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Study/Series: Old Testament Overviews

1 Samuel

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of 1 & 2 Samuel: Yahweh establishes His kingdom.

B. Introductory Notes.  In the Hebrew Bible, Samuel is not divided into 1 & 2 Samuel, but is one book. 

The theme above is for both 1 & 2 Samuel together as one story.  They will be presented, however,

in two separate overview documents.

II. Samuel: Man of God and Maker of Kings.  Chapters 1-7.

A. Samuel and His Mother.  Samuel was given by God and given to God; to God be the glory.

1. Chapter 1.  Hannah seeks and receives a child from God.

a. Her sorrow.  She was barren, childless, and tormented by her rival, Peninah, her

husband Elkanah’s other wife.  Elkanah’s love did not fill the whole void, nor take

away her sense of curse.

b. Her prayer.  It was fervent prayer that involved a vow to God.  A vow is not required,

but if you vow, you must do what you vow, as long as it is Biblically allowable (Eccl.

5:4-5).  Hannah faithfully kept her vow to give her child over to the Lord for His

service, and the Lord rewarded her with other children.  Note the Nazirite vow and

its implications: that the Nazirite was given to God even before birth.  Eli the high

priest misunderstood Hannah’s prayer as she moved her lips without speaking out

loud, thinking her drunk.  It was an indicator of the poor spiritual condition of the

church in the days of the Judges.  Note also, however, that although Eli was in poor

spiritual condition, God still used him to speak reassurance, encouragement, and

promise to Hannah.  The effect of prayer and reassurance by God’s word is peace



(1:18; cf. Phil. 4:6-7).

c. Samuel’s birth and infancy.  He was given by God to a previously barren woman,

who kept him only until weaned.  (Children are a gift from God, Ps. 127:3.)  Then

he was given back to God.

2. Chapter 2:1-10.  Hannah’s Song.  She gave glory to God.

a. Hannah’s song is another prayer as well as a song of praise.  She was a woman of

prayer, a mother who had a big influence on her son in his early life, so that Samuel

became a man of prayer.  This provides a lesson for all Christians.

b. Her song gave glory to God for who He is as well as what He has done on behalf of

His people.  It is the former that ensures the latter.

c. Her song praises God for His holiness (vs. 2), His omniscience (vs. 3), His

omnipotence/sovereignty (vs. 7), His mercy (vs. 8), His faithfulness (vs. 9), His

justice (vs. 10).  Note the promise of the Messiah (vs. 10); though this song is

included in the inspired word of God by an inspired author, this shows that everyday

“rank and file” people of God were not unfamiliar with God’s promise of the

Messiah as His King.  It also proves that in the worst of spiritual times and

conditions, God always has His godly people of strong faith among the church.

B. Samuel in the Tabernacle: Ministering to God and Called by God.  Chapter 2:11-3:21.

1. Chapter 2:11-36.  Ministering to God.

a. He was placed in apprenticeship in the levitical (priestly) ministry.  The Levites’ task

was to assist the high priesthood with the day-to-day work of the tabernacle:

butchering animal sacrifices, carrying wood and water, cooking shared portions of

the sacrifices, etc.   Samuel apparently served in some capacity inside the holy place

(outside the veil) also.  Note: in serving the high priest he was ministering to the

Lord, not to Eli.  We are not told specifically what he did, but he was apparently



submissive and diligent in priestly service, far beyond what his years might indicate,

though he did not yet “know the Lord” (3:7).

b. Contrast Eli’s slothful sons to Samuel the dedicated.  And at that, they were grown

sons in contrast to Samuel who was still a child.  Their sins were many and heinous,

from defiling the Lord’s worship and ordinances, to adultery.  Note: 6 vss. are used

to describe their spite of the Lord’s offering, while only 1 is used to describe their

adultery; which does that indicate is the more serious sin?  Their deaths will be

predicted, cf. 1 Cor. 11:27-30.  God caused some of those who despised the Lord’s

Supper in Corinth also to sleep the sleep of death.  Eli’s reproof of his sons was

ineffective because it was a poorly administered reproof.  Eli did a poor job of

parenting all the way along.  Note the qualifications for elders to lead the church in

1 Tim. 3:1ff.

c. The prophet’s pronouncement to Eli came long before Samuel’s, so there was a long

time of preparation for it, and ample opportunity for repentance.  It was an extensive

prediction of the future for Eli and his descendants.

2. Chapter 3.  Samuel Called by God to Be a Prophet.

a. It was a time of deep spiritual decline in the church (Israel).  Spiritual decline breeds

famine of the word of God (vs. 1).

b. Samuel’s faithfulness in his ministry to the Lord brought further service.

c. The call itself came from the Lord.

d. His first prophecy was the word from the Lord; i.e., the inspired word of God.

e. The confirmation of Samuel as a prophet of the Lord (vss. 19-21).  It was 100%

accurate; there was a recognition by the people that he was put into the office of

prophet; there was, once again, after the famine, further revelation of God’s inspired

word given through him to the people.



C. Chapter 4.  God’s Occasion against the Unfaithful Priest and His Ungodly Sons.

1. When the people went out to war, their first defeat should have told them that the Lord was

not blessing them.  They acknowledged that God defeated them.  The ark of the covenant

would not be a magical talisman to guarantee victory.  Only God’s presence with them as a

holy people growing in godliness would guarantee victory.

2. God confirmed the word of the prophet from years before, and Samuel’s corroborating

prophecy.  God killed Hophni and Phinehas for their wickedness, and Eli for his failure to

discipline his sons.

3. The Philistines feared the ark and the God of the ark, but won the battle because of the

horrible spiritual condition of God’s people and especially of the religious leaders.  It was

a terrible witness to unbelievers and an occasion for them to blaspheme God.

4. It is the epitome of discouragement and hopelessness when God withdraws from His people,

holding them at arm’s length.  “Ichabod” should drive us to repentance; see Ps. 51.

D. Chapters 5-6.  God’s Occasion against His Enemies.  (The thieves of the ark.)

1. God’s Vengeance.

a. God’s zeal is first and foremost for His own glory.

b. God’s vengeance is seen against the false god of the enemy, Dagon.  The statue of

Dagon ends up bowing down, dismembered and beheaded, before the symbol of

God’s presence, the ark.

c. God’s vengeance is seen against the people of the enemy, Philistia.  The people of

Ashdod, Gath, and Ekron suffered from tumors when the ark came among them. 

Apparently, all five cities and the land of the Philistines were also overrun by mice

as a judgment from God (6:5).  Significance?  The ark was the symbol of God’s holy

presence and was the vessel in which the tablets of God’s law were kept.  When

unbelievers come into the presence of God and His convicting/condemning law,



without the benefit or possibility of a sacrifice of unblemished blood on the mercy

seat to “cover” them (make an atonement for them), judgment is inevitable.  The

temporal judgments on the Philistines showed that the judgment of God consumes

the sinner from inside and outside, as tumors and mice consumed the physical

substance of the Philistines from inside and outside.

2. The Result: the Return of the Ark to Israel.

a. The process of return.  Note that their priests’ advice was based on knowing the

history of God’s dealings with Egypt to deliver His people.  God had control of the

cows, showing that He is the sovereign God who controls all things for His glory and

purpose, and for His people’s good (cf. Rom. 8:28).  It reminds us that Jesus Christ

is the sovereign God in human flesh who controlled the creation when He stilled the

wind and waves.

b. Note God’s chastisement of His own people for being presumptuous in how they

treated the ark by looking into it.  God killed 50,070.  They did not treat Him as holy

by obeying His command and thereby respecting His presence and holiness.

c. Though the ark was returned, the oppression by the Philistines continued.

E. Chapter 7.  Samuel: Servant of God and Instrument of the People’s Deliverance.

1. God’s deliverance of His people from the oppressing hand of the Philistines, which was

God’s chastisement of His people, was grounded upon their repentance, particularly from

idolatry, as well as their corresponding rebellion against God (7:3-4).

2. As Israel confessed their sins and expressed sorrowful repentance in their desire to be

forgiven and delivered from their enemy, Samuel prayed and interceded for their forgiveness. 

What a picture and reminder of Christ’s intercession for us at the right hand of God!  He

constantly intercedes for us to apply the forgiving benefits of His atonement for our sins as

we confess our sins, seek forgiveness for them, and express sorrowful repentance in turning



from our sins, and turning to new obedience to our Lord.  As we see foreshadowed in the

sacrifice that Samuel offered, it is grounded upon the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ by His

death upon the cross in the satisfaction of divine justice for our sins.

3. When Israel turned from their sins and sought forgiveness, they had victory over their

enemies by God’s gracious defeat of them.  The same is true for us today.  To commemorate

this and facilitate Israel’s continuing memory of it, Samuel set up the stone of help, an

ebenezer (the two Hebrew words that mean “stone” or “rock”, and “help” put together).  It

would remind Israel that God is their help.  And He is still the Ebenezer of His people.

F. Chapters 8 - 10:16.  Samuel: Maker of Kings.

1. The First King, Saul.  The anointing and coronation of Saul.

2. The Second King, David.  The anointing of David.

III. The Rise and Decline of Saul.  Chapters 10:17 - 15:35.

A. The Rise of Saul: the Unlikely and Irresponsible King.

1. He looked like what the people thought a king should look like, but had no quality of

character.

2. All that Saul accomplished was by the overruling influence of God.  Yet he did not give

glory to God or call upon God with dependence upon Him.  This was true in the matters of

his public coronation and the worthless men who attended him, Nahash and the Ammonites,

and war against the Philistines.

B. The Decline of Saul.

1. As is hinted above, his decline began almost immediately.

2. Elements of Saul’s apostasy.  He usurped the priestly function (13:13-14).  That resulted in

his loss of the kingdom for not keeping God’s command.  He made a foolish oath (14:32). 

In doing so, he put a stumbling block before the people.  At this point, God answered his

inquiry only by lot.  Note that Saul was concerned with pleasing the people and violated his



own oath because of the people’s voices, not God’s precepts.  He failed to destroy all of

Amalek (15:26).  This resulted in God’s rejection of Saul.  Note the later consequences of

Saul’s failure: Haman, who threatened to destroy Esther and the Jews as God’s people, was

an “Agagite”; i.e., descended from Amalek’s king.

3. The decline of Saul continues into greater hard-heartedness, disobedience to God, hatred of

God’s people, and hatred of the coming king, David (cf. 16:14, for example, and 28:6-7).

IV. Rise of David.  Chapters 16-31.

A. Samuel’s Involvement.

1. He anointed David.  Anointing with oil symbolized the Holy Spirit’s resting upon the

anointed one to equip him for his task.  It foreshadowed the Spirit’s anointing of Jesus Christ

without measure to equip Him thoroughly to fulfill His office of Mediator between God and

man (cf. Westminster Confession of Faith, VIII.3).

2. When God commanded Samuel to anoint David, Samuel believed Saul would kill him.  God

told him to take a calf with him and sacrifice.  Was this a lie?  No; God cannot lie, nor tell

His people to lie.  What He told Samuel to do, Samuel did.  Samuel was under no obligation

to tell the rest of the mission God gave him.  When truth requires that we tell what we know,

then we must tell it.  Otherwise, we are not required to tell everything we know to everyone

we encounter.

B. David’s Introductions to Saul: the Kings Meet.  Chapters 16:14 - 18:9.

1. First Introduction.  David was the soothing harpist when an evil spirit tormented Saul.  David

was probably still a young teenager at that point.

2. Second Introduction.  It took place at the battle against the Philistines with their champion,

Goliath.  This could have been enough later that Saul did not recognize him due to growth

and maturing.  Or, Saul may simply have forgotten the name of David’s father and family

(17:55-58), and inquired of both in order to fulfill his promise to make his household tax-free



(17:25.  Many people surrounded a king at court; he didn’t necessarily remember every detail

of every person’s life.

C. David’s Exaltation and Saul’s Persecution of Him.

1. The people recognized David’s qualities as a man of God.  In God’s providence, they

immediately began according him greater estimation than Saul (18:7, 30).

2. Saul’s persecutions of him began with schemes to get David killed in battle, to legitimize his

murder in the eyes of the people.  Sadly, David would later do the same in the matter of

Uriah the Hittite.

3. Saul’s persecution became open, enraged personal attacks.  David was protected in various

ways by God’s providence: through Jonathan’s pleadings with Saul; through escape from

spear thrusts; the Spirit’s causing Saul and his servants to prophesy; through Jonathan’s

assisting him to escape; through the priests’ assisting him with food (note 22:20-23; David

took full responsibility for his misjudgment that got the priests killed, and he made what

amends he could, responsibly).

4. In 22:1-2, God providentially gathered outcasts to David, just as God gathers people to

Christ; in one sense, we become outcasts to the unbelieving world; in another sense, we were

the cast-offs of the world already, being “not many wise according to the flesh, not many

mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the

wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong,

and the base things of the world and the despised, God has chosen, the things which are not,

that He might nullify the things that are, that no man should boast before God” (1 Cor. 2:26-

29).

5. David’s actions toward Keilah were the actions of a king protecting his kingdom and

subjects, unlike Saul.  He was a man after God’s own heart, and a king after Christ’s own

heart, who exercises His Kingship by subduing His people to Himself in their salvation,



ruling and defending them, and restraining and conquering all His and our enemies (WSC

Q. 26).  David was already exercising his kingly responsibilities before he was enthroned.

6. At the same time, David continued in faithfulness to Saul’s rule and service even in the face

of persecution (22:14).  Twice he spared Saul’s life (24:4-6).

7. The story of Abigail and Nabal is interjected.  David was not universally loved in Israel,

though he should have been.  Though he protected his people faithfully, he was met with

scorn in a time of need by at least one fool (“Nabal” means “fool”).  But God providentially

halted him, through Abigail’s words, from sinfully taking vengeance.  God rewarded him

with wife, while punishing Nabal with death.  “Vengeance is Mine,” says the Lord; “I will

repay.”

8. In 27:8-11, David carried out raids against the Amalekites.  Why?  What Saul had failed to

do, David did in obedience to the Lord, even though he could not destroy them all.  God had

given Saul that command and opportunity to obey, but Saul had failed.

D. David and the Philistines.  David sought and found occasions against God’s enemies.

E. Death of Saul.  This meant that the persecution of David was over.  But it also meant the loss of his

dearest friend, kindred spirit, and brother in the Lord, Jonathan.  David was not vindictive, but in all

godliness, mourned for Saul as God’s anointed king.  David did not delight in the death of the

wicked, as God does not delight in the death of the wicked; neither should we, even though we

should know that God will not circumvent His justice, He is the Judge of all the earth who does what

is right, and we can praise Him for the glory of His justice like we praise Him for the glory of His

grace.


