘For 
rebellion (מְְרִִי) is no less a sin than divination, and stubbornness is like iniquity and idolatry. 
Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, He has also rejected you from being king’ 
(1 Sam 15:23).33

Frankel indicates the main types of responses to the question of Moses’ guilt or fate: 
deliberate concealment of uncomfortable facts from the prophet’s life; Moses’ gestures 
or words, reminiscent of magical practices; attributing divine miracles to himself; Moses’ 
anger towards the people; and Moses’s disobedience in literally following God’s instructions 
in performing the ritual of bringing water out of the rock.34 None of them is defensible.35 
Frankel’s latest hypothesis about the non-literal execution of God’s commands links Moses’ 
sin with that of the first parents: God puts Moses and Aaron in a situation that is beyond 
their capabilities, and as a result of their inept actions, a kind of ‘original sin ’ is committed.36 

of Deut 32:51 testify to an attempt to soften the judgement of Moses, which indicates that even for ancient 
translators, the fate of Moses was a serious theological difficulty.

31	 Garton, Mirages in the Desert, 152–155, 213–218, 234–235. When assessing the character of Aaron, it is 
worth mentioning separately the occurrence in the Pentateuch of a certain anti-Aaron polemic, independent 
of the motif of Massah and Meribah, contained, among others, in the scene with the golden calf (Exod 32) and 
in the scene of jealousy towards Moses (Num 12), contrasting Aaron with Moses.

32	 Deut 33:8 indicates that Levi is ָאִִישׁ חֲֲסִִידֶֶך ‎because he withstood the test at Massah and Meribah, comparing this 
act to the pacification of rebels (Exod 32:25–29 || Deut 33:9), as a result of which the Levites became a priestly 
tribe. Ancient Greek translations of this text (as well as Latin and Aramaic ones) avoid mentioning the topo-
nyms מַַסָָּה and מְְרִִיבָָה (rendered as πεῖρα and ἀντιλογία) to harmonise with Deut 32:51 and Num 20:13 and 
give the passage in Deut 33:8–11 an eschatological tone (J.W. van Henten – S. Castelli, “Massah and Meribah 
Re-interpreted: Biblical Accounts, Judith, and Josephus,” The Early Reception of the Torah [eds. K. De Troyer 
et al.] [DCLS 39; Berlin – Boston, MA: De Gruyter 2020] 25–28).

33	 Deut 31:27 and 1 Sam 15:23 are the only verses in the Deuteronomistic work in which the noun מְְרִִי appears. 
Most occurrences (16 out of 23) are found in Ezekiel, most often in the phrase בֵֵּית מְְרִִי (in Isa 30:9, עַַם מְְרִִי), 
which suggests that מְְרִִי is not an epithet specific to Deuteronomistic vocabulary to refer to the chosen people. 
The verb מרה, from which the noun מְְרִִי is derived, appears in Deuteronomy to refer to the people’s rebellion 
against God (8 occurrences), and with the same meaning in Josh 1:18 and 1 Sam 12:14–15. In Numbers, 
it appears only in the context of Massah and Meribah (Num 20:10, 24; 27:14).

34	 D. Frankel, The Murmuring Stories of the Priestly School: A Retrieval of Ancient Sacerdotal Lore (VTSup 89; 
Leiden: Brill 2002) 265–284.

35	 Garton, Mirages in the Desert, 209–218.
36	 Although the striking of the rock with the staff is frequently presumed to constitute the improper action, 

biblical exegetes typically regard in identifying the true sin committed by Moses in the Meribah incident as 
residing primarily in his spoken words rather than in the physical act involving the staff, which corresponds 
to Ps 106:32–33 and can be referred to both Num 20:10 and Exod 17:4, where Moses’ weeping could have 
been perceived as rebellion against God (C. Houtman, Exodus. II. Chapters 7:14–19:25 [HCOT; Kampen: 
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Tentative attempts to reflect on the strange fate of Moses were most likely made by 
later writers who were compiling a coherent historical biblical narrative. Perhaps the funda-
mental theological difficulty in later centuries of biblical history was the absence of Moses’ 
tomb, the location of which was unknown, whereas the tomb of Aaron (his companion 
in misfortune) was well known (Mount Hor, identified with Jabal Hārūn near Petra).37 It 
is possible that the sanctuary, built around Moses’ tomb, existed at Mount Nebo and was 
destroyed in the 9th century by the Moabites (as evidenced by the Mesha Stele), a fact that 
the Israelites preferred not to mention, just as other difficult events in Israel’s history were 
paved over.38

As is evident, the stories of Saul’s and Moses’ rejection share many literary features: 
God’s chosen ones commit an unspecified sin that has fatal, albeit not immediate, con-
sequences for both of them. In both cases, the sin cannot be atoned for. The rejection of 
Moses does not directly open the following narrative (the Book of Joshua), but the names 
of Moses’ successors, Caleb and Joshua, are already mentioned. The dissonance in the nar-
rative about Moses can be explained by the fact that later redactions, who accused the pro-
tagonists, viewed these events in a broader historical context, as the alleged sanctuary and 
tomb of Moses at Mount Nebo suffered the same fate as the Northern Kingdom. Seeking 
blame on the part of the person who provoked divine punishment by committing a sin was 
more a matter of theodicy. It must have been a grave, unforgivable sin that has irreversible 
consequences. From this perspective, Saul, the first king and embodiment of the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel, was solely responsible for his downfall, as were his successors, and they 
alone bear the blame for the collapse of the monarchy of the great sanctuaries of Ephraim. 
Likewise, Moses alone was to blame for his story ending at the summit of Mount Nebo.

3.	  The Case of Bochim

The scene of God’s judgement upon Israel at Bochim (the so-called ‘Weeping at 
Bochim’, Judg 2:1–5) appears to be one example of the motif of rejection of the chosen one: 
Israel is the chosen nation; although punishment for apostasy from God had already been 
announced in the Testament of Joshua ( Josh 23) and preceded by a description of the failed 
conquest ( Judg 1) as an argument for the accusation, the very definition of the accusation is 
not clearly specified; the judgement seems to be unconditional and irreversible, contrasting 

Kok 1996] 363). Particular attention should be drawn to Rashi’s interpretation, which holds that the re-
quirement to ‘show [His] holiness’ in the sight of the Israelites (Num 20:12) consisted in eliciting water from 
the rock by verbal command alone. Since the chosen ones did not rise to the occasion, God revealed His ho-
liness by punishing them (Rashi di Troyes, Commento ai Numeri: Prefazione e traduzione di Luigi Cattani 
[Genova – Milano: Marietti 2009] 181–182).

37	 A location known at least since the time of Josephus, cf. Josephus, Ant. 4.4.7.
38	 M. Dijkstra, “El the God of Israel-Israel the People of YHWH: On the Origins of Ancient Israelite Yahwism,” 

Only One God? Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of the Goddess Asherah (eds. B. Becking et al.) 
(BibSem 77; London – New York: Sheffield Academic Press 2001) 98–102.
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sharply with the previous optimistic narrative, built according to the exitus–reditus pattern 
(Gen – Josh);39 the passage in Judg 2:1–5 inaugurates another, more pessimistic narrative 
about the fall of the age of kings ( Judg – 2 Kgs); Judg 2:1–5 is clearly a later redactional 
addition.40

The irreversibility of the judgement prompts the Weeping at Bochim: Bochim is iden-
tified with Bethel, which, like the entire Northern Kingdom of ten tribes, will be lost; 
despite attempts to convert the people, the period of prosperity will always be short-lived 
and will never repeat the era of the ‘wars of YHWH’ of the times of Moses and Joshua; 
Israel will never conquer the entire Promised Land as listed in Josh 13–21 and Judg 1; Israel 
will never again have a universally accepted leader who will be a model of faithfulness to 
God and at the same time enjoy God’s unfailing support.41

God’s withdrawal from His promise to drive out the foreign peoples from Canaan 
(Exod 23:27–31) was allegedly caused by Israel’s unfaithfulness to the Mosaic cov-
enant, according to which Israel was not permitted to coexist with pagans in any form 
(Exod 23:31–33; 34:12–16). The ‘negatives Besitzverzeichnis’42 in Judg 1 recounts the 
rather meagre results of the conquest of the Promised Land, with numerous examples of 
abandoning that conquest in favour of coexistence with the enemy. The scene of Weeping 
at Bochim closes the first introduction to Judges with the words of the Angel: אָָמַַרְְתִִּי  וְְגַַם 
) לֹאֹ־אֲֲגָָרֵֵשׁ אוֹתָָם מִִפְְּנֵֵיכֶֶם Judg 2:3a–b), which appear to be both a judgement and an explana-
tion for the failure of the conquest (not) accomplished earlier. It remains unclear at what 
point God ceases to help the tribes of Jacob.43 If the accusation is based on the ‘negatives 
Besitzverzeichnis’ given in Judg 1, the question arises as to why Judah, who is successful, 
and the smaller tribes, who have no opportunity to conquer, are being punished. In the 
Angel’s rhetorical question, עֲֲשִִׂיתֶֶם ) ‎מַַה־זֹּאֹת  Judg 2:2d–e), which is the central element of 
the concentric structure of the scene of Weeping at Bochim,44 there is no direct reference to 

39	 V. Komarnytskyy, “Giuda per primo”: Il ruolo della tribù di Giuda nell’epoca premonarchica secondo il libro dei 
Giudici (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Paweł Trzopek 2024) 252–253.

40	 G.F. Moore, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Judges (ICC; Edinburgh: Clark 1895) 56; R. Smend, 
“Das Gesetz und die Völker: Ein Beitrag zur deuteronomistischen Redaktionsgeschichte,” Probleme biblis-
cher Theologie: Gerhard von Rad zum 70. Geburtstag ( ed. H.W. Wolff ) (München: Kaiser 1971) 506–507; 
J.A. Soggin, Judges:  A Commentary, 2 ed. (OTL; London: SCM  1987) 31; Komarnytskyy, “Giuda per primo”, 
349–350, 366–369.

41	 David was not sinless and experienced two civil wars, while Josiah, despite his faithfulness to God, died in war.
42	 For background information on this issue, see F. Volkmar, “Das ‘negative Besitzverzeichnis’ in Judicum 1,” 

Gott und Mensch im Dialog. Festschrift für Otto Kaiser zum  80. Geburtstag (ed. M. Witte) (BZAW  2/345; 
Berlin – New York: De Gruyter 2004) 375–389; M. Rake, “Juda wird aufsteigen!”. Untersuchungen zum 
ersten Kapitel des Richterbuches (BZAW 367; Berlin – New York: De Gruyter 2006) 21–34; K. van Bekkum, 
“Coexistence as Guilt: Iron I Memories in Judges 1,” The Ancient Near East in the 12th–10th Centuries BCE: 
Culture and  History: Proceedings of the International Conference Held at the University of  Haifa, 2–5 May, 2010 
(eds. G. Galil et al.) (AOAT 392; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag 2012) 525–548.

43	 A. van der Kooij, “‘And I Also Said’: A New Interpretation of Judges II 3,” VT 45/3 (1995) 294−306; 
Komarnytskyy, “Giuda per primo”, 76−77, footnote 198.

44	 Komarnytskyy, “Giuda per primo”, 85.
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a specific act, but rather to a broader narrative context that goes far beyond the framework 
of the Judges narrative.

The later author of Judg 2:1–5 makes the scene of theophany at Bochim a turning point 
in the entire narrative of the Enneateuch, in which the heroic metanarrative of the  Exodus–
Eisodus takes on a pessimistic tone. The Book of Judges serves as an introduction to the 
difficult history of Israel, marked by unfaithfulness to God and culminating in the degra-
dation and fall of both kingdoms: Israel and Judah. In this way, the redactor resolves the 
fundamental difficulty of combining the previous metanarrative (Exod – Josh), in which 
God, as promised, fights on behalf of the people, with the following one ( Judg 2:6ff ), in 
which wars become real and the small and divided nation of Israel begins to lose and suffer 
persecution in the land once promised to them by God.

By using the formula מה)־אזת( עשׂית, typical of the motif of rejection of the chosen one, 
the redactor signals that from this moment on, the context changes for the protagonist 
of the narrative (Israel, as well as Adam and Eve, Cain and, later, Saul45) due to their guilt, 
which will ultimately lead to ruin. In the case of Israel, this will be the loss of the Promised 
Land, as the people chose to disregard God’s commandments. God’s promise to the patri-
archs will not be fulfilled because their descendants are unwilling to accept this gift. After 
the scene of Weeping at Bochim, the situation of the tribes of Israel inhabiting the Promised 
Land will always tend to deteriorate, and no short-lived conversions of their leaders will 
change this trend.

The depiction of God’s judgement at Bochim is very close to the scene of judgement 
in Eden: an unspecified sin leads to irreversible punishment that lasts until eschatological 
times. Like our first parents, Israel is left to fend for itself in a hostile environment, relying 
on sporadic help from God and on the mercy or displeasure of a stronger enemy. The land, 
once ‘promised’ as ‘flowing with milk and honey’ (an image of Eden), has become an arena 
of survival. In both Bochim and Eden, human beings themselves are to blame for disregard-
ing God’s prohibition.

Thus, the scene of God’s judgement of Israel at Bochim contains all the aforementioned 
characteristics of the motif of rejection of the chosen one. However, in individual cases, 
certain features may come across as allusions far removed from the motif ’s immediate 
context, as seen in the story of Achan.

4. 	The Case of Achan

With certain limitations, the motif of the rejected chosen one can also be identified in 
the story of Achan ( Josh 7). At first glance, the case of Achan bears little resemblance to the 
story of rejected chosen ones, primarily because he is not explicitly presented as God’s 

45	 The connection between the three scenes – Saul’s sacrifice, original sin, and Cain’s deed – is signalled by the oc-
currence in all cases of the phrase: ָָמֶֶה עָָשִִׂית (1 Sam 13:11) – מַַה־זֹּאֹת עָָשִִׂית (Gen 3:13) – ָָמֶֶה עָָשִִׂית (Gen 4:10).
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chosen one. An additional difference between Achan and the model of the rejected chosen 
one is that Achan’s transgression seems evident. Also, the judgement on Achan and his 
family does not cause any noticeable narrative dissonance with the previous content, nor 
does it serve as a literary bridge to the immediate continuation of the narrative. Neverthe-
less, let us move on to discuss this event.

Achan is presented as the ‘son of Carmi, son of Zabdi, son of Zerah, of the tribe 
of Judah’, that is, as a specific representative of the tribe that will be chosen in David 
as the royal tribe (Gen 49:8–10; 2 Sam 2:4; 19:13). In Josh 7, God chooses (לכד, pos-
sibly by lot) Achan, just as in 1 Sam 10:20–21, God chooses (לכד) the first king, Saul.46 
Achan’s guilt seems obvious as evidenced by the items he took from the cursed city  
(‎אַַדֶֶּרֶֶת שִִׁנְְעָָר אַַחַַת טוֹבָָה וּמָָתַַאיִִם שְְׁקָָלִִים כֶֶּסֶֶף וּלְְשׁוֹן זָָהָָב, Josh 7:21). At the same time, however, 
Rahab and her entire family from Jericho escaped the curse by Joshua’s own order 
( Josh 6:17, 25). In other stories, there are also cases where חֵֵרֶֶם was employed with sig-
nificant exceptions (cf. Josh 11:10–14; Judg 21:9–12). The fate of Achan has similari-
ties with that of Saul, as both are accused of breaking the rules of חֵֵרֶֶם and were killed 
along with their families.

The situation in which חֵֵרֶֶם is applied to fellow countrymen is not typical of the Deuter-
onomistic narrative, whose redactors often include texts describing agreements and com-
promises between the heroes of Israel and representatives of neighbouring peoples. This 
situation, in turn, is typical of Priestly source texts, in which the chosen people are figured 
as a temple in which nothing impure is allowed.47 Joshua’s wars have more in common with 
liturgy than with ‘battle reports’; Joshua’s victories are God’s eschatological triumph over 
evil, in which the people play a secondary role. Ordinary warfare, with its casualties on 
both sides, unpredictable outcomes and poor results (the wars of the Judges and subsequent 
eras), is a sign that God no longer goes out with Israelite armies (Ps 44:10; 60:12 || 108:12), 
because the people have ceased to deserve it, having lost their ritual purity. Achan’s keeping 
of items taken from the cursed city, symbols of power48 – insignia that entitled the owner to 
exercise power on behalf of other gods was perceived as a betrayal of the covenant, which, 
according to the Law, should be punished.49

Joshua’s question, ָָעָָשִִׂית  is an element of judgement according to the Law, whose ,מֶֶה 
verdict is irreversible, that admits of no forgiveness, just as was the case with Saul. In both 
cases, we can only guess at the reasons for such severity. According to priestly traditions, the 
perpetrator who brought impurity upon the entire people should be ruthlessly ‘cut off from 
the congregation of Israel’,50 but this is not explicitly stated in Josh 7.

46	 In the scene of David’s election, the verb בחר is used.
47	 The allegorical figure of the priest Phinehas (Num 25:7–13 || Ps 106:30; Num 31:6–16; Josh 22; Judg 20:28) 

symbolises God’s vigilance over the holiness of the people (Komarnytskyy, “Giuda per primo”, 162–163).
48	 D.M. Stec, “The Mantle Hidden by Achan,” VT 41/3 (1991) 356–359, https://doi.org/10.2307/1519078; 

D. Baldi, Giosuè (LSB; Torino: Marietti 1952) 60.
49	 See, for instance, Exod 22:19; 23:32–33; 34:15; Num 25; Deut 6:14–15; 11:16–17.
50	 See, for instance, Gen 17:14; Exod 12:15, 19; 31:14; Lev 7:20–27; 19:8; 22:3; 20:2, 27; 24:16; Num 9:13; 

15:30; 19:13, 20; Deut 13:6; 17:7; 19:19; 21:21; 22:21, 24; 24:7.

https://doi.org/10.2307/1519078
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The following hypothesis is plausible: the case of Achan, like that of Saul (in its canoni-
cal form), bears witness to the later priestly polemic against monarchism. The idea present-
ed here is that any chosen one who is not rooted in obedience to the Law will eventually 
become a typical pagan despot, leading Israel into sin. In the allegorical figure of Achan, the 
embodiment of the tribe of Judah’s claim to the throne, the desire for such power is legally 
condemned. The cry ָָעָָשִִׂית  is addressed not to Achan but to the kings of the tribe of מֶֶה 
Judah; it is a cry into the distant future, contrasting with the positive, heroic narrative of the 
Book of Joshua. In this way, the redactors of the Book of Joshua foreshadowed the igno-
minious end of the famous conquest of the Promised Land.

5. 	�The Motif of the Rejection of the Chosen One par Excellence:  
Sin in Eden

The second creation account (Gen 2:4ff ), which contains the story of the expulsion of 
humans from Eden, is a text that allows for many interpretations depending on which motif 
is considered the main one. The most debated motif among commentators is that of ‘origi-
nal sin’. It results in the unconditional expulsion of the first parents from the Garden of 
Eden and condemns them and their descendants to live in a hostile world. The justifica-
tion for such a harsh judgement, as in Saul’s cycle, in the scene at the waters of Meribah or 
Weeping at Bochim, is virtually ignored, and the reader can only guess why Adam and Eve’s 
actions led to such disastrous consequences for all of humanity.51

The scene of the fall of the first parents contrasts sharply with the sublime narrative of 
the preceding first creation account (Gen 1:1–2:3), but it is a perfect introduction to the fol-
lowing narrative of the spiritual history of humanity. The most plausible hypothesis appears 
to be that Gen 2:4bff is earlier than Gen 1:1–2:3, and that Gen 2:4bff originally did not 
contain the pericope with the scene of judgement (Gen 3:1–19, 22–24).52 Neither the first 

51	 In the ongoing debate, one of the extreme opinions is the accusation that God uses so-called black pedagogy 
(‘die schwarze Pädagogik’, see A. Miller, Evas Erwachen. Über die Auflösung emotionaler Blindheit [Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp 2001] 7), an attitude resulting from the ill will of the educator, expressed in the joy of 
the suffering of the child, whom the educator has made intelligent and inquisitive, while at the same time limit-
ing the child’s development. A disproportionately harsh punishment for an act that is consistent with the pupil’s 
nature, as well as a ban on autonomy and development, appears to be a malicious trap set by a narcissistic edu-
cator (W. Sandler, “Hat Gott dem Menschen eine Falle gestellt? Theologie des Sündenfalls und Sündenfall 
der Theologie,” ZKT 129/2–3 [2007] 438). In the context of the first creation account (Gen 1:1–2:3), ac-
cording to which God made humankind ‘good’ and ‘in Our image, according to Our likeness’, some consider 
the prohibition of knowing good and evil to be similar to the actions of a despot who demands humility and 
cannot tolerate competition. From this perspective, the very situation in which God placed the forbidden fruit 
in the garden in the presence of naive humans and left them alone with an intelligent tempter speaks against 
the Creator (ibidem, 437–458).

52	 The earlier text of Gen 2:4b – Gen 11 may have been the original anthropogenic myth about the creation 
of the world, the origin of life, humankind, numerous nations, languages, cities, and the emergence of crafts, 
art, and occupations, which relates Gen 2:3 – Gen 11 to earlier cosmological and anthropogenic myths of 
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creation account nor the original narrative of the second creation account, which does not 
include the pericope of the fall of the first parents and the judgement passed on them, 
assumed the possibility of a transition from the ideal state of the Creator’s garden to the 
present state, nor could it explain the origin and nature of evil.53 The story in Gen 3:1–19, 
22–24 explains this difficulty in a way that shows humankind, through its own fault, found 
itself outside the goodness of creation. The motif of human guilt (embodied in the ‘origi-
nal sin’ of the first parents) explains the transition from being ‘good’ (Gen 1:31) to being 
‘corrupt’ (Gen 6:11–12), a transition marked by the formulaic phrase ‘מה)־אזת( עשׂית’.

The narrative in Gen 3:1–19, 22–24 contains a whole range of ambiguities and under-
statements. Missing, among other things, is a clarification of why humans were forbidden 
to desire knowledge of good and evil. Additionally, one gets the impression that the author 
cannot decide who to blame for this transgression and, more broadly, for the very existence 
of evil: God, for creating humankind with a propensity for evil? The serpent, an intelligent 
manipulator who easily persuades naive people to perform certain undefined but strictly 
forbidden acts? Or, finally, humankind itself ?54

The message about the fall of humankind, justifying the transition from the goodness 
of creation to the misery of human existence, seemed so important that it was incorpo-
rated into the story of creation, despite the many narrative tensions and contradictions that 
arose in its wake. In the context of Gen 1:1–2:3, the story in Gen 3:1–19, 22–24 serves 

Mesopotamia and Egypt (C. Levin, “Das verlorene Paradies [Genesis 2–3],” Gottes Wahrnehmungen. 
Helmut Utzschneider zum 60. Geburtstag [eds. S. Gehrig – S. Seiler] [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 2009] 85–90). 
The story of Gen 3:1–19, 22–24 was probably compiled by later redactors, as evidenced by the fact that 
verses Gen 3:20–21; 4:1ff seem to be a continuation of Gen 2:22 (Levin, “Das verlorene Paradies,” 86–88). 
For the possible redactional history of Gen 2:4b–11, including Gen 3:1–19, 22–24, see J. Lemański, Księga 
Rodzaju. I. Rozdziały 1–11 (NKB.ST 1/1; Częstochowa: Święty Paweł 2013) 199–206.

53	 The sinfulness of humans in the original anthropogenic myth could be explained by the fact that the univer-
sal ‘inclination of the human heart is evil’ – יֵֵצֶֶר הַַרַַע‎ (cf. Gen 6:5; 8:21, Deut 31:21; Ps 103:14), which first 
manifested in Cain and prompted God to destroy almost all bearers of this יֵֵצֶֶר. According to this supposed 
narrative (an opinion shared by many ancient Jewish commentators), it was only in Cain that evil appeared 
(M.S. Smith, “Before Human Sin and Evil: Desire and Fear in the Garden of God,” CBQ 80/2 [2018] 219). 
Rabbinic anthropology uses the term יֵֵצֶֶר הַַרַַע to describe humankind’s innate tendency towards evil, which 
God observes with horror throughout human history (cf. Gen 6:5; 8:21; Deut 31:21; Ps 103:14) ( J. Cook, 
“The Origin of the Tradition of the יצר הטוב and יצר הרע,” JSJ 38/1 [2007] 80–91; I. Rosen-Zvi, Demonic 
Desires: Yetzer Hara and the Problem of Evil in Late Antiquity [ Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Re-
ligion; Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press 2011] 14–35, 44–86; M.T. Brand, Evil Within 
and Without: The Source of Sin and Its Nature as Portrayed in Second Temple Literature [ JAJSup 9; Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2013] 37–147).

54	 In one version, the account in Gen 3:1–19, 22–24 shifts part of the responsibility for the origin of evil from 
humankind, who (especially in contrast to the priestly account of creation, Gen 1:1–2:3) began to reveal in-
exhaustible sources of evil, to a mysterious serpent, which is a kind of divine punishment, similar to the spirit 
of evil sent by God to torment Saul (יְְהוָָה מֵֵאֵֵת   ‎, 1 Sam 16:14) (cf. R. Hinschberger, “Une Lectureרוּחַַ־רָָעָָה 
synchronique de Gn 2–3,” RevScRel 63/1–2 [1989] 2–6; Levin, “Das verlorene Paradies,” 93–94). However, 
the cry directed at the woman, ‘What is this that you have done?’, points to human guilt: vague, metaphysical, 
and so deep that it proved capable of corrupting human nature, making it prone to evil and forcing God to 
limit the duration of human life (Gen 6:3).
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as a literary bridge between the cosmogonic (or anthropogenic) myth and the history of 
the patriarchs and, more broadly, the Law of Moses. The Garden of Eden is an image of the 
entire created world,55 which arises from the original wilderness, chaos, unsuitable for life 
(Gen 1:2 || 2:5). Humankind was originally separated from evil in the world because it 
was created good (Gen 1:31). Presenting God as the one who ‘separates’56 one reality from 
another leads to the idea of dividing the works of creation into clean and unclean, even 
though all of them exist equally in the world God created. Eating the fruit of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil is, for unknown reasons, forbidden. Not knowing the reasons 
for the prohibition can be interpreted as a sign of innocence. Learning about evil makes 
a human being lose their innocence and become ‘unclean’, somehow violating the divine 
harmony of creation.57 According to this interpretation, it is only after losing their spiritual 
innocence that humans begin to reproduce (Gen 3:20; 4:1ff ), that is, they incur physio
logical uncleanness, which is now inevitable (cf. Lev 12; 15; 18). After the fall of the first 
parents, the main goal of the chosen (separated) people is to achieve that original cleanness 
of soul by keeping the commandments of God, ‘who distinguishes between the sacred and 
the secular, between light and dark, between Israel and the [other] nations.’58

Comparing the story of original sin with that of Saul’s rejection, there is the same 
pattern in both accounts: (1) Adam created by God to reign in Eden vs Saul chosen by 
God to reign over Israel; (2) in both cases, the guilt of the accused is ambiguous, and the 
punishment seems disproportionate to the offence; (3) the irreversibility of the judgement: 
humanity, represented by Adam and Eve, must remain in a corrupt world for an unspecified 
length of time; Saul will not receive forgiveness despite all his efforts until the end of his 
life; (4) the emphasis of מה)־אזת( עשׂית in both cases conveys the horror (disappointment? 
frustration?) of the judge (God/Samuel) in the face of transgression; (5) narrative disso-
nance: the good of creation ends in its corruption vs God’s chosen one, the victorious king, 
is rejected and perishes; (6) the starting point of the subsequent narrative: in the case of the 
Eden scene, the story of God’s chosen people, singled out from sinful humanity; in the case 
of the Saul narrative, the rise of a new king and the establishment of his dynasty; (7) the 
elements mentioned point both to the broader narrative context of stories containing the 
motif of rejection and to their later origin in relation to the core narrative.

55	 Contained in the passage from Gen 2:8–14, with the possible exception of Gen 2:9bβ (ע ֽ וָָ�רָֽ טוֹב  הַַדַַּעַַת   ,(וְְעֵֵץ 
which belongs to the tradition of 3:1–19, 22–24 or later (Levin, “Das verlorene Paradies,” 87).

56	 The verb בדל, used to describe God’s act of separation of creation, appears five times in Genesis and only in 
Gen. 1.

57	 Of course, the authors did not intend the sin of the first parents to consist in the consumption of the fruit, 
however forbidden it may have been. The consumption of the forbidden fruit was merely a metaphor for 
the voluntary pursuit of evil, which changes the human soul, something that humans consciously and uncon-
sciously avoid and protect their children from doing. Eating the forbidden fruit is a symbol of knowledge that 
kills – the antithesis not of holiness, but of innocence, which cannot be regained. A person who has known 
evil becomes tainted by that knowledge, as a result of which the person’s soul becomes ‘unclean’ (cf. Gen 6:5; 
8:21; Deut 31:21e; Ps 103:14; Matt 7:11; Luke 6:45, etc.).

58	 From the prayer at the end of the Sabbath in the Havdalah (‘Separation’) ceremony.
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6. 	The Narrative Context of the Motif of Saul’s Rejection

An important feature of all the above-mentioned cases is that the meaning of texts in which 
the motif of rejection of the chosen one appears can only be inferred in a broader narrative 
context, sometimes going far beyond the immediate context of these passages. The motif of 
Saul’s rejection introduces the reader to the narrative of the era of the kings and, in a sense, 
employs the mise-en-abîme technique to foreshadow its tragic end.

Whereas in 2 Sam the ‘Nathan oracle’ (2 Sam 7:4–16) – the promise given to the house of 
David – remains as yet unquestioned and inviolable, in the Books of Kings the motif of the 
inevitable downfall of both Israel and Judah on account of the sins of their leaders already 
clearly resonates.59 From this perspective, the king’s faithfulness to his covenant with God 
was of decisive importance in the historical assessment of the king. However, according to 
the Deuteronomistic narrative, the faithfulness or unfaithfulness of the later kings of Israel 
and Judah did not have immediate consequences for their reign.60 In the Deuteronomis-
tic history of Israel, only in the case of Saul does God ‘regret’ His choice of king.61 God’s 
‘regret’, expressing His disappointment with human beings, is always followed by radical 
intervention on His part: the creation of humankind ends with God’s regret (Gen 6:6–7) 
and, as a result, with the almost universal destruction of all creation; the unfaithfulness 
of the people in the wilderness causes God’s regret (Exod 32:12, 14) and, as a result, con-
demns the entire generation of Israelites to a senseless wandering until the end of their days. 
The same is true of God’s regret over the choice of Saul (1 Sam 15:11, 29, 35), for whom 
God’s ‘withdrawal’ from him means abandoning the culprit to his evil inclinations and to 
the mercy and disfavour of those around him, without the right to appeal to God’s help.

The motif of God’s regret lends dramatic intensity to the narrative, as if we were dealing 
with a kind of false start of an era (in Saul’s case, the false start of the monarchy), a sort of 
internal conflict within God, who must struggle with human weakness and corruption, 
just as the gods of the Mesopotamian epic of the flood fought among themselves.62 Sonnet 

59	 Explaining the fall of the kingdom by the sins of the kings was appropriate for the authors of 1–2 Kgs, who, 
aware of the historical perspective of the Jerusalem monarchy, departed from the theology of the eternal reign 
of the house of David, making the survival of the dynasty conditional on the monarch’s loyalty (M. Garsiel, 
“The Book of Samuel: Its Composition, Structure and Significance as a Historiographical Source,” JHebS 10 
[2010] 10–12, https://doi.org/10.5508/jhs.2010.v10.a5).

60	 F.H. Polak, “Conceptions of the Past and Sociocultural Grounding in the Books of Samuel,” History, Memory, 
Hebrew Scriptures: A Festschrift for Ehud Ben Zvi (eds. I.D. Wilson – D. Edelman) (Winona Lake, IN: Ei-
senbrauns 2015) 118. In the Deuteronomistic history, it is difficult to speak of a clear correlation between 
the monarch’s faithfulness and his fate. For example, Josiah, the reformer king, was killed by Pharaoh Necho 
II (2 Kgs 23:29), while the idolater Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:23–29) was the most effective leader and, perhaps, 
the prototype of David in terms of the territories attributed to him (I. Finkelstein, “Northern Royal Traditions 
in the Bible and the Ideology of a ‘United Monarchy’ Ruled from Samaria,” Stones, Tablets, and Scrolls: Periods of 
the Formation of the Bible [eds. P. Dubovský – F. Giuntoli] [ArchB 3; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2020] 122–126).

61	 In this case and all the cases mentioned below, the verb חנם in the Nifal form is used to describe God’s ‘regret’.
62	 J.-P. Sonnet, “God’s Repentance and ‘False Starts’ in Biblical History (Genesis 6–9; Exodus 32–34; 1 Samuel 15 

and 2 Samuel 7),” Congress Volume: Ljubljana 2007 (ed. A. Lemaire) (VTSup 133; Leiden – Boston, MA: Brill 
2010) 490–494, https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004179776.i-640.107.

https://doi.org/10.5508/jhs.2010.v10.a5
https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004179776.i-640.107
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notes a common feature between the epic of the flood and the rejection of the first anoint-
ed one: in both cases, rejection leads to the establishment of a new, ‘eternal covenant’ with 
the successors of the condemned (Noah and David, respectively), which also extends to 
their descendants.63 God, as it were, changes His position towards human sinfulness, not 
applying the same criteria of judgement to descendants and not allowing a second rejec-
tion.64 This is clearly seen in the example of Saul, from whom God ‘withdrew (וסר) His 
favour’, just as He had once left Samson (מֵֵעָָלָָיו סָָר   Judg 16:20), but to David, God ,יְְהוָָה 
vows that although He will punish his transgressions and those of his descendants, His 
grace ‘will never be taken away’ (‎לֹאֹ־יָָסוּר) from David, just as He took it away (הֲֲסִִרֹֹתִִי) from 
Saul (2 Sam 7:14–15).65

However, in the unfolding of the HDR cycle, David begins to be portrayed not as the 
successor to the rejected Saul, an alternative option to a failed choice, but as God’s only true 
chosen one.66 The results of these redactional efforts include numerous narrative inaccura-
cies, primarily in the form of double accounts of the same event. Starting with 1 Sam 16, 
there are two portrayals of David, the protagonist: as a brilliant courtier and commander of 
Saul’s army and as a naive teenage shepherd.67 Considering the presence of double accounts 
in David’s cycle and their absence in 1 Sam 7–14, it can be presumed that the occurrence of 
double accounts in texts containing the motif of Saul’s rejection is literarily dependent on 
the history of the HDR cycle’s redaction. This dependence may indicate that the descrip-
tions of Saul’s rejection and the portrayals of David are part of two different redactions, 
gradually deepening the theological significance of David’s election while simultaneously 
depreciating Saul’s character.

One purpose of using the motif of the rejected chosen one is to create a literary bridge 
between narratives by introducing a new protagonist. The scene of Saul’s second rejection 
is literarily related to a whole series of other scenes that also dealt with the ruthless rejec-
tion of the culprit: (1) the test at the waters of Meribah; (2) the punishment of Achan; 
(3) the judgement at Bochim. In each of these scenes, there is a glimpse of the ‘shadow 
of David’, a providential figure who restores the course of events in accordance with 
God’s plan.

63	 Sonnet, “God’s Repentance and ‘False Starts’ in Biblical History,” 471–474.
64	 J. Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes. Aspekte alttestamentlicher Gottesvorstellung (BThSt 31; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neu-

kirchener 1997) 27, 36–37, 135, 155.
65	 The verb וסר in the subordinate clauses of 2 Sam 7:15 is used in the Hifil form (‎הֲֲסִִרֹֹתִִי), which should be trans-

lated as ‘I took away [grace]/[Saul]’ or ‘I caused [favour] to depart from Saul’ or ‘I caused [Saul] to depart from 
you.’ In this passage, it is important to note the lexical parallelism based on the verb וסר, indicating that what 
happened to Saul will not happen to David.

66	 This is well illustrated in 1 Chron 28:4: David justifies his leadership, saying: ‘the Lord God of Israel chose 
me from all my ancestral house to be king over Israel forever; for He chose Judah as leader, and in the house of 
Judah my father’s house, and among my father’s sons He took delight in making me king over all Israel.’ From 
this perspective, Saul, as a Benjaminite, had no part in God’s choice of Judah as the royal tribe.

67	 For an overview of scholarly positions on this issue, see J. Van Seters, The Biblical Saga of King David (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns 2009) 3–39.
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In comparison with the scene at the waters of Meribah (1), Saul and his warriors 
repeat the story of a rebellious people and their submissive leader (Moses), who ‘did 
not show [God’s] holiness’ before Israel (Num 20:12; 27:14). In the scene of rebellion 
 Saul’s passive involvement results in him being deemed ,(‎, 1 Sam 15:23, cf. Deut 31:27מְְרִִי)
an unworthy leader, just as Moses had been before him. The rejection of the previous leader 
calls for the appointment of a new one: Joshua was appointed leader of Israel in place of 
Moses, and David was chosen as king of Israel in place of Saul.

Despite their significant differences, Moses and Saul share many qualities. They are 
imperfect chosen ones who are unable to tame the passions of the people they rule, do 
not always rise to the occasion, and gradually lose credibility (the waters of Meribah, the 
scene with the spies [Num 13–14], broken oaths [1 Sam 14:24–45], and surrendering 
to the expectations of the people [1 Sam 15:9]). Neither of them accomplished the full 
conquest of the Promised Land, and both were buried outside its borders; their burial 
sites were forgotten, and their descendants were lost in the mists of time. David, however, 
like Joshua, accomplishes the work of the eisodus and dies, like Joshua, ‘advanced in years’ 
בַַּיָָּמִִים) בָָּא   in the Promised Land, leaving behind a great legacy and a testament of 68(זָָקֵֵן 
faithfulness to God ( Josh 23–24; 1 Kgs 2:1–10).

Achan’s sin (2) involves claiming the right to power modelled on the royal power prac-
tised by the Canaanites. King Saul also becomes too ‘secular’ a king, placing his hope only 
in his own strength, resorting to any means necessary, not refraining from threats and the 
murder of innocents, and ultimately turning to fortune-tellers. Saul’s house is destroyed by 
the hand (or with the consent) of David,69 as is the house of Achan, which was ruthlessly 
cursed by Joshua.

The scene of Weeping at Bochim (3) has the closest correlation with 1 Sam 15, and just 
as the reason for Israel’s rejection was the sin of agreeing to coexist with foreign nations, so 
the reason for Saul’s rejection was leaving the Amalekites alive, in fact, consenting to their 
presence in the south of the Promised Land. The pattern of rejection is the same in both 
cases: being left without divine assistance, resulting in both Israel and Saul experiencing 
what it means to be abandoned by God. After the scene at Bochim, Israel was left to fend 
for itself in a hostile pagan world, while Saul was left alone with the problems of a ruler and 
constant threats, which ultimately drove him mad. The Book of Judges ends with the scene 
of the degradation of Saul’s tribe, which is opposed by David’s tribe ( Judg 20:18), while 
1 Sam 15 begins the story of Saul’s degradation, to which David is opposed.

In the process of creating the image of David as the king par excellence (a pious shepherd 
who was chosen for his ‘heart’ [1 Sam 16:7] and who set a living example of a humble and 
just shepherd of the chosen people throughout his life), over time, there was apparently 

68	 The syntagma בַַּיָָּמִִים בָָּא   is used only in relation to Abraham (Gen 24:1), Joshua (Josh 13:1; 23:1), and זָָקֵֵן 
David (1 Kgs 1:1).

69	 V. Komarnytskyy, “‘Who Is David and Who Is – the Son of Jesse?’. The Interpretation of the Figure of 
King David in the Development of Old Testament Theology,” BA 15/2 (2025) 184–185, 194, https://
doi.org/10.31743/ba.17464.

https://doi.org/10.31743/ba.17464
https://doi.org/10.31743/ba.17464
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a need to create a greater contrast between Saul and David by emphasising the former’s 
guilt. Therefore, in the first rejection, Saul is accused not only of rebelling against God’s 
will in waging war but also of sacrilege. The dramatic cry ‘‎ָָמֶֶה עָָשִִׂית’ addressed by the prophet 
to Saul refers the reader to the scene in the Garden of Eden (1 Sam 13:11 → Gen 3:13) and 
to the commission of a forbidden act, which incurs a guilt similar to ‘original sin’. Simi-
larly, Saul’s offering in 1 Sam 13:7b–15 was ritually forbidden and, like Cain’s offering, 
was not accepted.70 The passage in 1 Sam 13:7b–15 points to the usurpation of priestly 
authority by someone who treats religion instrumentally, as a means to achieve political 
goals. Thus, Saul is presented as the prototype of all the wicked kings of Israel and Judah 
who, for political reasons, introduced idolatrous cults into the temples, leading to the 
ruin of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. David, on the other hand, appears as the right-
eous shepherd of God’s people, the protector of the Ark of the Covenant and of proper 
worship, a symbol of messianic hope, and a providential figure who will restore Israel to 
its former glory.

Conclusion

The schematic nature of the motif of rejecting the chosen one may indicate that, in all 
instances of its occurrence, it is either a single redaction (a single scribal school) or several 
successive redactions, re-evaluating history and creating a single concise narrative from in-
dividual traditions, in which each subsequent story is a direct continuation of the previous 
one. In this context, the defeat that befalls the protagonist is, in most cases, a literary device 
that connects independent narratives by introducing artificial premises that lead to a plot 
twist. In this model, the scene of original sin serves to explain how humankind, created 
as ‘good’ (Gen 1:27–31), acquires a propensity for evil, which leads the world created by 
God to its current (miserable) condition and God Himself to the necessity of choosing 
one nation from among sinful humanity. Moses’ sin at the waters of Meribah explains his 
absence and that of his descendants in the history of Israel after entering the Promised 
Land. In turn, Israel’s sin of disobedience explains the transition from the era of ‘YHWH’s 
wars’ under the leadership of Moses and Joshua to a state of affairs in which only ruins 
remained of the monarchy and the temple and of the chosen people – ‘the remnant of 
Judah’, the surviving descendants of Jacob, living as subjects in the land once promised to 
their father.

The motif of rejecting the chosen one arises from re-evaluating history to understand 
the cause-and-effect relationships between times of glory and times of decline, times of 
heroes and times of fugitives. Introducing this motif into the story of a specific person 
convinces the reader that the characters themselves were responsible for what happened 
to them, even though God’s prior choice did not foresee their personal catastrophe. 

70	 See footnote 45.



Viktor Komarnytskyy  ·  The Rejected Chosen One: The Motif of King Saul’s Rejecti 421

The history of perpetually changing, inconstant relations between God and humanity is 
perceived by writers who use the motif of rejection of the chosen one as a history of be-
trayals and apostasies by those whom God had previously chosen. The exclamation ‘What 
have you done?’ emphatically expresses God’s disappointment in yet another of His chosen 
ones. As a consequence of employing this motif, the fate of the chosen-yet-rejected figure 
becomes a tragedy, just as the entire history of humanity, and in particular the history of 
Israel, is presented in tragic tones by later writers. The Israelite story arises from the trag-
edies of individuals, once the chosen ones, who, rebelling against God, force Him to inter-
vene, building a new future in which there is no place for the apostate.

Post-exilic reflection on the fate of Israel particularly encouraged attempts to understand 
the meaning of the history of the chosen people, who had suffered a serious civilisational 
defeat, including the questioning of their fundamental theological premises. The search for 
guilt – their own and that of their ancestors – combined with resentment towards neigh-
bouring nations,71 led later writers to harsher reflections, focusing on themes of religious 
rigour and separation from other nations. The era of the kings, which ended in a terrible 
defeat for both kingdoms, was also judged harshly. And if the figure of King David, taking 
on eschatological characteristics in the Persian era, became a symbol of a golden age for the 
humiliated nation, Saul, the first king, began to be seen not only as the opposite of David 
but also as an embodiment of all the weaknesses of the monarchy: from unfaithfulness to 
the covenant of the patriarchs (1 Sam 15) to unfaithfulness to the commandments of the 
Law (1 Sam 13:7b–15), which 1 Chron 10:13 summarises as מַַעַַל (‘unfaithfulness’).

It can be argued that the story of Saul’s rejection is, to some extent, a consequence of 
his role as David’s opposite. The motif of the rejected chosen one in the case of Saul creates 
a literary bridge that justifies David’s claims. The narrative tension plays out between the 
actual first king and the pretender to the throne (a contrast the scene of Saul’s rejection in 
1 Sam 15 is designed to establish), but as the narrative progresses, David emerges as the 
eschatological model of the shepherd of the chosen people. Accordingly, the reasons for 
rejecting Saul – as David’s opposite – are re-evaluated and reinforced (1 Sam 13:7b–15). 
For later generations, Saul becomes the ‘anti-symbol’ of messianic expectations. In other 
words, Saul becomes an allegory of the monarchy’s weaknesses that led to the defeat of the 
kingdoms of Israel and Judah. This way, the motif of Saul’s rejection transcends the context 
of David’s story, becoming a vehicle for a more general message about the danger of power 
that replaces God’s power and about the danger of disregarding God’s will and His law, 
especially when a person, social group, or nation has been chosen by God.

In summary, the conclusion can be drawn that the image of Saul in the Deuteronomistic 
history of Israel was indeed modified in accordance with the assumptions of Judean mo-
narchical ideology, but it is not a product of that ideology. At the heart of 1 Sam lies the 

71	 According to post-exilic writers, these nations directly contributed to the fall of Jerusalem, among other things 
(J.M. Tebes, “La memoria colectiva judía sobre Edom y su rol en la formación de la identidad nacional judía en 
la antigüedad,” AntOr 14 [2016] 65–90).
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independent story of a leader from the tribe of Benjamin, to which later redactors applied 
a literary device allowing them to transition from the story of the hero to the story of his 
downfall, and thus from a positive tale of the chosen one to a narrative of the defeat he 
caused. A broader examination of the biblical text reveals that the motif of the rejection 
of the chosen one was used not only as a direct literary bridge between successive stories, 
which – without sufficient explanation – could introduce too much narrative dissonance, 
but also as a way of introducing certain allegorical characters (e.g., the case of Achan), 
intended to show the reader a broader perspective of the history of Israel, in which the 
difficulties of later times are already foreshadowed in the fates of the heroes of the past. 
Similarly, the double rejection of Saul – in its final version – serves not so much to justify 
the claims of David’s clan to usurp power, but rather to reflect on the responsibility of the 
chosen one before God and His people.
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