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I. Introduction

The story of Saul’s commissioning as Yahweh’s anointed by Samuel
has frequently been compared by scholars to the genre of the folk tale
(Märchen).2 Indeed, one commentator has memorably described the
episode as “one of these political legends with which popular fancy
loves to invest the beginnings of great men.”3 This “fancy” is encap-
sulated in its supposed main theme: Saul goes in search of his father’s
donkeys and � nds a kingdom.4

Despite the widespread support that this reading of the text enjoys
in scholarly circles, however, some have sought a deeper meaning 
in Saul’s search for the donkeys. BiÔ, for example, has argued that
Saul’s pursuit of these creatures through Zuph, Shalisha and Shaalim
derives from the symbolism of the cult, and, in particular, an alleged
practice of a young man riding a donkey in a triumphal procession
into the sanctuary.5 BiÔ’s position has been rightly criticised by Hertzberg
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6 H.W. Hertzberg, I & II Samuel: A Commentary (London, 1964), p. 80.
7 Among those who allude to texts which mention royalty riding in procession on

donkeys are Ahlström (History, p. 430) citing G. Posener, “Syria and Palestine c. 2160-
1780 B.C.E.: Relations with Egypt”, CAH I.2 [3rd edn], pp. 552-53; E. Taübler,
Biblische Studien: Die Epoche der Richter [Tübingen, 1958], p. 109). Cf. also E. Lipinski,
“Recherches sur le livre de Zacharie,” VT 20 (1970), pp. 51-52. Elsewhere, the don-
key appears as the mount of certain gods an goddesses: AÆrt (CTA, 4 [II AB], IV-V,
3-15), Seth (E. Brunner-Traut, “Esel”, in W. Helck & E. Otto (eds.), Lexikon der Ägyp-
tologie II/1 [Wiesbaden, 1975], pp. 27-30), and Dionysus (W.F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth
and Cult [Bloomington, 1965], p. 170).

8 Ahlström, History, pp. 456-57.

as going far beyond what the evidence of the text will allow,6 but
many commentators, appealing to alleged parallels elsewhere in the
Ancient Near East (A.N.E.) (in which royalty are depicted as riding
donkeys), nevertheless continue to invest the story with a degree of
symbolism by suggesting that the donkeys of Kish allude to the king-
ship that Saul is destined to attain.7

A similar assessment is made concerning the story of the commis-
sioning of David in I Sam. xvi. Here the scholarly consensus asserts
that the inclusion of a shepherding background for David is in-
tended to increase the signi� cance of Yahweh’s act in bringing him
to the throne. Thus, the rise of David is said to � t the typology of a
“rags-to-riches” story; one that demonstrates the necessity of Yahweh’s
favor in any human endeavour, and is the concrete expression of
Yahweh’s statement that “Yahweh does not see as mortals see; they
look on the outward appearance, but Yahweh looks on the heart” 
(I Sam. xvi 7).8 Such readings of the commissioning narratives of 
Saul and David suVer from limitations, however. The observation that
Kish’s donkeys may form an allusion to kingship, even if the cited
A.N.E. parallels of royalty riding such beasts referred to regular prac-
tice, places much weight on a rather obscure piece of symbolism.
Likewise, one may well ask why so much weight is placed on the
shepherding background of David: such could not have been an unusual
occupation, even for sons-particularly younger sons-of fairly well-to-do
families. Though one may qualify the usual assertion by saying that
David came from a relatively humble background, it is worth asking
whether the shepherd motif applied to David may be the product of
more than a simple folk tradition.
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II. Text and Context

(a) Saul’s Pursuit of the Donkeys

As has already been suggested, the assertion that the donkeys for
which Saul is searching allude to the kingship that he is destined 
to attain is not without problems. If these creatures indeed served as
a royal symbol, one might expect his search for them to end in suc-
cess, perhaps as a result of Samuel’s divinatory powers: the donkeys,
however, are found by another. A further objection lies in the ubi-
quity of the donkey in the Hebrew Bible, both as a beast of burden
(e.g. Gen. xlii 26; xlv 23; Josh. ix 4; I Sam. xvi 20; xxv 18) or as a
mount (Gen. xxii 3; I Sam. xxv 20; II Sam. xvii 23; xix 27 [Eng. 26];
I Kgs. ii 40).9 It is in fact the mule ( prd ) – the sterile oVspring of a
male donkey and a mare – that is depicted as the riding animal of
choice for royalty in the Hebrew Bible. Thus, in I Kgs. i 33, 38,
Solomon is said to ride a prd, not a úmwr. Likewise, David’s sons all
ride mules ( II Sam. xiii 29; xviii 9 [3 x]).10

While it is true that two texts in the Hebrew Bible depict royalty
as riding a donkey (David in II Sam. xvi 2; an eschatological king 
in Zech. ix 9), neither of these provide evidence that this animal was
the normative mount of royalty. In the former, Mephibosheth’s slave
Ziba lends some of his master’s donkeys to the royal household dur-
ing their � ight from Absalom. While they ameliorate David’s previous
condition (walking barefoot [II Sam. xv 30]), they do not represent 
a radical change in the departing king’s fortunes (in fact, it is proba-
bly signi� cant that the usurper Absalom’s nemesis in xviii 9 is in fact
his mule – he is literally hoist by his own royal petard). Similarly, the
donkey in Zech. ix 9 seems to serve not as a mark of status, but of
humility: “Look, your king is coming to you . . . humble and riding

9 As mounts, such creatures appear as marks of status only in Judg. v 10 which
speaks of important personages riding “white donkeys” (a rare colour), and Judg. x 4
which speaks of the 30 sons of Jair having 30 donkeys to ride on (the donkeys them-
selves being remarkable only in that Jair could aVord to give one to each of his sons).

10 In contrast to the ubiquity of the donkey, the scarcity of the mule perhaps stresses
its higher status in Ezr. ii 66-67//Neh. vii 67: “[The returning exiles had] 736 horses,
245 mules, 435 camels and 6720 donkeys.” In the Hittite Laws (ANET, pp. 195-
96), the price of a mule was 1 mina of silver (= 60 shekels). When this is compared
with the going rate for a horse (4-20 shekels, depending on age, sex and purpose) and
that for a donkey (3-10 shekels), it becomes clear that the mule was a highly prized
animal.
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on a donkey (úmwr ) – on a young donkey (’ yr ), a foal of a she-don-
key (bn "tnwt ).”11 The repetition involved here is not just a poetic 
device but reassures the reader that despite the incongrous picture
there has been no mistake: it is a donkey, not a mule; the oVspring
of a she-donkey (bn "twt ), not that of a mare (bn swsh).12 Though the
picture of the eschatological king riding a donkey may be based on
the association of the mule with royalty, Zech. ix 9 actually subverts
popular expectations of how a king should behave.13

In I Sam. viii 7-9, Israel’s decision to appoint a king over them-
selves is depicted as an act of rebellion against Yahweh. Samuel’s
protestations to the people of Israel of the tyrannical rule which will
inevitably follow the establishment of a monarchy (viii 10-18) fall 
on deaf ears, and the people reassert their demand for a king “. . .
that we may be like all the nations, and that our king may judge us,
and go out before us, and � ght our battles” (viii 20). This portrait of
the people rejecting the arguments of Samuel is intended to pre-
sent Israel in the worst possible light. Hitherto, it has been Yahweh
who has reigned over Israel (mlk I Sam. viii 7, cf. Exod. xv 18), and
performed these kingly functions (Òpt “judge” [ Judg. xi 27]; y§" “go
out [ before]” [ Judg. iv 14]; lúm “� ght” [Exod. xiv 14, 25; Deut. i 30;
iii 22; Josh. x 14, 42; xxiii 3, 10]). The avowed desire of the people
to be “like all the nations” is an implicit rejection of Israel’s role as
a “holy” people (Deut. vii 6; xiv 2, 21; xxvi 19; xxviii 9).

Saul’s activity prior to his anointing is intimately bound up with
this material, and has a theological signi� cance that has hitherto gone
unnoticed by commentators. The donkey is portrayed in the Hebrew
Bible as a stupid and diYcult-to-control creature (Prov. xxvi 3 cf. Ps.

11 The plural form "tnwt here is problematic. H.G. Mitchell (Haggai & Zechariah
[Edinburgh, 1912], p. 276) describes it as a “plural of species” referring to Gen. xxxviii
17; I Sam. xvii 7; Isa. l 4. 

12 The mule, it should be noted, is speci� cally the oVspring of a union between 
a male donkey ( jackass) and a mare, and combines the former’s large head and ears
with the powerful hindquarters of the latter (cf. E. Firmage, “Zoology”, in ABD 6, 
pp. 1137-38).

13 C.L. Meyers and E.M. Meyers (Zechariah 9-14 [Garden City, 1993], pp. 130-31)
link the donkey of Zech. ix 9 with the practice of royalty riding in procession on mules,
arguing that the picture of the eschatological king is simultaneously democratising in
that he rides an animal that is ubiquitous, and that the same animal is a peculiar mark
of kingship. However, it seems clear that they see the mule and the ass as one and
the same animal: “. . . most attestations of this term ("twn, ‘donkey’, ‘she-donkey’) occur
in Numbers 22, . . . where the ‘she-ass’ is none other than Balaam’s talking mule” ( p. 131 – 
my italics). The term prd is never used of Balaam’s animal.
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xxxii 9).14 Two texts make use of this idea to satirise an individual
(Balaam, Num. xxii 21-33 [cf. esp. vv. 32-33]) or group (Israel, Isa. 
i 3). As an allegory of the situation between Yahweh and Israel, the
story of Kish’s lost donkeys in I Sam. ix makes the same point as Isa.
i 3 – Israel’s lack of perception, their stubborn refusal to do their mas-
ter’s will, is such that they surpass in stupidity the most foolish of
domestic animals.15 The task before Saul is to “� nd” the donkeys and
return them to Kish just as it is his destiny to return a wandering
Israel to Yahweh’s control. In this context, it is signi� cant that the
verb used by Yahweh in I Sam. ix 17 to describe Saul’s intended role
is ’§r (“restrain”) – one not normally associated with kingship.16 Else-
where, it is used of Yahweh’s activity in withholding children (Gen.
xvi 2; xx 18), rain (Deut. xi 17; I Kgs. viii 35//II Chr. vi 26; Job.
xii 15), restraining of plagues (Num. xvii 13, 15 [Eng. xvi 48, 50]; xxv
8; II Sam. xxiv 21, 25), or is associated with slavery or imprison-
ment (I Kgs. xiv 10; xxi 21; II Kgs. ix 8; xiv 26; xvii 4). In the few
locations in which it is used to denote the activity of a human king,
it appears in the context not of ruling a people, but of seizing or of
holding on to power (II Chr. xiii 20; xxii 9; Dan. xi 6). Although ’§r
does not appear in the context of restraining animals, the use of this
verb in I Sam. ix 17 is peculiarly apt given the context of a people
characterised as donkeys.

(b) David the Shepherd Boy

(i) The Commissioning (I Samuel xvi)
A direct parallel between the occupation of Saul, Yahweh’s anointed-

elect, and the way in which his rule is envisioned, may be seen in the

14 The same is true in Egyptian texts where the illiterate person is said to be “like
a donkey”, and a disobedient child characterised as being “like a deaf donkey” 
(H. Grapow, Vergleiche und andere bildliche Ausdrücke im Ägyptischen. [Leipzig, 1920], p. 19).

15 O. Kaiser (Isaiah 1-12 [2nd ed.; Philadelphia, 1983], p. 14) explains the metaphor
in Isa. i 3 using the idea of Israel as lost animals.

16 The translations of the English versions (e.g. KJV: “reign over”; NEB: “rule”;
NIV: “govern”) all conceal the essential “restrictive” aspect of ’§r, as, to a certain extent,
does the Vulgate’s dominabitur (“rule over, master”). The Peshitta’s y"úwd “lock up, seize,
hold”, is a good attempt to bring out the force of the Hebrew. J.P. Fokkelman argues
strongly in favour of a translation that re� ects the restrictive aspect and de� nes it in
this context as meaning “curb”, or even “bridle”, although he does not make the con-
nection with Saul’s pursuit of the donkeys (Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel,
Volume 4: Vow and Desire [Assen, 1993], pp. 396-97).
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story of David. Of Saul, who sought his father’s wandering donkeys,
Yahweh says to Samuel “behold the man concerning whom I said to
you, ‘this one shall restrain my people’” (hnh h"yÒ ’Òr "mrty "lyk zh y’§r
b’my – I Sam. ix 17). Likewise, David is taken from tending his father’s
sheep (I Sam. xvi 11), and, as the Israelites later claim “Yahweh said
to you, ‘you shall shepherd my people Israel’” (wy"mr yhwh lk "th tr’h
"t ’my "t y²r"l – II Sam. v 2). When, one after another, Jesse’s sons are
paraded before Samuel, and the prophet asks the whereabouts of the
youngest, Jesse’s response: “he is keeping the sheep” (I Sam. xvi 11)
immediately marks out David as the future king of Israel and leader
of Yahweh’s � ock.

Thus, it is not just the story of Saul that serves as an allegory but
that of David. Behind the � gure of Kish/Jesse is Yahweh, the young
Saul/David act out their future role as Yahweh’s viceregent, and Israel
appears in the stories as the asses or sheep respectively. The image 
of Yahweh and his anointed as being in a father-son relationship (cf.
I Sam. ix 2, 3, 5; x 2; xvi 10-12) derives from a motif characteristic
of A.N.E. royal ideology in general,17 and that of the Davidic dynasty
in particular (II Sam. vii 14; Ps. ii 7; lxxxix 27-28 [Eng. 26-27]). It
is curious to note the application of such ideology to Saul. Might 
this not hint at a date of composition later rather than earlier, albeit
still under the Davidic monarchy?

Further evidence for the assertion that the occupation of David, like
that of Saul, is more than simply the product of a folk tradition 
may be seen in the motif, commonplace in the Hebrew Bible, of the
shepherd as ruler. Yahweh may be called a shepherd (Gen. xlviii 15;
xlix 24 cf. Deut. xxvi 5-8; Jer. xiii 17; Ps. xxiii 1; xxxi 4 [Eng. 3];
lxxx 2 [Eng. 1]), but the term is also commonly used to refer to a
human leader, either domestic ( Jer. ii 8; iii 15; x 21; l 6; Ezek. xxxiv;
Zech. x 3) or foreign (Isa. xliv 28; Nah. iii 18).18 The motif of the
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72 [1972], pp. 87-112) for Mesopotamia; J. Gray (The Krt Text in the Literature of Ras
Shamra [Leiden, 1964], pp. 66-67) for Ugarit.

18 Ezek. xxxiv is a particularly interesting text since it makes extensive use of the
same motif of Israel as a � ock in straits: the promise is made by Yahweh to this � ock
that “I will set up one shepherd over them, my servant David shall feed them: he
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my servant David a prince among them . . .” (Ezek. xxxiv 23-24). In eVect, Ezek. xxxiv
contemporises the allegory of I Sam. xvi-xvii.



shepherd in such texts indicates to some extent the attributes expected
of a ruler, whether human or divine: the good shepherd/ruler is one
who feeds the � ock and protects them from predators (Ps. xxiii 1-2;
lxxviii 52-55, 70-72). The bad shepherd neglects the � ock, leaving it
vulnerable to predation (Ps. xliv 12-24 [Eng. 11-23] – God; Isa. lvi 10-
12; Nah. iii 18), or, worse still, preys on it himself (Ezek. xxxiv 2-4).

A similar use of the shepherd motif can be observed through-
out the A.N.E. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the eponymous hero, as ruler
of Uruk, faces the complaints of his subjects who make use of the
“bad shepherd” motif with their sarcastic question, “Is this our shep-
herd, Bold, Stately, Wise?” (ANET, p. 73). Conversely, the Babylonian
king Hammurabi is depicted in his law codes as “. . . the shepherd . . .
the one who makes a Þ uence and plenty abound” (ANET, p. 164).
Gods too are presented as shepherds of their people. Marduk is 
termed a faithful shepherd throughout the Babylonian Epic of Creation
in his role of guarantor of fertility for the earth (ANET, pp. 69, 71,
72), while the sun god Utu is termed “shepherd of the lower world,
guardian of the upper” (ANET, pp. 387-88). The same connection
between shepherding and rulership can be seen in the Ancient Egypt-
ian use of the shepherd’s crook as the insignia of princes and, later
on, of kings (ANEP, p. 133). This iconography ultimately derives 
from depictions of the god Osiris crowned, and bearing � ail and crook
(ANEP, p. 187).19 The ideology of ruler as shepherd is also re� ected
in surviving royal inscriptions: Amenhotep III (1411-1374 B.C.E.) 
refers to himself as “the good shepherd, vigilant for all people” (ARE,
2:365-66), while Seti I (1313-1292 B.C.E.) is “the good shepherd, who
preserves his soldiers alive” (ARE, 3:86).

Thus, David’s occupation as shepherd boy serves not simply as a
“rags-to-riches” motif – it marks him out as the ideal candidate for
kingship by mixing two central elements of A.N.E. royal ideology. It
is a singular – and probably deliberate – irony that when Saul sum-
mons David to his court, it is “David, who is with the sheep” (xvi 19)
for whom he sends. Had there been a theologian among the servants
who advised him (xvi 16, 18), the hapless king would have known bet-
ter than to give preferment to youths with experience of shepherding. 

The allegorisation of kingship in the stories of Saul and David is
comparable in some respects to that of Judg. ix 8-21 in which Abimelech
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is characterised as the bramble that comes to rule over the other trees
of the earth. The worthlessness of the bramble, which chokes all other
plants and cannot give shade, becomes a � gure for the worthless-
ness of Abimelech himself (and, by extension, for the folly of those
people who chose him as their ruler). One may also understand the
allegory of Saul’s pursuit of the donkeys as a satirical variant of the
shepherd-� ock motif; one that primarily mocks the people but which
may also be intended to downplay the status of Saul in relation to
David, the shepherd of Israel. In other words, the stories of the com-
missioning of the � rst two kings of Israel use their purported back-
grounds not simply to comment theologically on the state of Yahweh’s
relationship with his people, but also to comment literarily on the
� tness of each of them to reign.

(ii) The Goliath Story (I Samuel xvii)
The theological importance of the shepherd motif as applied to

David is expressed even more clearly in the story of his victory over
Goliath (I Sam. xvii 12-xviii 5). However, the history of this passage
is a complex one that deserves some comment before passing on to
the signi� cance of the shepherd allegory as it appears in the text.
Firstly, it is as well to observe that the slaying of the Philistine giant
is ascribed in II Sam xxi 19 to one Elhanan, son of Jaare "Oregim
from Bethlehem ("lúnn bn y’ry "rgym bt lúmy).20 Some scholars, following
in the tradition of the Midrash and Targum, have sought to recon-
cile these two texts with I Samuel xvii by arguing that Elhanan 
and David are one and the same – David eVectively being a throne
name.21 However, the majority continue to maintain that the ascrip-
tion of the victory over Goliath to David is an early example of the

20 The parallel passage in I Chr. xx 5 reads “Elhanan, son of Jair” ("lúnn bn y ’wr
[Qere: y’yr]). The explanation for this variation may be seen in the statement con-
cerning Goliath in II Sam. xxi 19 that “the shaft of his spear was like a weaver’s beam”
(kmnwr "rgym). The appearance of "rgym after y’ry is thus a simple dittography. Most
commentators explain the form y ’ry as a arising from the accidental transposition of
the � nal consonants in an original form y ’yr (cf. the Qere of 1 Chr. xx 5). It is not
known whether “Elhanan, son of Jair from Bethlehem” is to be identi� ed with the
“Elhanan, son of Dodo from Bethlehem” mentioned in II Sam. xxiii 24.

21 A.M. Honeyman, “The Evidence for Regnal Names among Hebrews,” JBL
67 (1948), pp. 23-24; L.M. von Pakozdy, “Elhanan – die frühere Name Davids,” ZAW
68 (1956), p. 251; J. Bright, A History of Israel (3rd ed.; London/Philadelphia, 1981), 
p. 192.
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accretion of legendary material around the � gure of Israel’s most fa-
mous king.22 This assessment of the narrative should not, however, be
allowed to obscure the theological purpose of the narrative – one that
is similar to that of the stories of the commissionings of Saul and
David.

The LXXB – the best witness to the OG in I Samuel – contains a
much shorter account of David’s defeat of the Philistine (xvii 12-31,
41; xvii 55-xviii 5 is absent), and much ink has been expended in 
the debate as to whether the LXXB (the lectio brevior) or the MT (the
lectio diYcilior ) re� ects the earlier form of the text. In favor of the prior-
ity of the Hebrew text lying behind the MT is the fact that so much
of the material in the MT of I Samuel xvii contradicts that of the
previous chapter: the second introduction of David’s family (xvii 12-
13 cf. xvi 1-13), David’s return to tend the sheep at a time of crisis
for Israel, despite being “a man of war” (xvii 15V. cf. xvi 18), David’s
reappearance on the scene without reporting to his master Saul, de-
spite his position in the court (xvii 20-31 cf. xvi 21-23), and Saul’s
surprising ignorance of David’s identity (xvii 55-58). It is diYcult to
see why an editor would add extra material when it is so obviously
contradictory, and correspondingly diYcult to escape the conclusion
that the textual tradition represented by the LXXB re� ects an attempt
to harmonise the two con� icting stories of David’s arrival at Saul’s
court by eliminating contradictory material.

In favor of the priority of the Hebrew text behind the LXXB one
could justi� ably ask the question that if an editor did excise contra-
dictory material, why was this not done in all cases (e.g. David is
depicted in I Sam. xvi 18 as a “mighty valiant man, and a man of
war”, and as a “youth” in I Sam xvii 33)? Conversely, why should
the reference to the covenant between David and Jonathan in I Sam
xviii 1-4 have been omitted? Although I follow those commenta-
tors who take the view that the LXXB represents an abridgement of
the Hebrew text lying behind the MT, no material diVerence is made
to the conclusions of this article: both the Hebrew text behind the
LXXB and those parts of it which are not represented make signi� -

cant use of the shepherd motif.23
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23 It has further been argued that the so-called additional material in the MT 
forms a coherent narrative in its own right – one that tells an alternative story of David’s
arrival at Saul’s court and his defeat of Goliath (H.P. Smith, Samuel [Edinburgh, 1898],



pp. 150-51; K. McCarter, 1 Samuel [Garden City, 1980], pp. 306-09). Again, this posi-
tion would not aVect the conclusions of this article, although the idea of two diVer-
ent groups using exactly the same motifs to make the same theological point seems a
little odd.

Material common to the MT and LXXB (xvii 1-11, 32-40, 42-48a, 49, 
51-54)

In the text common to the MT and LXXB, an explicit theo-
logical connection between David’s shepherding occupation and his
new role as the champion of Israel is quickly made during his inter-
view with Saul before going out to meet the Philistine champion.
David’s words, “your servant kept his father’s sheep, and there came
a lion and a bear, and took a lamb out of the � ock . . . your serv-
ant slew both the lion and the bear, and this uncircumcised Philistine
shall be as one of them . . . The Lord that delivered me out of the paw of
the lion and out of the paw of the bear, will deliver me out of the hand of this
Philistine . . .” (I Sam. xvii 34-37), make use of the metaphor of the
good shepherd delivering Yahweh’s � ock from predators. The same
metaphor is unwittingly continued by Goliath’s incredulous response
when confronted by the boy David, “. . . am I a dog that you come
against me with sticks?” (xvii 43). The irony of Goliath’s boast that
David’s unburied body will be left to scavengers is not lost on David,
who responds that the it is the dead Philistine host who will be given
“to the birds of the air, and to the wild beasts of the earth . . .” (xvii
46) – the natural outcome of a contest between shepherd and preda-
tor. David, moreover, defeats Goliath with the tools of his shepherd-
ing trade, equipped with no more than his sling and his shepherd’s
pouch (kly hr’ym) full of stones (xvii 40). It is a victory that proves that
David the shepherd boy has got what it takes to shepherd Israel (cf.
II Sam. v 2).

Material represented only in the MT (xvii 21-31, 41, 48b, 50, 55-58; 
xviii 1-5)

In those portions of the text that are unrepresented in the LXXB,
the shepherd motif also plays a signi� cant role. David returns from
court to the � ock to look after Jesse’s sheep (xvii 15). Leaving the � ock
with a keeper (xvii 20), he goes to the battle� eld, where his older
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brother Eliab accuses him of having neglected his father’s � ock to see
the battle (xvii 28). The situation, and the exchange between Eliab
and David has a distinct literary function. Since David’s shepherd-
ing occupation serves as a metaphor for his future kingship, the accu-
sation that David has abandoned the � ock in favor of pursuing his
own sel� sh pleasure makes use of the bad shepherd motif and im-
plicitly questions David’s � tness as a candidate for kingship. The 
reader, however, has information unavailable to Eliab: the text is care-
ful to say that David has left the � ock only on the direct instructions
of his father (xvii 17), and has left them with a keeper (xvii 20). Far
from coming only to watch the battle, David will participate in it as
the shepherd who will save the Israelite � ock from the predation of
the Philistines.

III. Conclusions

Clear similarities exist in the purported activities of Saul and David
immediately prior to their commissioning as Yahweh’s anointed. These
provide an important theological insight into the task that has been
set for each, and also tell the reader something of the evolving rela-
tionship between Israel and its God subsequent to the crisis provoked
by the people’s demand for a king: the people begin as stubborn and
wayward donkeys in need of discipline and end as sheep at the mercy
of predators. With a change of task comes a change of viceregent to
take appropriate measures.

Rather than being simply the product of folklore, the commission-
ing narratives of Saul and David involve complex theological re� ection
on the nature of kingship, human and divine. The conclusion reached
in this article that the allegory of the search of Saul for his father’s
donkeys serves as a polemic against the demands of the people for a
king does not completely overturn the traditional division of I Sam.
viii-xii into “anti-kingship” and “pro-kingship” traditions (I Sam. ix is
generally understood to take a positive view of kingship).24 However,
it does make an interesting theological point. Monarchy is neces-
sary not for the people but for Yahweh, since it is the only way in
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24 Wellhausen (Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels [3rd ed.; Berlin, 1886], pp. 257-66;
Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der historischen Bücher des Alten Testaments [Berlin, 1889],
pp. 243-46) was the � rst to posit a two-version hypothesis concerning the rise of Saul



which God’s sovereignty over a rebellious people can be maintained
(ix 17). The characterisation of Israel in I Sam. ix is (arguably) every
bit as negative as that of I Sam. viii or I Sam. xii. Thus, it may be
that the “pro-kingship” and “anti-kingship” traditions as they are termed
should be understood not so much as opposing each other, but as
complementary parts of a debate about the nature and purpose of
monarchy. 

Abstract

There is a scholarly tendency to regard the stories of the commissioning of Saul
and David as simply as folk traditions concerning Israel’s � rst two kings. This article
argues that by concentrating on the fairytale elements of these narratives, scholars 
have overlooked the allegorical function of Saul and David’s occupations as re� ections
on the perceived situation between Yahweh and his people, and on the diVerent pur-
poses for which Saul and David were commissioned. Just as Saul is sent in search of
his father’s wandering donkeys, so he is intended as the one who will return a wan-
dering Israel to Yahweh. Just as David cares for his father’s sheep, protecting them
from predators, so he is commissioned as the one who will protect Yahweh’s people
from the surrounding nations. Each story is carefully crafted for its context and serves
a distinct literary-theological purpose.
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and included ix 1-x 16; 11 (except vv. 12-14) in the pro-Saul source and vii-viii; 
x 17-xii 25 in the anti-Saul source. D.J. McCarthy (“The Inauguration of the Mon-
archy in Israel: A Form-Critical Study of 1 Samuel 8-12,” Int 27 [1973], pp. 401-12)
lists as positive ix 1-x 16; xi 1-13 and as negative viii 4-22; x 17-27; xi 14-xii 25; 
G. Robinson (Let Us Be Like the Nations: A Commentary on the Books of 1 & 2 Samuel
[Grand Rapids/Edinburgh, 1993], p. 49) lists the anti-kingship tradition as occurring
in I Sam. viii; x 17-27; xii 6-25; xv and the pro-kingship traditions in ix 1-x 16; xi;
xii 1-5; xiii-xiv.




