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A Guide to Using This Commentary


    Several features have been incorporated into the design of this commentary. The following comments are intended to assist readers in making full use of this volume.


    Pericopes of Scripture


    The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first pericope in this commentary is 1 Samuel 1:1-28 “The Birth and Dedication of Samuel.” This heading is followed by the Scripture passage quoted in the English Standard Version (ESV). The Scripture passage is provided for the convenience of readers, but it is also in keeping with Reformation-­era commentaries, which often followed the patristic and medieval commentary tradition, in which the citations of the reformers were arranged according to the text of Scripture.


    Overviews


    Following each pericope of text is an overview of the Reformation authors’ comments on that pericope. The format of this overview varies among the volumes of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book(s) of Scripture. The function of the overview is to identify succinctly the key exegetical, theological and pastoral concerns of the Reformation writers arising from the pericope, providing the reader with an orientation to Reformation-era approaches and emphases. It tracks a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among reformers’ comments, even though they are derived from diverse sources and generations. Thus, the summaries do not proceed chronologically or by verse sequence. Rather, they seek to rehearse the overall course of the reformers’ comments on that pericope.


    We do not assume that the commentators themselves anticipated or expressed a formally received cohesive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pattern. Modern readers can thus glimpse aspects of continuity in the flow of diverse exegetical traditions representing various generations and geographical locations.


    Topical Headings


    An abundance of varied Reformation-era comment is available for each pericope. For this reason we have broken the pericopes into two levels. First is the verse with its topical heading. The reformers’ comments are then focused on aspects of each verse, with topical headings summarizing the essence of the individual comment by evoking a key phrase, metaphor or idea. This feature provides a bridge by which modern readers can enter into the heart of the Reformation-era comment.


    Identifying the Reformation Authors, Texts and Events


    Following the topical heading of each section of comment, the name of the Reformation commentator is given. An English translation (where needed) of the reformer’s comment is then provided. This is immediately followed by the title of the original work rendered in English.


    Readers who wish to pursue a deeper investigation of the reformers’ works cited in this commentary will find full bibliographic detail for each Reformation title provided in the bibliography at the back of the volume. Information on English translations (where available) and standard original-language editions and critical editions of the works cited is found in the bibliography. The Biographical Sketches section provides brief overviews of the life and work of each commentator, and each confession or collaborative work, appearing in the present volume (as well as in any previous volumes). Finally, a Timeline of the Reformation offers broader context for people, places and events relevant to the commentators and their works.


    Footnotes and Back Matter


    To aid the reader in exploring the background and texts in further detail, this commentary utilizes footnotes. The use and content of footnotes may vary among the volumes in this series. Where footnotes appear, a footnote number directs the reader to a note at the bottom of the page, where one will find annotations (clarifications or biblical cross references), information on English translations (where available) or standard original-language editions of the work cited.


    Where original-language texts have remained untranslated into English, we provide new translations. Where there is any serious ambiguity or textual problem in the selection, we have tried to reflect the best available textual tradition. Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they are utilized, but where necessary they are stylistically updated. A single asterisk (*) indicates that a previous English translation has been updated to modern English or amended for easier reading. We have standardized spellings and made grammatical variables uniform so that our English references will not reflect the linguistic oddities of the older English translations. For ease of reading we have in some cases removed superfluous conjunctions.


    

  


  
    
General Introduction


    The Reformation Commentary on Scripture (RCS) is a twenty-eight-volume series of exegetical comment covering the entire Bible and gathered from the writings of sixteenth-century preachers, scholars and reformers. The RCS is intended as a sequel to the highly acclaimed Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS), and as such its overall concept, method, format and audience are similar to the earlier series. Both series are committed to the renewal of the church through careful study and meditative reflection on the Old and New Testaments, the charter documents of Christianity, read in the context of the worshiping, believing community of faith across the centuries. However, the patristic and Reformation eras are separated by nearly a millennium, and the challenges of reading Scripture with the reformers require special attention to their context, resources and assumptions. The purpose of this general introduction is to present an overview of the context and process of biblical interpretation in the age of the Reformation.


    Goals


    The Reformation Commentary on Scripture seeks to introduce its readers to the depth and richness of exegetical ferment that defined the Reformation era. The RCS has four goals: the enrichment of contemporary biblical interpretation through exposure to Reformation-era biblical exegesis; the renewal of contemporary preaching through exposure to the biblical insights of the Reformation writers; a deeper understanding of the Reformation itself and the breadth of perspectives represented within it; and a recovery of the profound integration of the life of faith and the life of the mind that should characterize Christian scholarship. Each of these goals requires a brief comment.


    Renewing contemporary biblical interpretation. During the past half-century, biblical hermeneutics has become a major growth industry in the academic world. One of the consequences of the historical-critical hegemony of biblical studies has been the privileging of contemporary philosophies and ideologies at the expense of a commitment to the Christian church as the primary reading community within which and for which biblical exegesis is done. Reading Scripture with the church fathers and the reformers is a corrective to all such imperialism of the present. One of the greatest skills required for a fruitful interpretation of the Bible is the ability to listen. We rightly emphasize the importance of listening to the voices of contextual theologies today, but in doing so we often marginalize or ignore another crucial context—the community of believing Christians through the centuries. The serious study of Scripture requires more than the latest Bible translation in one hand and the latest commentary (or niche study Bible) in the other. John L. Thompson has called on Christians today to practice the art of “reading the Bible with the dead.”1 The RCS presents carefully selected comments from the extant commentaries of the Reformation as an encouragement to more in-depth study of this important epoch in the history of biblical interpretation.


    Strengthening contemporary preaching. The Protestant reformers identified the public preaching of the Word of God as an indispensible means of grace and a sure sign of the true church. Through the words of the preacher, the living voice of the gospel (viva vox evangelii) is heard. Luther famously said that the church is not a “pen house” but a “mouth house.”2 The Reformation in Switzerland began when Huldrych Zwingli entered the pulpit of the Grossmünster in Zurich on January 1, 1519, and began to preach a series of expositional sermons chapter by chapter from the Gospel of Matthew. In the following years he extended this homiletical approach to other books of the Old and New Testaments. Calvin followed a similar pattern in Geneva. Many of the commentaries represented in this series were either originally presented as sermons or were written to support the regular preaching ministry of local church pastors. Luther said that the preacher should be a bonus textualis—a good one with a text—well-versed in the Scriptures. Preachers in the Reformation traditions preached not only about the Bible but also from it, and this required more than a passing acquaintance with its contents. Those who have been charged with the office of preaching in the church today can find wisdom and insight—and fresh perspectives—in the sermons of the Reformation and the biblical commentaries read and studied by preachers of the sixteenth century.


    Deepening understanding of the Reformation. Some scholars of the sixteenth century prefer to speak of the period they study in the plural, the European Reformations, to indicate that many diverse impulses for reform were at work in this turbulent age of transition from medieval to modern times.3 While this point is well taken, the RCS follows the time-honored tradition of using Reformation in the singular form to indicate not only a major moment in the history of Christianity in the West but also, as Hans J. Hillerbrand has put it, “an essential cohesiveness in the heterogeneous pursuits of religious reform in the sixteenth century.”4 At the same time, in developing guidelines to assist the volume editors in making judicious selections from the vast amount of commentary material available in this period, we have stressed the multifaceted character of the Reformation across many confessions, theological orientations and political settings.


    Advancing Christian scholarship. By assembling and disseminating numerous voices from such a signal period as the Reformation, the RCS aims to make a significant contribution to the ever-growing stream of Christian scholarship. The post-Enlightenment split between the study of the Bible as an academic discipline and the reading of the Bible as spiritual nurture was foreign to the reformers. For them the study of the Bible was transformative at the most basic level of the human person: coram deo.


    The reformers all repudiated the idea that the Bible could be studied and understood with dispassionate objectivity, as a cold artifact from antiquity. Luther’s famous Reformation breakthrough triggered by his laborious study of the Psalms and Paul’s letter to the Romans is well known, but the experience of Cambridge scholar Thomas Bilney was perhaps more typical. When Erasmus’s critical edition of the Greek New Testament was published in 1516, it was accompanied by a new translation in elegant Latin. Attracted by the classical beauty of Erasmus’s Latin, Bilney came across this statement in 1 Timothy 1:15: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” In the Greek this sentence is described as pistos ho logos, which the Vulgate had rendered fidelis sermo, “a faithful saying.” Erasmus chose a different word for the Greek pistos—certus, “sure, certain.” When Bilney grasped the meaning of this word applied to the announcement of salvation in Christ, he tells us that “Immediately, I felt a marvellous comfort and quietness, insomuch as ‘my bruised bones leaped for joy.’”5


    Luther described the way the Bible was meant to function in the minds and hearts of believers when he reproached himself and others for studying the nativity narrative with such cool unconcern:


    I hate myself because when I see Christ laid in the manger or in the lap of his mother and hear the angels sing, my heart does not leap into flame. With what good reason should we all despise ourselves that we remain so cold when this word is spoken to us, over which everyone should dance and leap and burn for joy! We act as though it were a frigid historical fact that does not smite our hearts, as if someone were merely relating that the sultan has a crown of gold.6


    It was a core conviction of the Reformation that the careful study and meditative listening to the Scriptures, what the monks called lectio divina, could yield transformative results for all of life. The value of such a rich commentary, therefore, lies not only in the impressive volume of Reformation-era voices that are presented throughout the course of the series but in the many particular fields for which their respective lives and ministries are relevant. The Reformation is consequential for historical studies, both church as well as secular history. Biblical and theological studies, to say nothing of pastoral and spiritual studies, also stand to benefit and progress immensely from renewed engagement today, as mediated through the RCS, with the reformers of yesteryear.


    Perspectives


    In setting forth the perspectives and parameters of the RCS, the following considerations have proved helpful.


    Chronology. When did the Reformation begin, and how long did it last? In some traditional accounts, the answer was clear: the Reformation began with the posting of Lu-ther’s Ninety-five Theses at Wittenberg in 1517 and ended with the death of Calvin in Geneva in 1564. Apart from reducing the Reformation to a largely German event with a side trip to Switzerland, this perspective fails to do justice to the important events that led up to Luther’s break with Rome and its many reverberations throughout Europe and beyond. In choosing commentary selections for the RCS, we have adopted the concept of the long sixteenth century, say, from the late 1400s to the mid-seventeenth century. Thus we have included commentary selections from early or pre-Reformation writers such as John Colet and Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples to seventeenth-century figures such as Henry Ainsworth and Johann Gerhard.


    Confession. The RCS concentrates primarily, though not exclusively, on the exegetical writings of the Protestant reformers. While the ACCS provided a compendium of key consensual exegetes of the early Christian centuries, the Catholic/Protestant confessional divide in the sixteenth century tested the very idea of consensus, especially with reference to ecclesiology and soteriology. While many able and worthy exegetes faithful to the Roman Catholic Church were active during this period, this project has chosen to include primarily those figures that represent perspectives within the Protestant Reformation. For this reason we have not included comments on the apocryphal or deuterocanonical writings.


    We recognize that “Protestant” and “Catholic” as contradistinctive labels are anachronistic terms for the early decades of the sixteenth century before the hardening of confessional identities surrounding the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Protestant figures such as Philipp Melanchthon, Johannes Oecolampadius and John Calvin were all products of the revival of sacred letters known as biblical humanism. They shared an approach to biblical interpretation that owed much to Desiderius Erasmus and other scholars who remained loyal to the Church of Rome. Careful comparative studies of Protestant and Catholic exegesis in the sixteenth century have shown surprising areas of agreement when the focus was the study of a particular biblical text rather than the standard confessional debates.


    At the same time, exegetical differences among the various Protestant groups could become strident and church-dividing. The most famous example of this is the interpretive impasse between Luther and Zwingli over the meaning of “This is my body” (Mt 26:26) in the words of institution. Their disagreement at the Colloquy of Marburg in 1529 had important christological and pastoral implications, as well as social and political consequences. Luther refused fellowship with Zwingli and his party at the end of the colloquy; in no small measure this bitter division led to the separate trajectories pursued by Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism to this day. In Elizabethan England, Puritans and Anglicans agreed that “Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man” (article 6 of the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion), yet on the basis of their differing interpretations of the Bible they fought bitterly over the structures of the church, the clothing of the clergy and the ways of worship. On the matter of infant baptism, Catholics and Protestants alike agreed on its propriety, though there were various theories as to how a practice not mentioned in the Bible could be justified biblically. The Anabaptists were outliers on this subject. They rejected infant baptism altogether. They appealed to the example of the baptism of Jesus and to his final words as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 28:19-20): “Go therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” New Testament Christians, they argued, are to follow not only the commands of Jesus in the Great Commission, but also the exact order in which they were given: evangelize, baptize, catechize.


    These and many other differences of interpretation among the various Protestant groups are reflected in their many sermons, commentaries and public disputations. In the RCS, the volume editors’ introduction to each volume is intended to help the reader understand the nature and significance of doctrinal conversations and disputes that resulted in particular, and frequently clashing, interpretations. Footnotes throughout the text will be provided to explain obscure references, unusual expressions and other matters that require special comment. Volume editors have chosen comments on the Bible across a wide range of sixteenth-century confessions and schools of interpretation: biblical humanists, Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Puritan and Anabaptist. We have not pursued passages from post-Tridentine Catholic authors or from radical spiritualists and antitrinitarian writers, though sufficient material is available from these sources to justify another series.


    Format. The design of the RCS is intended to offer reader-friendly access to these classic texts. The availability of digital resources has given access to a huge residual database of sixteenth-century exegetical comment hitherto available only in major research universities and rare book collections. The RCS has benefited greatly from online databases such as Alexander Street Press’s Digital Library of Classical Protestant Texts (DLCPT) as well as freely accessible databases like the Post-Reformation Digital Library (prdl.org). Through the help of RCS editorial advisor Herman Selderhuis, we have also had access to the special Reformation collections of the Johannes a Lasco Bibliothek in Emden, Germany. In addition, modern critical editions and translations of Reformation sources have been published over the past generation. Original translations of Reformation sources are given unless an acceptable translation already exists.


    Each volume in the RCS will include an introduction by the volume editor placing that portion of the canon within the historical context of the Protestant Reformation and presenting a summary of the theological themes, interpretive issues and reception of the particular book(s). The commentary itself consists of particular pericopes identified by a pericope heading; the biblical text in the English Standard Version (ESV), with significant textual variants registered in the footnotes; an overview of the pericope in which principal exegetical and theological concerns of the Reformation writers are succinctly noted; and excerpts from the Reformation writers identified by name according to the conventions of the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation. Each volume will also include a bibliography of sources cited, as well as an appendix of authors and source works.


    The Reformation era was a time of verbal as well as physical violence, and this fact has presented a challenge for this project. Without unduly sanitizing the texts, where they contain anti-Semitic, sexist or inordinately polemical rhetoric, we have not felt obliged to parade such comments either. We have noted the abridgement of texts with ellipses and an explanatory footnote. While this procedure would not be valid in the critical edition of such a text, we have deemed it appropriate in a series whose primary purpose is pastoral and devotional. When translating homo or similar terms that refer to the human race as a whole or to individual persons without reference to gender, we have used alternative English expressions to the word man (or derivative constructions that formerly were used generically to signify humanity at large), whenever such substitutions can be made without producing an awkward or artificial construction.


    As is true in the ACCS, we have made a special effort where possible to include the voices of women, though we acknowledge the difficulty of doing so for the early modern period when for a variety of social and cultural reasons few theological and biblical works were published by women. However, recent scholarship has focused on a number of female leaders whose literary remains show us how they understood and interpreted the Bible. Women who made significant contributions to the Reformation include Marguerite d’Angoulême, sister of King Francis I, who supported French reformist evangelicals including Calvin and who published a religious poem influenced by Luther’s theology, The Mirror of the Sinful Soul; Argula von Grumbach, a Bavarian noblewoman who defended the teachings of Luther and Melanchthon before the theologians of the University of Ingolstadt; Katharina Schütz Zell, the wife of a former priest, Matthias Zell, and a remarkable reformer in her own right—she conducted funerals, compiled hymnbooks, defended the downtrodden and published a defense of clerical marriage as well as composing works of consolation on divine comfort and pleas for the toleration of Anabaptists and Catholics alike; and Anne Askew, a Protestant martyr put to death in 1546 after demonstrating remarkable biblical prowess in her examinations by church officials. Other echoes of faithful women in the age of the Reformation are found in their letters, translations, poems, hymns, court depositions and martyr records.


    Lay culture, learned culture. In recent decades, much attention has been given to what is called “reforming from below,” that is, the expressions of religious beliefs and churchly life that characterized the popular culture of the majority of the population in the era of the Reformation. Social historians have taught us to examine the diverse pieties of townspeople and city folk, of rural religion and village life, the emergence of lay theologies and the experiences of women in the religious tumults of Reformation Europe.7 Formal commentaries by their nature are artifacts of learned culture. Almost all of them were written in Latin, the lingua franca of learned discourse well past the age of the Reformation. Biblical commentaries were certainly not the primary means by which the Protestant Reformation spread so rapidly across wide sectors of sixteenth-century society. Small pamphlets and broadsheets, later called Flugschriften (“flying writings”), with their graphic woodcuts and cartoon-like depictions of Reformation personalities and events, became the means of choice for mass communication in the early age of printing. Sermons and works of devotion were also printed with appealing visual aids. Luther’s early writings were often accompanied by drawings and sketches from Lucas Cranach and other artists. This was done “above all for the sake of children and simple folk,” as Luther put it, “who are more easily moved by pictures and images to recall divine history than through mere words or doctrines.”8


    We should be cautious, however, in drawing too sharp a distinction between learned and lay culture in this period. The phenomenon of preaching was a kind of verbal bridge between scholars at their desks and the thousands of illiterate or semiliterate listeners whose views were shaped by the results of Reformation exegesis. According to contemporary witness, more than one thousand people were crowding into Geneva to hear Calvin expound the Scriptures every day.9 An example of how learned theological works by Reformation scholars were received across divisions of class and social status comes from Lazare Drilhon, an apothecary of Toulon. He was accused of heresy in May 1545 when a cache of prohibited books was found hidden in his garden shed. In addition to devotional works, the French New Testament and a copy of Calvin’s Genevan liturgy, there was found a series of biblical commentaries, translated from the Latin into French: Martin Bucer’s on Matthew, François Lambert’s on the Apocalypse and one by Oecolampadius on 1 John.10 Biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century was not limited to the kind of full-length commentaries found in Drilhon’s shed. Citations from the Bible and expositions of its meaning permeate the extant literature of sermons, letters, court depositions, doctrinal treatises, records of public disputations and even last wills and testaments. While most of the selections in the RCS will be drawn from formal commentary literature, other sources of biblical reflection will also be considered.


    Historical Context


    The medieval legacy. On October 18, 1512, the degree Doctor in Biblia was conferred on Martin Luther, and he began his career as a professor in the University of Wittenberg. As is well known, Luther was also a monk who had taken solemn vows in the Augustinian Order of Hermits at Erfurt. These two settings—the university and the monastery—both deeply rooted in the Middle Ages, form the background not only for Luther’s personal vocation as a reformer but also for the history of the biblical commentary in the age of the Reformation. Since the time of the Venerable Bede (d. 735), sometimes called “the last of the Fathers,” serious study of the Bible had taken place primarily in the context of cloistered monasteries. The Rule of St. Benedict brought together lectio and meditatio, the knowledge of letters and the life of prayer. The liturgy was the medium through which the daily reading of the Bible, especially the Psalms, and the sayings of the church fathers came together in the spiritual formation of the monks.11 Essential to this understanding was a belief in the unity of the people of God throughout time as well as space, and an awareness that life in this world was a preparation for the beatific vision in the next.


    The source of theology was the study of the sacred page (sacra pagina); its object was the accumulation of knowledge not for its own sake but for the obtaining of eternal life. For these monks, the Bible had God for its author, salvation for its end and unadulterated truth for its matter, though they would not have expressed it in such an Aristotelian way. The medieval method of interpreting the Bible owed much to Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine. In addition to setting forth a series of rules (drawn from an earlier work by Tyconius), Augustine stressed the importance of distinguishing the literal and spiritual or allegorical senses of Scripture. While the literal sense was not disparaged, the allegorical was valued because it enabled the believer to obtain spiritual benefit from the obscure places in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament. For Augustine, as for the monks who followed him, the goal of scriptural exegesis was freighted with eschatological meaning; its purpose was to induce faith, hope and love and so to advance in one’s pilgrimage toward that city with foundations (see Heb 11:10).


    Building on the work of Augustine and other church fathers going back to Origen, medieval exegetes came to understand Scripture as possessed of four possible meanings, the famous quadriga. The literal meaning was retained, of course, but the spiritual meaning was now subdivided into three senses: the allegorical, the moral and the anagogical. Medieval exegetes often referred to the four meanings of Scripture in a popular rhyme:


    
      The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;


      The allegory shows us where our faith is hid;


      The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;


      The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.12

    


    In this schema, the three spiritual meanings of the text correspond to the three theological virtues: faith (allegory), hope (anagogy) and love (the moral meaning). It should be noted that this way of approaching the Bible assumed a high doctrine of scriptural inspiration: the multiple meanings inherent in the text had been placed there by the Holy Spirit for the benefit of the people of God. The biblical justification for this method went back to the apostle Paul, who had used the words allegory and type when applying Old Testament events to believers in Christ (Gal 4:21-31; 1 Cor 10:1-11). The problem with this approach was knowing how to relate each of the four senses to one another and how to prevent Scripture from becoming a nose of wax turned this way and that by various interpreters. As G. R. Evans explains, “Any interpretation which could be put upon the text and was in keeping with the faith and edifying, had the warrant of God himself, for no human reader had the ingenuity to find more than God had put there.”13


    With the rise of the universities in the eleventh century, theology and the study of Scripture moved from the cloister into the classroom. Scripture and the Fathers were still important, but they came to function more as footnotes to the theological questions debated in the schools and brought together in an impressive systematic way in works such as Peter Lombard’s Books of Sentences (the standard theology textbook of the Middle Ages) and the great scholastic summae of the thirteenth century. Indispensible to the study of the Bible in the later Middle Ages was the Glossa ordinaria, a collection of exegetical opinions by the church fathers and other commentators. Heiko Oberman summarized the transition from devotion to dialectic this way: “When, due to the scientific revolution of the twelfth century, Scripture became the object of study rather than the subject through which God speaks to the student, the difference between the two modes of speaking was investigated in terms of the texts themselves rather than in their relation to the recipients.”14 It was possible, of course, to be both a scholastic theologian and a master of the spiritual life. Meister Eckhart, for example, wrote commentaries on the Old Testament in Latin and works of mystical theology in German, reflecting what had come to be seen as a division of labor between the two.


    An increasing focus on the text of Scripture led to a revival of interest in its literal sense. The two key figures in this development were Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and Nicholas of Lyra (d. 1340). Thomas is best remembered for his Summa Theologiae, but he was also a prolific commentator on the Bible. Thomas did not abandon the multiple senses of Scripture but declared that all the senses were founded on one—the literal—and this sense eclipsed allegory as the basis of sacred doctrine. Nicholas of Lyra was a Franciscan scholar who made use of the Hebrew text of the Old Testament and quoted liberally from works of Jewish scholars, especially the learned French rabbi Salomon Rashi (d. 1105). After Aquinas, Lyra was the strongest defender of the literal, historical meaning of Scripture as the primary basis of theological disputation. His Postilla, as his notes were called—the abbreviated form of post illa verba textus, meaning “after these words from Scripture”—were widely circulated in the late Middle Ages and became the first biblical commentary to be printed in the fifteenth century. More than any other commentator from the period of high scholasticism, Lyra and his work were greatly valued by the early reformers. According to an old Latin pun, Nisi Lyra lyrasset, Lutherus non saltasset, “If Lyra had not played his lyre, Luther would not have danced.”15 While Luther was never an uncritical disciple of any teacher, he did praise Lyra as a good Hebraist and quoted him more than one hundred times in his lectures on Genesis, where he declared, “I prefer him to almost all other interpreters of Scripture.”16


    Sacred philology. The sixteenth century has been called a golden age of biblical interpretation, and it is a fact that the age of the Reformation witnessed an explosion of commentary writing unparalleled in the history of the Christian church. Kenneth Hagen has cataloged forty-five commentaries on Hebrews between 1516 (Erasmus) and 1598 (Beza).17 During the sixteenth century, more than seventy new commentaries on Romans were published, five of them by Melanchthon alone, and nearly one hundred commentaries on the Bible’s prayer book, the Psalms.18 There were two developments in the fifteenth century that presaged this development and without which it could not have taken place: the invention of printing and the rediscovery of a vast store of ancient learning hitherto unknown or unavailable to scholars in the West.


    It is now commonplace to say that what the computer has become in our generation, the printing press was to the world of Erasmus, Luther and other leaders of the Reformation. Johannes Gutenberg, a goldsmith by trade, developed a metal alloy suitable for type and a machine that would allow printed characters to be cast with relative ease, placed in even lines of composition and then manipulated again and again, making possible the mass production of an unbelievable number of texts. In 1455, the Gutenberg Bible, the masterpiece of the typographical revolution, was published at Mainz in double columns in gothic type. Forty-seven copies of the beautiful Gutenberg Bible are still extant, each consisting of more than one thousand colorfully illuminated and impeccably printed pages. What began at Gutenberg’s print shop in Mainz on the Rhine River soon spread, like McDonald’s or Starbucks in our day, into every nook and cranny of the known world. Printing presses sprang up in Rome (1464), Venice (1469), Paris (1470), the Netherlands (1471), Switzerland (1472), Spain (1474), England (1476), Sweden (1483) and Constantinople (1490). By 1500, these and other presses across Europe had published some twenty-seven thousand titles, most of them in Latin. Erasmus once compared himself with an obscure preacher whose sermons were heard by only a few people in one or two churches while his books were read in every country in the world. Erasmus was not known for his humility, but in this case he was simply telling the truth.19


    The Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla (d. 1457) died in the early dawn of the age of printing, but his critical and philological studies would be taken up by others who believed that genuine reform in church and society could come about only by returning to the wellsprings of ancient learning and wisdom—ad fontes, “back to the sources!” Valla is best remembered for undermining a major claim made by defenders of the papacy when he proved by philological research that the so-called Donation of Constantine, which had bolstered papal assertions of temporal sovereignty, was a forgery. But it was Valla’s Collatio Novi Testamenti of 1444 that would have such a great effect on the renewal of biblical studies in the next century. Erasmus discovered the manuscript of this work while rummaging through an old library in Belgium and published it at Paris in 1505. In the preface to his edition of Valla, Erasmus gave the rationale that would guide his own labors in textual criticism. Just as Jerome had translated the Latin Vulgate from older versions and copies of the Scriptures in his day, so now Jerome’s own text must be subjected to careful scrutiny and correction. Erasmus would be Hieronymus redivivus, a new Jerome come back to life to advance the cause of sacred philology. The restoration of the Scriptures and the writings of the church fathers would usher in what Erasmus believed would be a golden age of peace and learning. In 1516, the Basel publisher Froben brought out Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum, the first published edition of the Greek New Testament. Erasmus’s Greek New Testament would go through five editions in his lifetime, each one with new emendations to the text and a growing section of annotations that expanded to include not only technical notes about the text but also theological comment. The influence of Erasmus’s Greek New Testament was enormous. It formed the basis for Robert Estienne’s Novum Testamentum Graece of 1550, which in turn was used to establish the Greek Textus Receptus for a number of late Reformation translations including the King James Version of 1611.


    For all his expertise in Greek, Erasmus was a poor student of Hebrew and only published commentaries on several of the psalms. However, the renaissance of Hebrew letters was part of the wider program of biblical humanism as reflected in the establishment of trilingual colleges devoted to the study of Hebrew, Greek and Latin (the three languages written on the titulus of Jesus’ cross [Jn 19:20]) at Alcalá in Spain, Wittenberg in Germany, Louvain in Belgium and Paris in France. While it is true that some medieval commentators, especially Nicholas of Lyra, had been informed by the study of Hebrew and rabbinics in their biblical work, it was the publication of Johannes Reuchlin’s De rudimentis hebraicis (1506), a combined grammar and dictionary, that led to the recovery of veritas Hebraica, as Jerome had referred to the true voice of the Hebrew Scriptures. The pursuit of Hebrew studies was carried forward in the Reformation by two great scholars, Konrad Pellikan and Sebastian Münster. Pellikan was a former Franciscan friar who embraced the Protestant cause and played a major role in the Zurich reformation. He had published a Hebrew grammar even prior to Reuchlin and produced a commentary on nearly the entire Bible that appeared in seven volumes between 1532 and 1539. Münster was Pellikan’s student and taught Hebrew at the University of Heidelberg before taking up a similar position in Basel. Like his mentor, Münster was a great collector of Hebraica and published a series of excellent grammars, dictionaries and rabbinic texts. Münster did for the Hebrew Old Testament what Erasmus had done for the Greek New Testament. His Hebraica Biblia offered a fresh Latin translation of the Old Testament with annotations from medieval rabbinic exegesis.


    Luther first learned Hebrew with Reuchlin’s grammar in hand but took advantage of other published resources, such as the four-volume Hebrew Bible published at Venice by Daniel Bomberg in 1516 to 1517. He also gathered his own circle of Hebrew experts, his sanhedrin he called it, who helped him with his German translation of the Old Testament. We do not know where William Tyndale learned Hebrew, though perhaps it was in Worms, where there was a thriving rabbinical school during his stay there. In any event, he had sufficiently mastered the language to bring out a freshly translated Pentateuch that was published at Antwerp in 1530. By the time the English separatist scholar Henry Ainsworth published his prolix commentaries on the Pentateuch in 1616, the knowledge of Hebrew, as well as Greek, was taken for granted by every serious scholar of the Bible. In the preface to his commentary on Genesis, Ainsworth explained that “the literal sense of Moses’s Hebrew (which is the tongue wherein he wrote the law), is the ground of all interpretation, and that language hath figures and properties of speech, different from ours: These therefore in the first place are to be opened that the natural meaning of the Scripture, being known, the mysteries of godliness therein implied, may be better discerned.”20


    The restoration of the biblical text in the original languages made possible the revival of scriptural exposition reflected in the floodtide of sermon literature and commentary work. Of even more far-reaching import was the steady stream of vernacular Bibles in the sixteenth century. In the introduction to his 1516 edition of the New Testament, Erasmus had expressed his desire that the Scriptures be translated into all languages so that “the lowliest women” could read the Gospels and the Pauline epistles and “the farmer sing some portion of them at the plow, the weaver hum some parts of them to the movement of his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of this kind.”21 Like Erasmus, Tyndale wanted the Bible to be available in the language of the common people. He once said to a learned divine that if God spared his life he would cause the boy who drives the plow to know more of the Scriptures than he did!22 The project of allowing the Bible to speak in the language of the mother in the house, the children in the street and the cheesemonger in the marketplace was met with stiff opposition by certain Catholic polemists such as Johann Eck, Luther’s antagonist at the Leipzig Debate of 1519. In his Enchiridion (1525), Eck derided the “inky theologians” whose translations paraded the Bible before “the untutored crowd” and subjected it to the judgment of “laymen and crazy old women.”23 In fact, some fourteen German Bibles had already been published prior to Luther’s September Testament of 1522, which he translated from Erasmus’s Greek New Testament in less than three months’ time while sequestered in the Wartburg. Luther’s German New Testament became the first bestseller in the world, appearing in forty-three distinct editions between 1522 and 1525 with upward of one hundred thousand copies issued in these three years. It is estimated that 5 percent of the German population may have been literate at this time, but this rate increased as the century wore on due in no small part to the unmitigated success of vernacular Bibles.24


    Luther’s German Bible (inclusive of the Old Testament from 1534) was the most successful venture of its kind, but it was not alone in the field. Hans Denck and Ludwig Hätzer, leaders in the early Anabaptist movement, translated the prophetic books of the Old Testament from Hebrew into German in 1527. This work influenced the Swiss-German Bible of 1531 published by Leo Jud and other pastors in Zurich. Tyndale’s influence on the English language rivaled that of Luther on German. At a time when English was regarded as “that obscure and remote dialect of German spoken in an off-shore island,” Tyndale, with his remarkable linguistic ability (he was fluent in eight languages), “made a language for England,” as his modern editor David Daniell has put it.25 Tyndale was imprisoned and executed near Brussels in 1536, but the influence of his biblical work among the common people of England was already being felt. There is no reason to doubt the authenticity of John Foxe’s recollection of how Tyndale’s New Testament was received in England during the 1520s and 1530s:


    The fervent zeal of those Christian days seemed much superior to these our days and times; as manifestly may appear by their sitting up all night in reading and hearing; also by their expenses and charges in buying of books in English, of whom some gave five marks, some more, some less, for a book: some gave a load of hay for a few chapters of St. James, or of St. Paul in English.26


    Calvin helped to revise and contributed three prefaces to the French Bible translated by his cousin Pierre Robert Olivétan and originally published at Neuchâtel in 1535. Clément Marot and Beza provided a fresh translation of the Psalms with each psalm rendered in poetic form and accompanied by monophonic musical settings for congregational singing. The Bay Psalter, the first book printed in America, was an English adaptation of this work. Geneva also provided the provenance of the most influential Italian Bible published by Giovanni Diodati in 1607. The flowering of biblical humanism in vernacular Bibles resulted in new translations in all of the major language groups of Europe: Spanish (1569), Portuguese (1681), Dutch (New Testament, 1523; Old Testament, 1527), Danish (1550), Czech (1579–1593/94), Hungarian (New Testament, 1541; complete Bible, 1590), Polish (1563), Swedish (1541) and even Arabic (1591).27


    Patterns of Reformation


    Once the text of the Bible had been placed in the hands of the people, in cheap and easily available editions, what further need was there of published expositions such as commentaries? Given the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, was there any longer a need for learned clergy and their bookish religion? Some radical reformers thought not. Sebastian Franck searched for the true church of the Spirit “scattered among the heathen and the weeds” but could not find it in any of the institutional structures of his time. Veritas non potest scribi, aut exprimi, he said, “truth can neither be spoken nor written.”28 Kaspar von Schwenckfeld so emphasized religious inwardness that he suspended external observance of the Lord’s Supper and downplayed the readable, audible Scriptures in favor of the Word within. This trajectory would lead to the rise of the Quakers in the next century, but it was pursued neither by the mainline reformers nor by most of the Anabaptists. Article 7 of the Augsburg Confession (1530) declared the one holy Christian church to be “the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”29


    Historians of the nineteenth century referred to the material and formal principles of the Reformation. In this construal, the matter at stake was the meaning of the Christian gospel: the liberating insight that helpless sinners are graciously justified by the gift of faith alone, apart from any works or merits of their own, entirely on the basis of Christ’s atoning work on the cross. For Luther especially, justification by faith alone became the criterion by which all other doctrines and practices of the church were to be judged. The cross proves everything, he said at the Heidelberg disputation in 1518. The distinction between law and gospel thus became the primary hermeneutical key that unlocked the true meaning of Scripture.


    The formal principle of the Reformation, sola Scriptura, was closely bound up with proper distinctions between Scripture and tradition. “Scripture alone,” said Luther, “is the true lord and master of all writings and doctrine on earth. If that is not granted, what is Scripture good for? The more we reject it, the more we become satisfied with human books and human teachers.”30 On the basis of this principle, the reformers challenged the structures and institutions of the medieval Catholic Church. Even a simple layperson, they asserted, armed with Scripture should be believed above a pope or a council without it. But, however boldly asserted, the doctrine of the primacy of Scripture did not absolve the reformers from dealing with a host of hermeneutical issues that became matters of contention both between Rome and the Reformation and within each of these two communities: the extent of the biblical canon, the validity of critical study of the Bible, the perspicuity of Scripture and its relation to preaching, and the retention of devotional and liturgical practices such as holy days, incense, the burning of candles, the sprinkling of holy water, church art and musical instruments. Zwingli, the Puritans and the radicals dismissed such things as a rubbish heap of ceremonials that amounted to nothing but tomfoolery, while Lutherans and Anglicans retained most of them as consonant with Scripture and valuable aids to worship.


    It is important to note that while the mainline reformers differed among themselves on many matters, overwhelmingly they saw themselves as part of the ongoing Catholic tradition, indeed as the legitimate bearers of it. This was seen in numerous ways including their sense of continuity with the church of the preceding centuries; their embrace of the ecumenical orthodoxy of the early church; and their desire to read the Bible in dialogue with the exegetical tradition of the church.


    In their biblical commentaries, the reformers of the sixteenth century revealed a close familiarity with the preceding exegetical tradition, and they used it respectfully as well as critically in their own expositions of the sacred text. For them, sola Scriptura was not nuda Scriptura. Rather, the Scriptures were seen as the book given to the church, gathered and guided by the Holy Spirit. In his restatement of the Vincentian canon, Calvin defined the church as “a society of all the saints, a society which, spread over the whole world, and existing in all ages, and bound together by the one doctrine and the one spirit of Christ, cultivates and observes unity of faith and brotherly concord. With this church we deny that we have any disagreement. Nay, rather, as we revere her as our mother, so we desire to remain in her bosom.” Defined thus, the church has a real, albeit relative and circumscribed, authority since, as Calvin admits, “We cannot fly without wings.”31 While the reformers could not agree with the Council of Trent (though some recent Catholic theologians have challenged this interpretation) that Scripture and tradition were two separate and equal sources of divine revelation, they did believe in the coinherence of Scripture and tradition. This conviction shaped the way they read and interpreted the Bible.32


    Schools of Exegesis


    The reformers were passionate about biblical exegesis, but they showed little concern for hermeneutics as a separate field of inquiry. Niels Hemmingsen, a Lutheran theologian in Denmark, did write a treatise, De methodis (1555), in which he offered a philosophical and theological framework for the interpretation of Scripture. This was followed by the Clavis Scripturae Sacrae (1567) of Matthias Flacius Illyricus, which contains some fifty rules for studying the Bible drawn from Scripture itself.33 However, hermeneutics as we know it came of age only in the Enlightenment and should not be backloaded into the Reformation. It is also true that the word commentary did not mean in the sixteenth century what it means for us today. Erasmus provided both annotations and paraphrases on the New Testament, the former a series of critical notes on the text but also containing points of doctrinal substance, the latter a theological overview and brief exposition. Most of Calvin’s commentaries began as sermons or lectures presented in the course of his pastoral ministry. In the dedication to his 1519 study of Galatians, Luther declared that his work was “not so much a commentary as a testimony of my faith in Christ.”34 The exegetical work of the reformers was embodied in a wide variety of forms and genres, and the RCS has worked with this broader concept in setting the guidelines for this compendium.


    The Protestant reformers shared in common a number of key interpretive principles such as the priority of the grammatical-historical sense of Scripture and the christological centeredness of the entire Bible, but they also developed a number of distinct approaches and schools of exegesis.35 For the purposes of the RCS, we note the following key figures and families of interpretation in this period.


    Biblical humanism. The key figure is Erasmus, whose importance is hard to exaggerate for Catholic and Protestant exegetes alike. His annotated Greek New Testament and fresh Latin translation challenged the hegemony of the Vulgate tradition and was doubtless a factor in the decision of the Council of Trent to establish the Vulgate edition as authentic and normative. Erasmus believed that the wide distribution of the Scriptures would contribute to personal spiritual renewal and the reform of society. In 1547, the English translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrases was ordered to be placed in every parish church in England. John Colet first encouraged Erasmus to learn Greek, though he never took up the language himself. Colet’s lectures on Paul’s epistles at Oxford are reflected in his commentaries on Romans and 1 Corinthians.


    Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples has been called the “French Erasmus” because of his great learning and support for early reform movements in his native land. He published a major edition of the Psalter, as well as commentaries on the Pauline Epistles (1512), the Gospels (1522) and the General Epistles (1527). Guillaume Farel, the early reformer of Geneva, was a disciple of Lefèvre, and the young Calvin also came within his sphere of influence.


    Among pre-Tridentine Catholic reformers, special attention should be given to Thomas de Vio, better known as Cajetan. He is best remembered for confronting Martin Luther on behalf of the pope in 1518, but his biblical commentaries (on nearly every book of the Bible) are virtually free of polemic. Like Erasmus, he dared to criticize the Vulgate on linguistic grounds. His commentary on Romans supported the doctrine of justification by grace applied by faith based on the “alien righteousness” of God in Christ. Jared Wicks sums up Cajetan’s significance in this way: “Cajetan’s combination of passion for pristine biblical meaning with his fully developed theological horizon of understanding indicates, in an intriguing manner, something of the breadth of possibilities open to Roman Catholics before a more restrictive settlement came to exercise its hold on many Catholic interpreters in the wake of the Council of Trent.”36 Girolamo Seripando, like Cajetan, was a cardinal in the Catholic Church, though he belonged to the Augustinian rather than the Dominican order. He was an outstanding classical scholar and published commentaries on Romans and Galatians. Also important is Jacopo Sadoleto, another cardinal, best known for his 1539 letter to the people of Geneva beseeching them to return to the church of Rome, to which Calvin replied with a manifesto of his own. Sadoleto published a commentary on Romans in 1535. Bucer once commended Sadoleto’s teaching on justification as approximating that of the reformers, while others saw him tilting away from the Augustinian tradition toward Pelagianism.37


    Luther and the Wittenberg School. It was in the name of the Word of God, and specifically as a doctor of Scripture, that Luther challenged the church of his day and inaugurated the Reformation. Though Luther renounced his monastic vows, he never lost that sense of intimacy with sacra pagina he first acquired as a young monk. Luther provided three rules for reading the Bible: prayer, meditation and struggle (tentatio). His exegetical output was enormous. In the American edition of Luther’s works, thirty out of the fifty-five volumes are devoted to his biblical studies, and additional translations are planned. Many of his commentaries originated as sermons or lecture notes presented to his students at the university and to his parishioners at Wittenberg’s parish church of St. Mary. Luther referred to Galatians as his bride: “The Epistle to the Galatians is my dear epistle. I have betrothed myself to it. It is my Käthe von Bora.”38 He considered his 1535 commentary on Galatians his greatest exegetical work, although his massive commentary on Genesis (eight volumes in LW), which he worked on for ten years (1535–1545), must be considered his crowning work. Luther’s principles of biblical interpretation are found in his Open Letter on Translating and in the prefaces he wrote to all the books of the Bible.


    Philipp Melanchthon was brought to Wittenberg to teach Greek in 1518 and proved to be an able associate to Luther in the reform of the church. A set of his lecture notes on Romans was published without his knowledge in 1522. This was revised and expanded many times until his large commentary of 1556. Melanchthon also commented on other New Testament books including Matthew, John, Galatians and the Petrine epistles, as well as Proverbs, Daniel and Ecclesiastes. Though he was well trained in the humanist disciplines, Melanchthon devoted little attention to critical and textual matters in his commentaries. Rather, he followed the primary argument of the biblical writer and gathered from this exposition a series of doctrinal topics for special consideration. This method lay behind Melanchthon’s Loci communes (1521), the first Protestant theology textbook to be published. Another Wittenberger was Johannes Bugenhagen of Pomerania, a prolific commentator on both the Old and New Testaments. His commentary on the Psalms (1524), translated into German by Bucer, applied Luther’s teaching on justification to the Psalter. He also wrote a commentary on Job and annotations on many of the books in the Bible. The Lutheran exegetical tradition was shaped by many other scholar-reformers including Andreas Osiander, Johannes Brenz, Caspar Cruciger, Erasmus Sarcerius, Georg Maior, Jacob Andreae, Nikolaus Selnecker and Johann Gerhard.


    The Strasbourg-Basel tradition. Bucer, the son of a shoemaker in Alsace, became the leader of the Reformation in Strasbourg. A former Dominican, he was early on influenced by Erasmus and continued to share his passion for Christian unity. Bucer was the most ecumenical of the Protestant reformers seeking rapprochement with Catholics on justification and an armistice between Luther and Zwingli in their strife over the Lord’s Supper. Bucer also had a decisive influence on Calvin, though the latter characterized his biblical commentaries as longwinded and repetitious.39 In his exegetical work, Bucer made ample use of patristic and medieval sources, though he criticized the abuse and overuse of allegory as “the most blatant insult to the Holy Spirit.”40 He declared that the purpose of his commentaries was “to help inexperienced brethren [perhaps like the apothecary Drilhon, who owned a French translation of Bucer’s Commentary on Matthew] to understand each of the words and actions of Christ, and in their proper order as far as possible, and to retain an explanation of them in their natural meaning, so that they will not distort God’s Word through age-old aberrations or by inept interpretation, but rather with a faithful comprehension of everything as written by the Spirit of God, they may expound to all the churches in their firm upbuilding in faith and love.”41 In addition to writing commentaries on all four Gospels, Bucer published commentaries on Judges, the Psalms, Zephaniah, Romans and Ephesians. In the early years of the Reformation, there was a great deal of back and forth between Strasbourg and Basel, and both were centers of a lively publishing trade. Wolfgang Capito, Bucer’s associate at Strasbourg, was a notable Hebraist and composed commentaries on Hosea (1529) and Habakkuk (1527).


    At Basel, the great Sebastian Münster defended the use of Jewish sources in the Christian study of the Old Testament and published, in addition to his famous Hebrew grammar, an annotated version of the Gospel of Matthew translated from Greek into Hebrew. Oecolampadius, Basel’s chief reformer, had been a proofreader in Froben’s publishing house and worked with Erasmus on his Greek New Testament and his critical edition of Jerome. From 1523 he was both a preacher and professor of Holy Scripture at Basel. He defended Zwingli’s eucharistic theology at the Colloquy of Marburg and published commentaries on 1 John (1524), Romans (1525) and Haggai–Malachi (1525). Oecolampadius was succeeded by Simon Grynaeus, a classical scholar who taught Greek and supported Bucer’s efforts to bring Lutherans and Zwinglians together. More in line with Erasmus was Sebastian Castellio, who came to Basel after his expulsion from Geneva in 1545. He is best remembered for questioning the canonicity of the Song of Songs and for his annotations and French translation of the Bible.


    The Zurich group. Biblical exegesis in Zurich was centered on the distinctive institution of the Prophezei, which began on June 19, 1525. On five days a week, at seven o’clock in the morning, all of the ministers and theological students in Zurich gathered into the choir of the Grossmünster to engage in a period of intense exegesis and interpretation of Scripture. After Zwingli had opened the meeting with prayer, the text of the day was read in Latin, Greek and Hebrew, followed by appropriate textual or exegetical comments. One of the ministers then delivered a sermon on the passage in German that was heard by many of Zurich’s citizens who stopped by the cathedral on their way to work. This institute for advanced biblical studies had an enormous influence as a model for Reformed academies and seminaries throughout Europe. It was also the seedbed for sermon series in Zurich’s churches and the extensive exegetical publications of Zwingli, Leo Jud, Konrad Pellikan, Heinrich Bullinger, Oswald Myconius and Rudolf Gwalther. Zwingli had memorized in Greek all of the Pauline epistles, and this bore fruit in his powerful expository preaching and biblical exegesis. He took seriously the role of grammar, rhetoric and historical research in explaining the biblical text. For example, he disagreed with Bucer on the value of the Septuagint, regarding it as a trustworthy witness to a proto-Hebrew version earlier than the Masoretic text.


    Zwingli’s work was carried forward by his successor Bullinger, one of the most formidable scholars and networkers among the reformers. He composed commentaries on Daniel (1565), the Gospels (1542–1546), the Epistles (1537), Acts (1533) and Revelation (1557). He collaborated with Calvin to produce the Consensus Tigurinus (1549), a Reformed accord on the nature of the Lord’s Supper, and produced a series of fifty sermons on Christian doctrine, known as Decades, which became required reading in Elizabethan England. As the Antistes (“overseer”) of the Zurich church for forty-four years, Bullinger faced opposition from nascent Anabaptism on the one hand and resurgent Catholicism on the other. The need for a well-trained clergy and scholarly resources, including Scripture commentaries, arose from the fact that the Bible was “difficult or obscure to the unlearned, unskillful, unexercised, and malicious or corrupted wills.” While forswearing papal claims to infallibility, Bullinger and other leaders of the magisterial Reformation saw the need for a kind of Protestant magisterium as a check against the tendency to read the Bible in “such sense as everyone shall be persuaded in himself to be most convenient.”42


    Two other commentators can be treated in connection with the Zurich group, though each of them had a wide-ranging ministry across the Reformation fronts. A former Benedictine monk, Wolfgang Musculus, embraced the Reformation in the 1520s and served briefly as the secretary to Bucer in Strasbourg. He shared Bucer’s desire for Protestant unity and served for seventeen years (1531–1548) as a pastor and reformer in Augsburg. After a brief time in Zurich, where he came under the influence of Bullinger, Musculus was called to Bern, where he taught the Scriptures and published commentaries on the Psalms, the Decalogue, Genesis, Romans, Isaiah, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians and Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, and 1 Timothy. Drawing on his exegetical writings, Musculus also produced a compendium of Protestant theology that was translated into English in 1563 as Commonplaces of Christian Religion.


    Peter Martyr Vermigli was a Florentine-born scholar and Augustinian friar who embraced the Reformation and fled to Switzerland in 1542. Over the next twenty years, he would gain an international reputation as a prolific scholar and leading theologian within the Reformed community. He lectured on the Old Testament at Strasbourg, was made regius professor at Oxford, corresponded with the Italian refugee church in Geneva and spent the last years of his life as professor of Hebrew at Zurich. Vermigli published commentaries on 1 Corinthians, Romans and Judges during his lifetime. His biblical lectures on Genesis, Lamentations, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings were published posthumously. The most influential of his writings was the Loci communes (Commonplaces), a theological compendium drawn from his exegetical writings.


    The Genevan reformers. What Zwingli and Bullinger were to Zurich, Calvin and Beza were to Geneva. Calvin has been called “the father of modern biblical scholarship,” and his exegetical work is without parallel in the Reformation. Because of the success of his Institutes of the Christian Religion Calvin has sometimes been thought of as a man of one book, but he always intended the Institutes, which went through eight editions in Latin and five in French during his lifetime, to serve as a guide to the study of the Bible, to show the reader “what he ought especially to seek in Scripture and to what end he ought to relate its contents.” Jacob Arminius, who modified several principles of Calvin’s theology, recommended his commentaries next to the Bible, for, as he said, Calvin “is incomparable in the interpretation of Scripture.”43 Drawing on his superb knowledge of Greek and Hebrew and his thorough training in humanist rhetoric, Calvin produced commentaries on all of the New Testament books except 2 and 3 John and Revelation. Calvin’s Old Testament commentaries originated as sermon and lecture series and include Genesis, Psalms, Hosea, Isaiah, minor prophets, Daniel, Jeremiah and Lamentations, a harmony of the last four books of Moses, Ezekiel 1–20, and Joshua. Calvin sought for brevity and clarity in all of his exegetical work. He emphasized the illumination of the Holy Spirit as essential to a proper understanding of the text. Calvin underscored the continuity between the two Testaments (one covenant in two dispensations) and sought to apply the plain or natural sense of the text to the church of his day. In the preface to his own influential commentary on Romans, Karl Barth described how Calvin worked to recover the mind of Paul and make the apostle’s message relevant to his day:


    How energetically Calvin goes to work, first scientifically establishing the text (“what stands there?”), then following along the footsteps of its thought; that is to say, he conducts a discussion with it until the wall between the first and the sixteenth centuries becomes transparent, and until there in the first century Paul speaks and here the man of the sixteenth century hears, until indeed the conversation between document and reader becomes concentrated upon the substance (which must be the same now as then).44


    Beza was elected moderator of Geneva’s Company of Pastors after Calvin’s death in 1564 and guided the Genevan Reformation over the next four decades. His annotated Latin translation of the Greek New Testament (1556) and his further revisions of the Greek text established his reputation as the leading textual critic of the sixteenth century after Erasmus. Beza completed the translation of Marot’s metrical Psalter, which became a centerpiece of Huguenot piety and Reformed church life. Though known for his polemical writings on grace, free will and predestination, Beza’s work is marked by a strong pastoral orientation and concern for a Scripture-based spirituality.


    Robert Estienne (Stephanus) was a printer-scholar who had served the royal household in Paris. After his conversion to Protestantism, in 1550 he moved to Geneva, where he published a series of notable editions and translations of the Bible. He also produced sermons and commentaries on Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Romans and Hebrews, as well as dictionaries, concordances and a thesaurus of biblical terms. He also published the first editions of the Bible with chapters divided into verses, an innovation that quickly became universally accepted.


    The British Reformation. Commentary writing in England and Scotland lagged behind the continental Reformation for several reasons. In 1500, there were only three publishing houses in England compared with more than two hundred on the Continent. A 1408 statute against publishing or reading the Bible in English, stemming from the days of Lollardy, stifled the free flow of ideas, as was seen in the fate of Tyndale. Moreover, the nature of the English Reformation from Henry through Elizabeth provided little stability for the flourishing of biblical scholarship. In the sixteenth century, many “hot-gospel” Protestants in England were edified by the English translations of commentaries and theological writings by the Continental reformers. The influence of Calvin and Beza was felt especially in the Geneva Bible with its “Protestant glosses” of theological notes and references.


    During the later Elizabethan and Stuart church, however, the indigenous English commentary came into its own. Both Anglicans and Puritans contributed to this outpouring of biblical studies. The sermons of Lancelot Andrewes and John Donne are replete with exegetical insights based on a close study of the Greek and Hebrew texts. Among the Reformed authors in England, none was more influential than William Perkins, the greatest of the early Puritan theologians, who published commentaries on Galatians, Jude, Revelation and the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7). John Cotton, one of his students, wrote commentaries on the Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes and Revelation before departing for New England in 1633. The separatist pastor Henry Ainsworth was an outstanding scholar of Hebrew and wrote major commentaries on the Pentateuch, the Psalms and the Song of Songs. In Scotland, Robert Rollock, the first principal of Edinburgh University (1585), wrote numerous commentaries including those on the Psalms, Ephesians, Daniel, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, John, Colossians and Hebrews. Joseph Mede and Thomas Brightman were leading authorities on Revelation and contributed to the apocalyptic thought of the seventeenth century. Mention should also be made of Archbishop James Ussher, whose Annals of the Old Testament was published in 1650. Ussher developed a keen interest in biblical chronology and calculated that the creation of the world had taken place on October 26, 4004 B.C. As late as 1945, the Scofield Reference Bible still retained this date next to Genesis 1:1, but later editions omitted it because of the lack of evidence on which to fix such dates.45


    Anabaptism. Irena Backus has noted that there was no school of “dissident” exegesis during the Reformation, and the reasons are not hard to find. The radical Reformation was an ill-defined movement that existed on the margins of official church life in the sixteenth century. The denial of infant baptism and the refusal to swear an oath marked radicals as a seditious element in society, and they were persecuted by Protestants and Catholics alike. However, in the RCS we have made an attempt to include some voices of the radical Reformation, especially among the Anabaptists. While the Anabaptists published few commentaries in the sixteenth century, they were avid readers and quoters of the Bible. Numerous exegetical gems can be found in their letters, treatises, martyr acts (especially The Martyrs’ Mirror), hymns and histories. They placed a strong emphasis on the memorizing of Scripture and quoted liberally from vernacular translations of the Bible. George H. Williams has noted that “many an Anabaptist theological tract was really a beautiful mosaic of Scripture texts.”46 In general, most Anabaptists accepted the apocryphal books as canonical, contrasted outer word and inner spirit with relative degrees of strictness and saw the New Testament as normative for church life and social ethics (witness their pacifism, nonswearing, emphasis on believers’ baptism and congregational discipline).


    We have noted the Old Testament translation of Ludwig Hätzer, who became an anti­trinitarian, and Hans Denck that they published at Worms in 1527. Denck also wrote a notable commentary on Micah. Conrad Grebel belonged to a Greek reading circle in Zurich and came to his Anabaptist convictions while poring over the text of Erasmus’s New Testament. The only Anabaptist leader with university credentials was Balthasar Hubmaier, who was made a doctor of theology (Ingolstadt, 1512) in the same year as Luther. His reflections on the Bible are found in his numerous writings, which include the first catechism of the Reformation (1526), a two-part treatise on the freedom of the will and a major work (On the Sword) setting forth positive attitudes toward the role of government and the Christian’s place in society. Melchior Hoffman was an apocalyptic seer who wrote commentaries on Romans, Revelation and Daniel 12. He predicted that Christ would return in 1533. More temperate was Pilgram Marpeck, a mining engineer who embraced Anabaptism and traveled widely throughout Switzerland and south Germany, from Strasbourg to Augsburg. His “Admonition of 1542” is the longest published defense of Anabaptist views on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. He also wrote many letters that functioned as theological tracts for the congregations he had founded dealing with topics such as the fruits of repentance, the lowliness of Christ and the unity of the church. Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest, became the most outstanding leader of the Dutch Anabaptist movement. His masterpiece was the Foundation of Christian Doctrine published in 1540. His other writings include Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm (1537); A Personal Exegesis of Psalm Twenty-five modeled on the style of Augustine’s Confessions; Confession of the Triune God (1550), directed against Adam Pastor, a former disciple of Menno who came to doubt the divinity of Christ; Meditations and Prayers for Mealtime (1557); and the Cross of the Saints (1554), an exhortation to faithfulness in the face of persecution. Like many other Anabaptists, Menno emphasized the centrality of discipleship (Nachfolge) as a deliberate repudiation of the old life and a radical commitment to follow Jesus as Lord.


    Reading Scripture with the Reformers


    In 1947, Gerhard Ebeling set forth his thesis that the history of the Christian church is the history of the interpretation of Scripture. Since that time, the place of the Bible in the story of the church has been investigated from many angles. A better understanding of the history of exegesis has been aided by new critical editions and scholarly discussions of the primary sources. The Cambridge History of the Bible, published in three volumes (1963–1970), remains a standard reference work in the field. The ACCS built on, and itself contributed to, the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom of both East and West. Beryl Smalley’s The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (1940) and Henri de Lubac’s Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture (1959) are essential reading for understanding the monastic and scholastic settings of commentary work between Augustine and Luther. The Reformation took place during what has been called “le grand siècle de la Bible.”47 Aided by the tools of Renaissance humanism and the dynamic impetus of Reformation theology (including permutations and reactions against it), the sixteenth century produced an unprecedented number of commentaries on every book in the Bible. Drawing from this vast storehouse of exegetical treasures, the RCS allows us to read Scripture along with the reformers. In doing so, it serves as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to some of the greatest masters of biblical interpretation in the history of the church.


    The RCS gladly acknowledges its affinity with and dependence on recent scholarly investigations of Reformation-era exegesis. Between 1976 and 1990, three international colloquia on the history of biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century took place in Geneva and in Durham, North Carolina.48 Among those participating in these three gatherings were a number of scholars who have produced groundbreaking works in the study of biblical interpretation in the Reformation. These include Elsie McKee, Irena Backus, Kenneth Hagen, Scott H. Hendrix, Richard A. Muller, Guy Bedouelle, Gerald Hobbs, John B. Payne, Bernard Roussel, Pierre Fraenkel and David C. Steinmetz. Among other scholars whose works are indispensible for the study of this field are Heinrich Bornkamm, Jaroslav Pelikan, Heiko A. Oberman, James S. Preus, T. H. L. Parker, David F. Wright, Tony Lane, John L. Thompson, Frank A. James and Timothy J. Wengert.49 Among these scholars no one has had a greater influence on the study of Reformation exegesis than David C. Steinmetz. A student of Oberman, he has emphasized the importance of understanding the Reformation in medieval perspective. In addition to important studies on Luther and Staupitz, he has pioneered the method of comparative exegesis showing both continuity and discontinuity between major Reformation figures and the preceding exegetical traditions (see his Luther in Context and Calvin in Context). From his base at Duke University, he has spawned what might be called a Steinmetz school, a cadre of students and scholars whose work on the Bible in the Reformation era continues to shape the field. Steinmetz serves on the RCS Board of Editorial Advisors, and a number of our volume editors have pursued doctoral studies under his supervision.


    In 1980, Steinmetz published “The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” a seminal essay that not only placed Reformation exegesis in the context of the preceding fifteen centuries of the church’s study of the Bible but also challenged certain assumptions underlying the hegemony of historical-critical exegesis of the post-Enlightenment academy.50 Steinmetz helps us to approach the reformers and other precritical interpreters of the Bible on their own terms as faithful witnesses to the church’s apostolic tradition. For them, a specific book or pericope had to be understood within the scope of the consensus of the canon. Thus the reformers, no less than the Fathers and the schoolmen, interpreted the hymn of the Johannine prologue about the preexistent Christ in consonance with the creation narrative of Genesis 1. In the same way, Psalm 22, Isaiah 53 and Daniel 7 are seen as part of an overarching storyline that finds ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Reading the Bible with the resources of the new learning, the reformers challenged the exegetical conclusions of their medieval predecessors at many points. However, unlike Alexander Campbell in the nineteenth century, their aim was not to “open the New Testament as if mortal man had never seen it before.”51 Rather, they wanted to do their biblical work as part of an interpretive conversation within the family of the people of God. In the reformers’ emphatic turn to the literal sense, which prompted their many blasts against the unrestrained use of allegory, their work was an extension of a similar impulse made by Thomas Aquinas and Nicholas of Lyra.


    This is not to discount the radically new insights gained by the reformers in their dynamic engagement with the text of Scripture; nor should we dismiss in a reactionary way the light shed on the meaning of the Bible by the scholarly accomplishments of the past two centuries. However, it is to acknowledge that the church’s exegetical tradition is an indispensible aid for the proper interpretation of Scripture. And this means, as Richard Muller has said, that “while it is often appropriate to recognize that traditionary readings of the text are erroneous on the grounds offered by the historical-critical method, we ought also to recognize that the conclusions offered by historical-critical exegesis may themselves be quite erroneous on the grounds provided by the exegesis of the patristic, medieval, and reformation periods.”52 The RCS wishes to commend the exegetical work of the Reformation era as a program of retrieval for the sake of renewal—spiritual réssourcement for believers committed to the life of faith today.


    George Herbert was an English pastor and poet who reaped the benefits of the renewal of biblical studies in the age of the Reformation. He referred to the Scriptures as a book of infinite sweetness, “a mass of strange delights,” a book with secrets to make the life of anyone good. In describing the various means pastors require to be fully furnished in the work of their calling, Herbert provided a rationale for the history of exegesis and for the Reformation Commentary on Scripture:


    The fourth means are commenters and Fathers, who have handled the places controverted, which the parson by no means refuseth. As he doth not so study others as to neglect the grace of God in himself and what the Holy Spirit teacheth him, so doth he assure himself that God in all ages hath had his servants to whom he hath revealed his Truth, as well as to him; and that as one country doth not bear all things that there may be a commerce, so neither hath God opened or will open all to one, that there may be a traffic in knowledge between the servants of God for the planting both of love and humility. Wherefore he hath one comment[ary] at least upon every book of Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture.53


    Timothy George


    General Editor

  


  
    
Introduction to 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings, 1–2 Chronicles

    




    Samuel, Kings and Chronicles: Enduring Value and Depth


    The six books studied in this volume contain some of the greatest characters and moments of Scripture. Here are prophets like Samuel, Nathan, Elijah and Elisha, inspiring saints like Hannah and Jonathan, and infamous villains like Ahab and Jezebel. These books describe the lives and works of the kings of Israel and Judah, especially the first three: Saul, David and Solomon. Here, too, are the timeless stories of David and Goliath, Solomon’s wisdom and Elijah’s chariots of fire. Beyond such a “greatest hits” list are even more gems, including Abigail and Nabal, the witch of En-dor, the steadfast prophet Micaiah, the prophetess Huldah and righteous kings like Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josiah. The biblical books of 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles are indeed spiritual and literary treasures.


    Jesus of Nazareth and the writers of the New Testament also knew these books well. Each of the Synoptic Gospels (Mt 12:1-8; Mk 2:23-28; Lk 6:1-5) includes Jesus telling the story of David and his army eating the bread of the Presence in 1 Samuel 21. In the Gospel of Luke (Lk 4:16-30), Jesus scandalously invokes Elijah’s miraculous deeds for the widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 17 and Elisha’s healing of Naaman in 2 Kings 5 to foreshadow Jesus’ mission to the Gentiles. And both the Gospels of Matthew (Mt 23:33-36) and of Luke (Lk 11:49-51) mention 2 Chronicles 24, where, according to Jesus’ comments in the Gospels, the priest Zechariah was “murdered between the sanctuary and the altar” as a holy and unjustly persecuted martyr. Such references only begin to plumb the depths of the New Testament writers’ frequent discussion of the kingdom of Israel, its naming of Jesus as the “Son of David” and its many other allusions to the kings and prophets of Israel. Further, the importance of these books for the New Testament becomes exceedingly clear when we recall that Jesus identified his crucified and risen body with the holy temple promised to David and first built by Solomon. The histories and theologies of each of the books in this volume deeply informed the theology and witness of the New Testament and the early church.


    In terms of literary style and theological content, 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles are enduring and endearing because they present complex people, themes and events. While cherished images like David the shepherd boy, Solomon the wise ruler or Elijah the righteous prophet capture the popular imagination, there are deeper struggles and questions lingering below the surface. In addition to being a humble shepherd boy, David was also a shrewd and cunning leader from the beginning, with a reign that revealed deep character flaws, including his adultery with Bathsheba, the murder of noble Uriah and a civil war against his cherished son Absalom. In the next generation, Solomon—despite his proverbial wisdom—could not overcome idolatry and the misuse of power, so that the kingdom quickly fell apart under his successors. And though Elijah is one of the great holy men of the Bible, he was also—as the epistle of James says—“a man with a nature like ours” (Jas 5:17), intimately familiar with fear, disappointment and despair. Irony, tragedy, humor and pathos fill the narratives of these six books and invite readers into deep reflection on the many ups and downs of sharing a personal and communal life with God.


    Reformation Interpretations of Biblical History


    Commentators of the Reformation era were well aware of these complexities. Readers of this volume will be struck by our commentators’ close attention to detail and nuance. From the beginning of the sixteenth century onward, Christian scholars in Europe had access to critical editions of the Hebrew Scriptures and to quality grammatical aids.1 They also knew the historical-critical reality that Samuel and Kings provide the narrative peak and denouement of what is called the Former Prophets in the Jewish tradition (later referred to by modern critical scholars as the “Deuteronomistic History”), that cycle of books based on Deuteronomy that includes Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings.2 The internal continuity of 1–2 Samuel and 1–2 Kings was also clear in the fact that they were named together as the four books of Kings in the Greek Septuagint, a tradition the influential Latin Vulgate continued.


    Although 1–2 Chronicles relate many of the same stories as 1–2 Samuel and 1–2 Kings, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century interpreters recognized that the Chronicler’s narratives share a literary heritage with Ezra and Nehemiah rather than with the Former Prophets. Reformation-era scholars, therefore, knew very well that some of the same biblical stories had been told in two intentionally different ways. Additionally, although the sixteenth century became a watershed epoch in the history of biblical interpretation, reforming exegetes did not forget or neglect commentaries and other interpretive aids from earlier times. Readers of this volume will therefore discover that our commentators not only referred to Scripture but also to interpreters from across the centuries, including early church writers and medieval Christian and Jewish scholars, to advance their understanding of the text. Through their own attention to detail and their use of existing resources, scholars of the Reformation era were able to study, interpret and apply the teachings found in Samuel, Kings and Chronicles with a high level of sophistication and self-awareness.


    Respect for the Bible as holy and Spirit-breathed Scripture did not prevent Reformation interpreters from careful and critical textual study. On the contrary, reverence for the Word of God pushed them to think seriously about biblical texts, especially when it came to more challenging passages. They did this in a number of ways, beginning with close grammatical and historical study. For instance, the second-generation Lutheran theologian Lucas Osiander recognizes inconsistencies between Samuel, Kings and Chronicles about names and places, but he does not view these as a theological problem. Instead, Osiander asserts that the Chronicler served the church by doing the best work possible with the best available, but ultimately inaccurate sources.3 Martin Luther puts it more bluntly:


    The author of the books of Kings goes a hundred thousand steps beyond the author of the books of Chronicles. For he has described the most important and special events, passing over rocky and unimportant matters. If at any place Kings varies from Chronicles, I trust the author of Kings more than the author of Chronicles. And so I agree with neither what Jerome nor Nicholas of Lyra says—that Kings provokes many questions, unlike Chronicles. Kings is to be greatly preferred.4


    John Calvin, when confronted with hard passages about God’s actions or emotions, developed a concept of accommodation to emphasize that the cultural complexities inherent to Scripture’s way of speaking must be understood in the broader context of the divine message of grace. Relevant for this volume, Calvin raises this point in his Institutes when considering the issue of God’s repentance, a question especially present in the rise and fall of King Saul.5 On the question of biblical authority and hard textual questions, the Wittenberg Reformer Johannes Bugenhagen in his 1550 commentary on Jonah quotes Augustine of Hippo.


    For Augustine wrote most blessedly to St. Jerome something that they even have in their papal decrees, distinction 9: He says, “I have learned to yield this respect and honor [of authority] only to the canonical books of Scripture: of these alone do I most firmly believe that the authors were completely free from error. And if in these writings I am perplexed by anything which appears to me opposed to truth, I do not hesitate to suppose that either the manuscript is faulty, or the translator has not caught the meaning of what was said, or I myself have failed to understand it.”6


    Though they were without many of the historical-critical tools of today’s scholarship, Reformation-era interpreters were by no means naive about the complexities of biblical texts. Instead, for the sake of good preaching and teaching, they used the best sources, grammatical aids, scriptural commentaries and logical skills possible to derive clear interpretations. This task often meant gathering smaller individual points of teaching (loci) within a passage in order to discern the broader meaning (scopus) of a chapter or book. Philipp Melanchthon employs this “loci method” in his Loci communes rerum theologicarum (1521), a work in which he let these smaller touchstones (loci communes) lead him through the main points that Paul conveys in the letter to the Romans.


    The famous Reformation slogan sola Scriptura expresses that desire to go deep into the truths and wonders of the Christian faith through the careful study of Scripture. Contemporary readers should be aware that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, sola Scriptura was not used as an excuse to put an end to critical thinking; indeed, such an approach would have been dismissed as unbiblical and unpersuasive by theologians of all confessional backgrounds. While some theologians were more confident of human reason’s ability to come to edifying scriptural conclusions than others, nevertheless they all engaged Scripture with the idea that the good use of reason and critical thinking was essential to good biblical interpretation. Therefore, trusting in the triune God of Scripture and following the rule of faith in their various contexts, interpreters sought to gain wisdom and edification even in the Bible’s most mysterious passages by applying their hearts and their minds to spiritual truth.7


    Diverse Confessional Perspectives


    While the commentators collected here each sought to be faithful to the “Spirit that gives life” in their work, their diversity of perspectives is immediately apparent. Thus an exciting aspect of this volume is the chance to study why various commentators chose to comment on the themes and loci that they did. Although the goal of all writers was to share good biblical teaching with their audiences, they often did this in different ways. For instance: was David the ideal prophet, priest and king whose model should be the guide and norm for all godly leaders? Or was he a man of blood, war and sin, whose greatest example for later generations are his moments of humble faith, sincere repentance and servant leadership? Interpreters colored David’s successes and failures differently, depending on the theological points they viewed as most important in the biblical text itself. Some upheld David as the godly ruler par excellence, while others viewed him in his best and worst moments as a great example of simul iustus et peccator (“simultaneously righteous and sinner”). In either case, interpreters aimed to be faithful to Scripture and persuasive to their audiences.


    For this reason, readers should be aware that this volume is not a collection of answers. Instead, it is more like an invitation to listen to theological and exegetical conversations from the Reformation era. Sometimes these conversations included the (relatively) confessionally neutral discussion of grammatical points and relevant cross-references to other parts of the Bible. Some of the conversations readers will overhear in this volume, however, took place amid the more heated debates of the period. If such conversations never happened in person, they often found written expression. For instance, the Augsburg Confession invoked David as a good example to follow as a godly king but not as a source of holy mediation or intercession, a position based on Scripture’s descriptions of David as a man who sinned and required forgiveness.8 In another example, when addressing antinomian reformers who wanted to abrogate the authority of the Hebrew Scriptures, the Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles reaffirmed the Old Testament writings as divinely inspired works whose moral commandments ought to remain binding.9 Working in this theological context, English commentators therefore often emphasized the lasting moral and spiritual wisdom to be found in these biblical histories. As a third example of how these books influenced public discourse, John Calvin and his followers were involved in written controversies with Lutherans about how best to interpret David and the “messianic psalms.”10 Although Calvin tended to prefer a more historical or moral reading of these psalms and the Lutherans tended to argue for a more christological interpretation, all parties sought to offer interpretations that were faithful to the text itself and to its spiritual meaning that gives life (2 Cor 3:6). This volume, therefore, offers a fascinating look into the relationship between biblical interpretation and the development of church doctrine, practice and polity. While all interpreters aimed for faithfulness to the text, their respective encounters with the text led to different—biblically grounded!—insights, which bore different fruits.


    These general confessional differences quickly become evident in the comments on Samuel, Kings and Chronicles. Reformed and Puritan writers commented much more on matters of discipline and holy living than Lutheran writers, who saw justification by faith and the theology of the cross almost everywhere they looked in these historical books of the Old Testament.11 For their part, Anabaptist writers brought their interests in knowing and experiencing spiritual truth to their exegesis. Discerning readers, therefore, will certainly find instances of various streams of Protestantism, each of which imports their theological preferences into their exegesis. This fact does not reduce interpreters to mere representatives of their confessional traditions or accuse them of hand-picking their biblical theology; on the contrary, it reveals the large extent to which confessional diversity was itself rooted in a variety of encounters with Scripture and came from many different ways of reading the same holy texts.


    Using This Resource


    Recognizing that this volume offers a plurality of perspectives rather than a collection of “right answers” is critical to using this resource well. Whether in sermons, commentaries, devotional books or theological tracts, Reformation-era authors wrote in order to clarify their audience’s understanding of Scripture and to help people apply it to their lives as beneficially as possible. Many of these authors, of course, were either implicitly or expressly writing to refute competing interpretations. And yet here we have scandalously set them side by side as equals, without judgment. We especially hope that readers will avoid the temptation of using this volume as an updated type of Glossa ordinaria, that is, as a collection of diverse sources that somehow presents a unified and internally coherent interpretation of 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles.12


    Beyond this caveat, however, great benefits abound in this volume. First, many of the insights and interpretations presented are incredibly perceptive, instructive and relevant for contemporary study, preaching and teaching. Second, readers will gain a deeper appreciation for the various theological streams of the Reformation era by paying attention to the way they interpreted Scripture. Third, in a manner that resonates with the Reformation slogan ad fontes (“back to the sources”), this project invites readers to enjoy direct study of the Scriptures themselves, the “pure, clear fountain of Israel.”13


    Far more interesting and edifying than looking for “right answers,” therefore, is this volume’s invitation to read the Bible with a wide range of church reformers. In such an environment, readers will have a chance to learn what these interpreters found inspiring and instructive about the people of Israel and their kings. Readers will also get to compare differing perspectives from biblical history about matters like church and state, with insights coming both from those who knew a magisterial Reformation (as in the Lutheran, Reformed and Anglican experiences) and from those who were on the margins of political authority (as was true of Anabaptists and English Dissenters). Readers will also get a chance to consider for themselves the relative advantages of emphasizing moral purity in these texts (as did the Puritans) or the simul iustus et peccator paradox of the Lutherans.


    Most of all, readers will enjoy reflecting with these commentators on the central question of what it means to belong to the people of God. The insights may be different—perhaps even in opposition to each other—but they can certainly enrich contemporary understandings of the Scriptures for the sake of faithful Christian study and witness today. Here readers are surrounded by a cloud of witnesses who each testify to the enduring value of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles for piety, proclamation and practice today.


    A Structural Overview of This Volume


    Of the six biblical books studied in this volume, 1–2 Samuel received the most attention from Reformation writers. Why? These are the two books that most fully describe the life of King David, a central figure for the entire Bible. Although Reformation-era commentators greatly criticized David for his moral failures, they also lauded him as the greatest of kings. David personally embodies the promises made to Abraham, the teachings given to Moses, the inheritance given to the people of Israel and the promise of a redeemer. His story provides the heart and climax of the Former Prophets. The dramatic narratives about David’s life enjoy additional spiritual depth through their relationship with the Psalms, many of which were “about,” “for” or “by” David, according to the Hebrew headings.14 Finally, David takes an exalted place for Christian interpreters as both the forefather of Jesus Christ and as a type of Christ himself. That is, through the Holy Spirit at work in David’s faith and leadership, the stories and psalms connected to David become stories and psalms of the eternal Christ at work in the history of God’s chosen people. Because of David’s immense importance for the Christian church, many writers of the Reformation era embraced these books, either in whole or in part, producing an abundance of riches reflected in these pages.


    In contrast, those who published works on Kings and Chronicles, particularly Chronicles, were most often commenting on them as part of larger studies on the entire Bible, the Old Testament or the so-called historical books. This has presented the editorial challenge of not having the same range of sources available for 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles as for 1–2 Samuel. This potential problem brings the corresponding blessing that readers get the chance to know a few interpreters better. For this reason, this volume’s work on 1–2 Kings is also a treasure, as we have been able to highlight writers whose works are not widely known or available in English.


    While they are interesting and valuable in their own right or when paired with Ezra–Nehemiah, the books of 1–2 Chronicles repeat many of the same narratives found in Samuel and Kings. Indeed, the title most commonly used by Reformation-era writers for Chronicles was Paralipomenon, a Greek word from antiquity that means “the things left over” or “of things passed over.”15 With such a long history of being overlooked or overshadowed, it is not surprising that fewer early modern interpreters wrote commentaries on these two books. For those who did venture into writing commentaries on 1–2 Chronicles, their sparse comments often conformed to the nature of the text itself, which at times employs lists and genealogies rather than narrative writing.


    Still, we have secured comments for each pericope in 1–2 Chronicles, with some sections containing vigorous and detailed discussions due to the theological richness evoked by the passage at hand. For readers who would like to explore these sections in more depth, we have followed the example of the fifth volume in the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, referring readers of 1–2 Chronicles to parallel passages in 1–2 Samuel and 1–2 Kings.


    Introduction to the Commentators


    The two theological giants of the sixteenth century, Martin Luther and John Calvin, appear with some regularity in this volume. Though Luther translated the entire Bible and lectured on many of its books, he did not publish commentaries on any of the historical books of the Old Testament. Nevertheless, because of his voluminous knowledge of Scripture and his exegetical practice of “interpreting Scripture with Scripture,” we have culled many excerpts from other writings. Calvin, however, preached on 1 Samuel (1561–1562) and 2 Samuel 1–13 (1562–1563). Although some of these sermons have been ably translated into English, they may be largely unfamiliar to readers. For this reason, we have proudly featured Calvin’s sermons on 2 Samuel in this volume.


    Similarly, Philipp Melanchthon—the great “teacher of Germany” and a prolific exegete—appears here primarily through excerpts from various editions of his Loci communes. Instead of leaning on Luther, Calvin and Melanchthon for this volume, we have embraced the goal set by this series of drawing extensively from the writings of reformers whose works have been much less studied or are not as widely available in English.


    Among Lutheran reformers, we have included many comments from Luther’s pastor and colleague Johannes Bugenhagen, as well as Lucas Osiander and Viktorin Strigel. In their comments on Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, Lutherans consistently emphasized the primacy of faith as the saving relationship between God and human beings. Through this trusting relationship of faith, God gives the righteousness of Jesus Christ to sinners who contribute nothing but themselves and their trust, a faith planted by the Holy Spirit.16 Here Christian discipleship is not merely a matter of imitating the saints in righteousness or good works but (like David) of returning to God daily in repentance and faith, confession and thanksgiving. With the theology of the cross as a model, Lutheran interpreters could view the fall of Israel and Jerusalem not only as signs of God’s judgment against sin but also as the way God would bring a more complete victory through the promised Messiah.


    Alongside Lutheranism, the Continental Reformed tradition stands as perhaps the most intellectually robust stream of early Protestantism. Indeed, the majority of comments in this volume come from capable and learned Reformed commentators, particularly Konrad Pellikan and Johannes Piscator. Pellikan taught biblical languages in Zurich and wrote the first Hebrew grammar in Europe. While he regularly cribs others’ work—for example, Martin Bucer’s Psalms commentary, Desiderius Erasmus’s New Testament paraphrases and Johannes Oecolampadius’s Hebrews commentary—he does not appear to do so for his coverage of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles. Piscator compiled Latin commentaries on every book in the Bible. These commentaries contain three parts: first a “logical analysis” of each chapter in the spirit of the popular Ramist school of thought (based on the teachings of the Huguenot Peter Ramus); then linguistic annotations on specific words used in each verse; and finally ethical and theological observations that highlighted the moral qualities of the people and actions discussed in each verse. The wide influence of Pellikan and Piscator as Hebraists makes them valuable contributors to this volume.


    This volume also includes select excerpts from marginal commentary on the Geneva Bible as well as several different books of annotations: Giovanni Diodati’s Annotationes in Biblia, the Dutch Annotations and the English Annotations. Often overlooked in scholarship of the period, they provide a great contrast to individual commentaries, because they reflect joint ventures sanctioned by local churches or regions for teaching and instruction.17 Popular readers of the Bible as well as clergy used these resources as an aid to interpretation, especially “upon all the hard places” of Scripture.18 These works typically offer brief remarks on linguistic, theological or historical features of the text.


    Among the English reformers, we have featured two prominently: Andrew Willet and John Mayer. An Anglican priest, Willet had read widely of the Christian tradition before him and incorporated the comments of many previous interpreters into his own writing. His commentaries on 1–2 Samuel follow the loci method and cover a wide range of theological, linguistic, historical and ethical matters. While serving as a pastor, Mayer wrote a commentary on every book of the Bible. Like Willet, he made ample use of previous historians and interpreters such as Josephus, Augustine, Chrysostom, Calvin and Peter Martyr Vermigli. He intertwined his commentaries on 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles as a historical harmony.


    With respect to Radical and Anabaptist writers, none of them published commentaries on any of the books included in this volume. Indeed, commentaries by Anabaptists—especially on the Old Testament—are a rarity given their focus on the New Testament, not to mention the persecution and life-threatening situations many of their most learned theologians endured. Despite this lack of a full-length commentary on Samuel, Kings or Chronicles, it is clear that the Anabaptists cared deeply for these books. In this volume well-known Radicals, such as Menno Simons, Hans Denck, Balthasar Hubmaier and Dirk Philips, explore themes related to David and to God’s promise of an everlasting posterity.


    The overwhelming majority of comments in this volume intentionally come from Protestant theologians and pastors. However, we also included comments from pre-Tridentine Catholics, particularly Alonso Tostado and Cardinal Cajetan. Tostado, the learned bishop of Ávila, sought and enacted reform in the Catholic Church in Spain. His commentaries employed the quaestio method, in which he commented on each chapter by means of dozens of theological and moral questions.19 Cajetan, an equally scholarly churchman, wrote commentaries on each of the books of the Bible, except Song of Songs and Revelation. He especially focused on linguistic and grammatical matters.


    Finally, although official commentaries serve as the foundation of each of the books in this volume, we have incorporated many comments from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century publications that remain outside of the genre of commentary. Some of the authors of these works are generally well known, including writers like the English Reformer William Tyndale, the Swiss reformer Heinrich Bullinger, the Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius and the Anglican bishop Lancelot Andrewes. But others, such as the French jurist Lambert Daneau and the English clergyman Thomas Adams, remain more obscure. In this regard, intermittent comments from both renowned and less recognized reformers appear throughout this volume. Indeed, they complement well the more sustained interpretation from those who wrote biblical commentaries on these historical books.


    • • •

    



    In 1532, Luther wrote a glowing preface for a new commentary on 1 Samuel.20 He commends this resource as a model for answering the thorny question, What does history, particularly this ancient history, have to do with us today? Or, put differently, why should we read this history?


    [Justus Menius] has referred everything back to the fount and source, teaching that the faith of the saints toward God is the preeminent thing in the histories. . . . You will see that these histories are being reborn and renovated through the use of faith, as if through a baptism of their own, and that they live for us in our own age—or, rather, forever—and, with their magnificent and most glorious examples of faith they serve usefully for instruction, for argument, for teaching, for consolation, indeed, for everything for which, as Paul writes, the word of faith is powerful. For what is the sacred history but a visible word or a work of faith that teaches us by event and deed what the Scriptures elsewhere transmit in word and speech?21


    We need these stories, so we know that we are not alone in our suffering and doubting, in our rejoicing and believing. By the example and in the company of others we are stirred up and strengthened in our faith in God’s promises. Others have been there before, are there now and will be there in the future. Believers, separated by space and time, are united in Christ by his Spirit. And together they are instructed, corrected and consoled in Scripture.


    Derek Cooper


    Martin J. Lohrmann

  


  
    


    
COMMENTARY ON 1 SAMUEL


    Overview: The reformers regard Samuel not only as a prophet but also as the last of the judges of Israel, thereby serving as a bridge between the era of the judges and that of the kings. According to these interpreters, the first part of 1 Samuel focuses on the desire of the Israelites to secure a king like the surrounding nations. Due to their lack of trust in God, the first king of Israel was a tyrant, while the second king, David, serves as a figure of the Messiah.


    Prolegomena: What This Book Is About


    The Four Books of Kings, That Is, Samuel and Kings. Sebastian Münster: The four books of Kings are only two books in Hebrew, namely the book of Samuel and the book of Kings. Both of these books the Latin translators have divided into two books. We too will follow these translators, except that the first and second books we will call First and Second Samuel; the third and fourth books we will name First and Second Kings. The Temple of the Lord: 1 Samuel 1.1


    Book of Prophets. Lucas Osiander: The first book of Samuel, as it is called, teaches not only that the majority of this book was written by Samuel, as can be observed from 1 Chronicles 29, but also the deeds of this same prophet. For this Samuel was the last judge or governor of the people of Israel. Until that time the judges had ruled; afterward the Israelites asked to receive a king. For this reason, because the kings are described in the later parts of this book, we also call this book the First Book of Kings. . . . In Matthew 12, Jesus cites this book about David and the bread of the Presence. And Paul recounted the history of these books in Acts 13. The second book speaks especially clearly of Christ when it tells the promises to David. Many examples of divine sovereignty over against the impious are displayed, as are converse examples of the goodness of God’s mercy to the pious. From these examples we should learn to fear God, to trust in him with our whole heart and to love him from our soul. Annotations on 1 Samuel.2


    Samuel Did Not Write the Whole Book. Cardinal Cajetan: The title of both this book and the one that follows is Samuel, from the teachers of the Jews, who is initially discussed in this book. The book is believed to have been written by Samuel in the first part; however, it is clear that Samuel himself did not write about the events after his death. Commentary on 1 Samuel.3


    Template for God’s People. Geneva Bible: According to Deuteronomy 17:14, God ordained that when the Israelites should reside in the land of Canaan, he would appoint them a king. Consequently, this first book of Samuel narrates the state of this people under their first king, King Saul. However, contrary to God’s timing, the people were not content with the current government God had erected, and so demanded a king so that the Israelites might be like the other nations, which the Israelites believed to be safer since they had a king. The Israelites did not ask for a king so that they could better serve God under a godly person who represented Jesus Christ, the true deliverer. Therefore God gave them a tyrant and a hypocrite to rule over them so they might learn that a human king is not sufficient to defend them. Rather, only a ruler who was empowered and helped by God could do so. Therefore, God punished the ingratitude of his people, and he sent them continual wars both at home and abroad. And because Saul, who was not truly worthy of the office of king, did not acknowledge God’s mercy toward him but rather disposed of the Word of God and was not zealous for God’s glory, he was put down by the voice of God. In his place, David, the true figure of the Messiah, was placed on the throne. Indeed, David’s patience, modesty, constancy, persecution by open enemies, false friends and lying flatterers are left to the church, and to every member of the body of Christ, as a template for their vocations as God’s people. Argument of 1 Samuel.4

  


  
    

  


  
    


    
1:1-28 THE BIRTH AND DEDICATION OF SAMUEL


    1There was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Elkanah the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, an Ephrathite. 2He had two wives. The name of the one was Hannah, and the name of the other, Peninnah. And Peninnah had children, but Hannah had no children.


    3Now this man used to go up year by year from his city to worship and to sacrifice to the LORD of hosts at Shiloh, where the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were priests of the LORD. 4On the day when Elkanah sacrificed, he would give portions to Peninnah his wife and to all her sons and daughters. 5But to Hannah he gave a double portion, because he loved her, though the LORD had closed her womb.a 6And her rival used to provoke her grievously to irritate her, because the LORD had closed her womb. 7So it went on year by year. As often as she went up to the house of the LORD, she used to provoke her. Therefore Hannah wept and would not eat. 8And Elkanah, her husband, said to her, “Hannah, why do you weep? And why do you not eat? And why is your heart sad? Am I not more to you than ten sons?”


    9After they had eaten and drunk in Shiloh, Hannah rose. Now Eli the priest was sitting on the seat beside the doorpost of the temple of the LORD. 10She was deeply distressed and prayed to the LORD and wept bitterly. 11And she vowed a vow and said, “O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a son, then I will give him to the LORD all the days of his life, and no razor shall touch his head.”


    12As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli observed her mouth. 13Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard. Therefore Eli took her to be a drunken woman. 14And Eli said to her, “How long will you go on being drunk? Put your wine away from you.” 15But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am a woman troubled in spirit. I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the LORD. 16Do not regard your servant as a worthless woman, for all along I have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation.” 17Then Eli answered, “Go in peace, and the God of Israel grant your petition that you have made to him.” 18And she said, “Let your servant find favor in your eyes.” Then the woman went her way and ate, and her face was no longer sad.


    19They rose early in the morning and worshiped before the LORD; then they went back to their house at Ramah. And Elkanah knew Hannah his wife, and the LORD remembered her. 20And in due time Hannah conceived and bore a son, and she called his name Samuel, for she said, “I have asked for him from the LORD.”b


    21The man Elkanah and all his house went up to offer to the LORD the yearly sacrifice and to pay his vow. 22But Hannah did not go up, for she said to her husband, “As soon as the child is weaned, I will bring him, so that he may appear in the presence of the LORD and dwell there forever.” 23Elkanah her husband said to her, “Do what seems best to you; wait until you have weaned him; only, may the LORD establish his word.” So the woman remained and nursed her son until she weaned him. 24And when she had weaned him, she took him up with her, along with a three-year-old bull,c an ephahd of flour, and a skin of wine, and she brought him to the house of the LORD at Shiloh. And the child was young. 25Then they slaughtered the bull, and they brought the child to Eli. 26And she said, “Oh, my lord! As you live, my lord, I am the woman who was standing here in your presence, praying to the LORD. 27For this child I prayed, and the LORD has granted me my petition that I made to him. 28Therefore I have lent him to the LORD. As long as he lives, he is lent to the LORD.”


    And he worshiped the LORD there.


    a Syriac; the meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain. Septuagint And, although he loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one portion, because the LORD had closed her womb b Samuel sounds like the Hebrew for heard of God c Dead Sea Scroll, Septuagint, Syriac; Masoretic Text three bulls d An ephah was about 3/5 bushel or 22 liters

    


    


    Overview: The reformers concentrate on Elkanah’s polygamy, a sensitive topic for some of the commentators on account of their association with rulers who sometimes aspired to having more than one wife. Both Bucer and Melanchthon, for instance, attended the marriage of Philip of Hesse (1504–1567) to a second wife in 1540, and Luther’s role in the bigamous union incited controversy.1 Bugenhagen interprets Elkanah’s marriage to two women as a spiritual mystery indicating two responses to faith: hypocrisy and belief. Other interpreters criticize the cultural practice of polygamy among biblical patriarchs. Elkanah, however, is recognized as a just man who worships God faithfully. More importantly, Hannah is regarded as the ideal woman who trusted in God despite hardship. Her sincere prayer for a child is answered by God, but the reformers, opposed to the vows of parents who dedicated their children as oblates in medieval monasteries, argue that Hannah’s entrusting of little Samuel to Eli is not a perpetual vow.


    
1:1-2 Polygamy



    Elkanah’s Two Wives. Johannes Bugenhagen: The mystery of these two wives is the same as Hagar and Sarah, about whom you read in Genesis and in the epistle to the Galatians. Furthermore, see how thoroughly this point is made in all of Scripture. These two women contrast our native hypocrisy and our faith, hypocrites and believers. Peninnah respected marriage, was not guilty of a bad reputation and ascended to the holy place, as was seen before God and before people. God is viewed as approving of this holy goodness when he gives her the honor of rewards, that is, children. Hannah, whose womb is closed, seems to be cast down. This is certainly a curse, just as the earth is cursed when planted seeds do not bear fruit. And yet a person cannot judge rightly about this case. For not only Peninnah but also the good man Eli was wrong when he mistook sadness and affliction for drunkenness. Hypocritical opinions have their wisdom, piety and righteousness not only when they concern others but also concerning oneself. These ideas abound in everyone and multiply in people: “God has given abundantly,” as if merits had been accepted. These carry the certainty of the Pharisee’s decree when he judged, “I am not like other people. Surely God does not love others! No, God hates all those who fall to the depths!”


    Through bad fruits such as these, God’s disciples can see this and know that these are the ones whom Scripture calls “men of blood,” that is, they want evil for others. While they are proud of their works and gifts to God, they cannot help but hate others. They have no compassion for anyone with sin. They scorn not only sin but also the cross where God was placed. And they think further that their scorn is a curse from the same God whom they themselves do not receive, as if God himself works against the faithful. This is the greatest pious temptation for their own pitiful selves.


    This is why Hannah was scorned: God had closed her womb. As it says in the psalm: “many are saying of my soul, there is no salvation for him in God.” And again, “God has forsaken him; pursue and seize him, for there is none to deliver him.” But by believing that it is proper to condescend, to impose the cross and daily to scatter the benefits of God while ascending into glory through the cross, then through glory these blind ones descend into death (even as the faith of the righteous blessedly ascends). And so their blasphemy never ends. “But many who are first will be last, and the last first,” and the greater shall serve the lesser: “I have loved Jacob but Esau I have hated. I have laid waste his hill country and left his heritage to jackals of the desert.” Hannah declares all of this in her song of chapter 2. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    Polygamy Tolerated but Not Approved. Johannes Piscator: We have an example of polygamy in this holy man Elkanah, the father of Samuel. This raises the question of whether polygamy is allowed. If it is allowed, it appears to be approved here, given that many of the holy men in the Old Testament were polygamous: Abraham, Jacob, David, etc. For their polygamy never seem to be reproved or condemned. But, in fact, polygamy was not allowed. That’s because the whole notion of polygamy fights against the institution of marriage given by God, which was created and established for our first parents between a man and a woman. According to Genesis 2, Adam proclaimed that the man and woman shall unite and “become one flesh.” This is affirmed in Matthew 19:4-6. Let me respond to this question from a different angle. As for whether polygamy is allowed, it is important to note that the life of holy people is not a rule for us exactly, because holy people had their warts just like we do. But ultimately we are to imitate them in the acts they do that we recognize as conforming to the divine law. As for the other matter, although the polygamy carried about by the holy patriarchs before the law was not condemned, it is prohibited after the law was given, in accordance with Leviticus: “And you shall not take a woman as a rival wife to her sister, uncovering her nakedness while her sister is still alive.” Therefore, although God tolerated the polygamy of holy men, God did not approve it. Commentary on 1 Samuel.3


    Trouble with Polygamy. Andrew Willet: This presence of polygamy under the law in marrying two or more wives was not simply lawful or dispensed with, which is the opinion of many. . . . Such an interpretation cannot be, for our Savior says concerning this matter: “from the beginning it was not so.” So also the Prophet Malachi: “Did he not make them one, with a portion of the Spirit in their union? And what was the one God seeking? Godly offspring.” Therefore, the best interpretation is that polygamy was a human infirmity in the patriarchs in which they took for themselves two or more wives. And such marriages were not without great inconveniencies. There was continual competition between them, as between Sarah and Hagar, Leah and Rachel and here between these two wives of Elkanah.


    The first polygamist in the Bible was Lamech, of the cursed seed of Cain. Yet because at this time the temporal promises of the Jewish nation depended upon their carnal generation, it pleased God to wink at this infirmity and to tolerate it in the patriarchs. God did so until the Messiah came, when the church of God should no longer be tied to the people of the Jews, but spiritual children should be begotten unto God from all nations, even among the Gentiles. Harmony on 1 Samuel.4


    
1:3-8 Elkanah Goes to Worship Year After Year



    Going Up to Shiloh. Johannes Bugenhagen: And Elkanah went up according to the law of Deuteronomy 16. The Lord’s tabernacle had been in Shiloh since the time of Joshua, as is said in Joshua. Doubtlessly the ark was there too, for it had been moved under Eli’s authority, as you will see. The Lord speaks of Shiloh in Jeremiah: “Do not trust in the external worship of God even as God has commanded, unless faith is there, because trusting in anything as holy is most assuredly not allowed.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.5


    Holy Worship. Lucas Osiander: Elkanah went up to the Lord’s tabernacle in order to worship God and to sacrifice to the Lord of hosts—as he is called, because all creatures serve him as if they were his soldiers. At that time the Lord of hosts had his holy tabernacle in Shiloh. For under the law the fathers strengthened their faith through sacrifices, which foreshadowed Christ’s death. And it is fitting for us to gather frequently and diligently to hear the Word of God and to strengthen our faith through the enjoyment of the Lord’s Supper. Annotations on 1 Samuel.6


    Recognizing the Mediator. Viktorin Strigel: Every year Elkanah took his family to Shiloh, where there was then a tabernacle, to hear the teaching concerning the law and the Messiah. And he prayed and gave thanks for all spiritual and material blessings. For it is explicitly said that he worshiped and gave sacrifices, so that it would be indicated that he does not placate God through ceremonies, unless first the foundation has been considered, that is, the Mediator has been recognized. Through the Mediator the remission of sins, reconciliation with God and the beginnings of moral obedience are received. Commentary on 1 Samuel.7


    The Feast and Eli’s Line. Giovanni Diodati: Here Elkanah went to the feast of the Passover with all his family [just like Jesus did with his family] in Luke 2:41. It is very likely that Elkanah observed the law so faithfully that he attended the feasts on all three solemn festivals in accordance with Exodus 23:17. There is no mention made of this Eli anywhere else. However, it appears based on 2 Samuel 8:17 and 1 Chronicles 24:3-4 that he was one of Ithamar’s posterity, who was Aaron’s younger brother. It also appears that for some unknown reason there had been an interruption in the succession of the priesthood in Eleazar, the firstborn in his line, who was afterward reestablished in the line of Zadok. Annotations on 1 Samuel.8


    Hannah’s Portion and Prayer. Johannes Bugenhagen: Elkanah gave Hannah “one part” because she was alone, not having children to whom more parts could be given. She had not taken the food; it had not pleased her to eat, so she ate little even though it says below, “after they had all eaten and drunk.” Then it says, “She was deeply distressed.” Here is the cross, even while hypocrites reign secure as if near to God. Also, one does not fight against enemies here, for the heaviest troubles that need to be fought are known to be those on the inside. But prayers are multiplied before God. Commentary on 1 Samuel.9


    Hannah’s Example of Faith and Love. Viktorin Strigel: Hannah is truly a mirror on which all pious and honest women should reflect. She does not harbor hatred or rage against God in the midst of her troubles. She is obedient to God, recognizing and deploring her peculiar sin and weakness, even as she asks God for help, knowing that barrenness and fertility are not accidents but both are the work of God. And what did her husband Elkanah do? He tolerated the foolish Peninnah and most gently consoled Hannah with his words: “Why do you weep? And why do you not eat? Am I not more to you than many sons?” It is as if he said, “Peninnah has the shell but you have the kernel. For as she has the fruit of my body, so you rest in my heart. You sweetly surround this better part and you do not need to desire more than this.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.10


    Pleasure Divided from Pain. Daniel Dyke: It is noted that Elkanah loved Hannah more than his other wife, promising no doubt a greater matter of comfort to himself in her than in the other. But what followed? He loved her, says the prophet, and the Lord made her barren. Mark the connection of his loving her and God’s making her barren. So shall it be in all such earthly creatures, where we cleave inordinately and falsely promise joy to ourselves in their use. God in his just judgment shall make these barren, so that they shall not yield us a quarter of that comfort or benefit that we expected. The rich fool promised himself a little heaven in his riches: “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry. . . .” But, alas, how soon did God give him unease? “Fool, this night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?” Here is the reason for this deceit: We look only at the apparent and outward good of those things we desire or expect. In other words, we extract the sweet from the sour and the pleasure from the pain. But when we get what we want, we feel more of the sour than of the sweet. And hence it comes to pass that nothing pleases us so well in the expectation itself. Indeed, almost nothing that pleasures us when hoped for gives us more displeasure once acquired. The Mystery of Self-Deceiving.11


    
1:9-11 Hannah’s Vow and Prayer



    Hannah’s Vow. Johannes Bugenhagen: Here Hannah has nothing in her power, nothing in her free will, no presumptive claims, rather everything relating to the vow is committed to God; all things here are entirely in the hands of God. “If you give me a son, I will give him to you. If you do not give, I can give nothing to you. If you do not desire to give, you will not give. If you do desire it, you give it. And the one entrusted to me, I will give to you, so that he might minister in the tabernacle and serve the priests. Then if something else should be pleasing in your sight, I will have made sure that he does not remain in his ministry, for I do not presume to determine your calling through this vow. He will be yours. You will do as it has pleased you. A vow against your will is impious. If you give this and he is presented to you, you will make sure that the child whom you give has the mind to obey me in this. You will grant this to pious parents, so that the son does my will according to God. Yes indeed, this one whom God gives me will at the same time recognize the calling of God and honor the commandment about parents. If through later impiety the child comes to condemn God’s calling and parental orders, nevertheless I will be responsible to the vow for the child in my keeping while he is under my care. I truly vow nothing here that brings danger to the child’s conscience. So if he grasps it, it is already done alone as a free person who can change, which is very important. For I am making a vow to you, not against you.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.12


    Heart Like a Flower. Edward Reynolds: A godly heart is . . . like a flower. For flowers shut when the sun sets and the night comes, but open again when the sun returns and shines on them. If God withdraws his favor and sends a night of affliction, they shut up themselves as well as their thoughts in silence. But if he shines again and sheds abroad the light and sense of his love on them, then their heart and mouth are wide open toward heaven, in lifting up praises to God. Hannah prayed silently, so long as she was in bitterness of soul and of a sorrowful spirit. But as soon as God answered her prayers and filled her heart with joy in him, her mouth immediately opened into a song of thanksgiving. Seven Sermons on Fourteenth Chapter of Hosea.13


    Prayer as a Key. Lancelot Andrewes: Prayer may be compared to a key. An example is when Elisha opened the heavens by prayer when they were shut up. . . . Likewise, when God shuts up the wombs of women . . . so that they become barren, prayer is the key that opens them. By this key was the womb of Hannah opened so that she brought forth Samuel. Collection of Lectures.14


    Spiritual Children. Lancelot Andrewes: Children whom God gives to parents upon a plentiful contrition and repentance usually prove to be excellent in all spiritual graces. The first example of this is Seth, who is not only the foundation of the church but of all humankind. . . . It also appeared in Hannah, who having bewailed her own case in the bitterness of her soul, received from the Lord a blessed seed who came to be called Samuel. He is the one who restored religion and settled the state of the kingdom. Collection of Lectures.15


    
1:12-20 Eli’s Response to Hannah



    Comfort from Eli. Johannes Bugenhagen: Hannah received the word of consolation from the mouth of Eli as if from the mouth of God. Doubtless, if you prayed an invocation to God and a holy man responded, would you not be consoled by a sure word through this one as if from the Lord? Thus we believe that in former times God consoled the saints through holy people, and only rarely through special revelation. For this reason, Hannah was not more sorrowful. This is the nature of God’s consolation after the cross and hell. Commentary on 1 Samuel.16


    Eli’s Ministry. Viktorin Strigel: The priest Eli might be considered as a primary example of a faithful ministry, because he did not seek pleasure, useless leisure or sloth. Instead, “Sparta is your country, make the most of it.”17 He was offered all the work of his office and he took it. For that reason he sat in the forecourt of the temple, so that he might bring wanderers or erring people back, fortify the inexperienced, strengthen the weak, shed light on dark and intricate questions and loosen the bonds of those hopelessly wrapped up in doubts. Therefore, by this example of Eli, let us learn to avoid thoughtless judgments, which will require repentance. As the old saying says: “He who judges quickly shall soon repent.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.18


    No Drinking Allowed. Johann Arndt: People were not to drink wine or strong drink when they went into the tabernacle. . . . This signifies that if a man wishes to go into the eternal tabernacle of God, that is, to eternal life, he must give up the pleasure and lusts of the flesh of this world and everything by which the flesh conquers the spirit, so that the flesh will not be stronger than the spirit and conquer it. The love of this world, pleasure and pride is a strong sweet wine by which the soul and the spirit are conquered. True Christianity.19


    The Talk of Fools. John Dod: Those who are too conceited of themselves and of their own wits are here to be sharply reproved. These are the types who will brag and boast that they are not so simple, but they know well enough how to serve God and how to do the duties that pertain to them in their families. Although they have not lived in the world for long and are just recently married, yet they know sufficiently without teaching what belongs to the duty of a husband, of a father, of a master and of all other things a Christian man should know. By saying such things, these foolish men consider little what they speak against themselves and how far they discover their own nakedness. Hereby they make it apparent that they have in them no Christianity at all. For let’s ask ourselves this: Are they wiser than all the prophets and righteous people who lived in ancient times? They saw and acknowledged their great lack of the understanding of holy things. . . . How foully was Eli overtaken through ignorance in censuring and condemning good Hannah for drunkenness when she was pouring out her soul before the Lord because she moved her lips only? Although she uttered no words in his hearing, she spoke in her heart to God. And the like might be said of many indiscreet speeches and actions of the disciples of Christ before the resurrection, and till they had received the Spirit of understanding in a more plentiful measure. The Third Sermon of the Lord’s Supper.20


    
1:21-28 Hannah Prepares and Delivers Samuel to the Lord



    Vows Can Be Revoked. Martin Luther: Samuel, whose mother dedicated him to God, did not always observe the vow, but, as Samuel clearly indicated, become a ruler, traveled around the country, served the people and did not always remain in the temple as had been vowed. On the contrary, Samuel later lived in Ramah, and his example is a powerful argument against eternally binding monastic vows. An Answer to Several Questions on Monastic Vows.21


    Samuel Is Lent to the Lord. Johannes Bugenhagen: This vow is not a perpetual vow, as it says, “As long as he lives, he is lent to the LORD.” For because he was a Levite from Kohath, he has been given not by his mother’s vow but the law of God in Numbers 4 to minister from his thirtieth year to his fiftieth, at which time the law restores his freedom. This background also explains why Samuel will be described later as being in Ramah in possession of his father’s house and a judge in Israel for many years. Commentary on 1 Samuel.22


    Samuel’s Sacrifice as a Type of Christ’s. Lancelot Andrewes: Oblations were of two sorts according to Numbers 28:4, a “morning lamb” and an “evening lamb.” The presentation of Christ in the temple by his parents was the morning lamb; and the offering up of himself as a sacrifice in his passion was the evening lamb. In his oblation he was the author and beginning of our faith; in his passion, he was the finisher and accomplishment of our faith. For the application of this Scripture—that it may not seem strange but lawful and warrantable both by Scripture and by practice of Christ’s church—we are to know that it is lawful and usual to compare things spiritual . . . with things natural. Collection of Lectures.23


    Temporal Versus Spiritual Prayers. Andrew Willet: Some question whether it is lawful to pray for temporal and indifferent things, as here Hannah prays for a child and obtains one. . . . Temporal things are only to be prayed for in general, as we pray for them under the name of bread in the Lord’s Prayer. However, it appears by the examples of holy people in the Scripture that it is lawful to pray for temporal things, as Abraham prayed for Ishmael and Moses prayed for victory against Amalek. But there are two conditions required for temporal prayers: first, that we should pray for them transitorily, that is, not with as great a fervency and desire as for spiritual things; and second, that we must demonstrate how they will be used for God’s glory. But we must not think that we are heard for the merit of our prayer. God hears us in mercy, though prayer is appointed as the way and the means by which we walk. It is not the cause of granting our requests. Harmony on 1 Samuel.24


    Perpetual Nazirite. Lancelot Andrewes: If we ask why Hannah . . . gives something to God, the reason is because God has been offended by humankind and therefore must be appeased; and nothing more serves to appease wrath than a gift. . . . But if we will appease by a gift there must be an equality; we may not offer a thing under the value of the thing that was taken away. That is the reason why all the sacrifices of the law could not appease God. . . . The value of our obedience to God is such as cannot appease and satisfy his majesty, having been offended. . . . But if we can offer to God a thing of equal price to the obedience that we owe to God, then no doubt God will be appeased, especially if we offer a thing of a higher rate. . . . To offer Samuel as a Nazirite was not enough, for that continues but for certain days. . . . But Hannah gives her son to the Lord all his life, that is, forever. Collection of Lectures.25

  


  
    


    
2:1-10 THE PRAYER OF HANNAH


    1And Hannah prayed and said,


    
      “My heart exults in the LORD;


      my horn is exalted in the LORD.


      My mouth derides my enemies,


      because I rejoice in your salvation.


      2“There is none holy like the LORD:


      for there is none besides you;


      there is no rock like our God.


      3Talk no more so very proudly,


      let not arrogance come from your mouth;


      for the LORD is a God of knowledge,


      and by him actions are weighed.


      4The bows of the mighty are broken,


      but the feeble bind on strength.


      5Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread,


      but those who were hungry have ceased to hunger.


      The barren has borne seven,


      but she who has many children is forlorn.


      6The LORD kills and brings to life;


      he brings down to Sheol and raises up.


      7The LORD makes poor and makes rich;


      he brings low and he exalts.


      8He raises up the poor from the dust;


      he lifts the needy from the ash heap


      to make them sit with princes


      and inherit a seat of honor.


      For the pillars of the earth are the LORD’s,


      and on them he has set the world.


      9“He will guard the feet of his faithful ones,


      but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness,


      for not by might shall a man prevail.


      10The adversaries of the LORD shall be broken to pieces;


      against them he will thunder in heaven.


      The LORD will judge the ends of the earth;


      he will give strength to his king


      and exalt the horn of his anointed.”

    

    


    Overview: Hannah’s prayer, according to the reformers, signifies much more than mere praise of God for the gift of a child. It foretells the reign of Christ, and also provides the basis for Mary’s prayer in Luke 1:46-55.1 The commentators regard this as one of chief passages where the messianic king, Jesus Christ, is predicted in the Old Testament. The reformers, intent on safeguarding the sovereignty of God, dwell on Hannah’s words that the Lord both takes and restores life, which Strigel interprets as true conversion to God. The story of a barren yet faithful woman who ends up with a baby boy is a common one in the Bible, but the commentators see more spiritual significance in the story than first meets the eye.


    
2:1-5 Overview of Hannah’s Prayer



    Hannah Sings of God’s Glory. Johannes Bugenhagen: From her experience, Hannah, full of the Spirit, sings against the glory of human hypocrisy and sings about God’s glory, through which God graciously makes the barren fruitful. This means that Gentiles and sinners acquire grace. This divine grace and glory has been declared and entered the world through the reign of Christ, whose strength God exalts against all of the world’s powers, knowledge, righteousness and especially all human hypocrisy. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    Hannah’s Faithful and Prophetic Prayer. Viktorin Strigel: Hannah conforms to the pattern given in James: “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise.” Just as she brought prayers and vows to God earlier, she then celebrated the goodness and mercy of God with the sweetest song. But Hannah’s song is so admirably worthy not only because it praises the source of the gift but also because it foretells the reign of Christ, which lasts even to the end of the earth. Further, she teaches faith in God alone to be such that one can be killed and made alive, taken down to hell and brought back. Commentary on 1 Samuel.3


    Giving All. Thomas Adams: God gave Samuel to Hannah, Hannah gave Samuel back again to God. In a similar way, return part of your riches to God, who gave all to you in the first place. Commentary on 2 Peter.4


    Prayer of All Creatures. Lancelot Andrewes: The want of so great a blessing as is the bearing of a child moved Hannah to break forth into this desire of prayer. Yet it is most certain that the Virgin Mary needed a Savior—for which she also confessed that her spirit rejoiced—more so than Hannah needed a son. And as Mary’s need was greater, so her prayer was stronger than Hannah’s prayer. For Hannah prayed alone; but as for Mary’s prayer, it was accompanied with the desire and prayer of all creatures. Collection of Lectures.5


    
2:6-9 Killing and Bringing to Life



    Taking and Giving Life. Hans Denck: The righteousness of God is God himself. Sin is what raises itself up against God; it is in truth nothing. The righteousness works through the Word that was from the beginning and is subsequently divided in two, law and gospel, on account of the twofold office that Christ as king of righteousness exercises, namely, to destroy the unbelievers and to bring to life the believers. Now, all believers were once unbelievers. Consequently, in becoming believers, they thus first had to die in order that they might thereafter no longer live for themselves, as unbelievers do, but for God through Christ that their walk might indeed no longer be on earth but in heaven, as Paul says. David also verifies this where he says: The Lord leads down into hell and up again. All this I believe (Lord, crush my unbelief) in truth, awaiting now whoever wishes to deny and overthrow it. Nuremberg Confession.6


    Law Versus Gospel. Johann Gerhard: God kills and makes alive, and he leads down to hell and brings back again. Specifically, God kills by contrition that he may make alive by consolation. And God leads down to hell by the hammer of the law that he may bring back from hell by the comfort of the gospel. The Conquest of Temptations.7


    True Repentance Involves Dying and Rising. Viktorin Strigel: Hannah’s song describes true repentance, or conversion to God, in which there are two moves: dying and being made alive. Dying points to the heart’s recognizing God’s wrath against sin with true fear and suffering. Scripture describes this suffering: “Like a lion he breaks all my bones.” In these sufferings, which come from awareness of God’s wrath, there is mortification of the flesh, or of the old and corrupt nature. This suffering may be greater or smaller in various people, but contrition is necessary in all conversions, as it says in 2 Corinthians: “You were grieved into repenting . . . for godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.8


    Studying at God’s School. Martin Luther: I have often seen excellent men horribly vexed by terrors, afflictions and the severest persecutions, so much so that they nearly experienced despair of heart. But these things must be learned so that we may be able to comfort such men and interpret the temptations as the special manner by which God is accustomed to wrestle with us in the form of a destroyer and that we may exhort them firmly to retain the promise, or lamp and spark, of the Word in the hope that the rescue will certainly follow. For God leads down to hell and brings back. Now you see his back parts, and God seems to be shunning you, but sometime later you will see his front parts and his face. This is what it means for him to love those whom he chastises. This love must be learned from experience, nor should chastisement be avoided and shunned. The story is told of a peasant who, when he heard this consolation from his pastor, that the afflictions and troubles by which God afflicts us are signs of his love, replied: “Ah, how I would like him to love others and not me!” Lectures on Genesis.9


    All Is God’s Own. David Clarkson: God has the right to dispose of all as he wills, and does actually dispose of any things and persons as he thinks is good. He has jus praesenter disponendi, “the right of present disposal,” which is properly dominion or property. He gives possession and ejects, puts in and throws out, lifts up and casts down, whom and when he will. . . . Why does God thus dispose of all? Because all is his own. Sermon on 1 Chronicles 29:11.10


    
2:10 God Blessed His Church



    Another Prediction About the Messiah. Cardinal Cajetan: According to the Hebrew, the passage states: “He will give strength to his king; he will raise the horn of his Messiah.” Before this time, however, no king had been instituted in Israel. Therefore, this passage speaks about the messianic king, for God gave him strength and elevated his power. In fact, in Hebrew the word Messiah means “anointed,” while in Greek the word is translated as Christ. Now, it is evident that Christ will come at the time of judgment in strength and in great stature. And for this reason it is manifest that he will be a person who judges the ends of the earth according to the prophecy from the book of Job. And this is the fourth passage in which the Messiah is clearly predicted: first, during the time of Abraham; second, during the time of Jacob; third, during the time of Moses; and fourth, during the time of Samuel. Later the Messiah is predicted in the book of Job. Commentary on 1 Samuel.11


    David, the Chosen One. John Calvin: Before a king had been established over the people, Hannah, the mother of Samuel, describing the happiness of the godly, already says in her song: “God will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his Messiah.” By these words she means that God will bless his church. To this corresponds the prophecy that is added a little later: “The priest whom I shall raise up . . . will walk in the presence of my Christ.” And there is no doubt that our heavenly Father willed that we perceive in David and his descendants the living image of Christ. Accordingly David, wishing to urge the pious fear of God, commands them to “kiss the Son.” To this corresponds the saying of the Gospel: “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father.” Therefore, although the kingdom collapsed because of the revolt of the ten tribes, yet the covenant God made with David and his successors had to stand, just as he spoke through the prophets: “I will not tear away all the kingdom . . . for the sake of David my servant and for the sake of Jerusalem, which I have chosen . . . but to your son one tribe will remain.” This same promise is repeated a second and a third time. It is expressly stated: “I will . . . afflict David’s descendants, but not eternally.” Sometime later it is said: “For the sake of David his servant, God gave him a lamp in Jerusalem, to raise himself up a son and to protect Jerusalem.” Then, although affairs verged on ruin, it was again said: “The Lord was unwilling to destroy Judah, for the sake of David his servant, since he promised to give a lamp to him and to his sons forever.” To sum up: While all others were passed over, David alone was chosen as the one in whom God’s pleasure should rest. Institutes 2.6.2.12

  


  
    


    
2:11-36 REJECTION OF ELI’S WICKED SONS AND HIS HOUSEHOLD


    11Then Elkanah went home to Ramah. And the boya was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli the priest.


    12Now the sons of Eli were worthless men. They did not know the LORD. 13The custom of the priests with the people was that when any man offered sacrifice, the priest’s servant would come, while the meat was boiling, with a three-pronged fork in his hand, 14and he would thrust it into the pan or kettle or cauldron or pot. All that the fork brought up the priest would take for himself. This is what they did at Shiloh to all the Israelites who came there. 15Moreover, before the fat was burned, the priest’s servant would come and say to the man who was sacrificing, “Give meat for the priest to roast, for he will not accept boiled meat from you but only raw.” 16And if the man said to him, “Let them burn the fat first, and then take as much as you wish,” he would say, “No, you must give it now, and if not, I will take it by force.” 17Thus the sin of the young men was very great in the sight of the LORD, for the men treated the offering of the LORD with contempt.


    18Samuel was ministering before the LORD, a boy clothed with a linen ephod. 19And his mother used to make for him a little robe and take it to him each year when she went up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice. 20Then Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, and say, “May the LORD give you children by this woman for the petition she asked of the LORD.” So then they would return to their home.


    21Indeed the LORD visited Hannah, and she conceived and bore three sons and two daughters. And the boy Samuel grew in the presence of the LORD.


    22Now Eli was very old, and he kept hearing all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and how they lay with the women who were serving at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 23And he said to them, “Why do you do such things? For I hear of your evil dealings from all these people. 24No, my sons; it is no good report that I hear the people of the LORD spreading abroad. 25If someone sins against a man, God will mediate for him, but if someone sins against the LORD, who can intercede for him?” But they would not listen to the voice of their father, for it was the will of the LORD to put them to death.


    26Now the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the LORD and also with man.


    27And there came a man of God to Eli and said to him, “Thus says the LORD, ‘Did I indeed reveal myself to the house of your father when they were in Egypt subject to the house of Pharaoh? 28Did I choose him out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, to wear an ephod before me? I gave to the house of your father all my offerings by fire from the people of Israel. 29Why then do you scornb my sacrifices and my offerings that I commanded for my dwelling, and honor your sons above me by fattening yourselves on the choicest parts of every offering of my people Israel?’ 30Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: ‘I promised that your house and the house of your father should go in and out before me forever,’ but now the LORD declares: ‘Far be it from me, for those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed. 31Behold, the days are coming when I will cut off your strength and the strength of your father’s house, so that there will not be an old man in your house. 32Then in distress you will look with envious eye on all the prosperity that shall be bestowed on Israel, and there shall not be an old man in your house forever. 33The only one of you whom I shall not cut off from my altar shall be spared to weep hisc eyes out to grieve his heart, and all the descendantsd of your house shall die by the sword of men.e 34And this that shall come upon your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, shall be the sign to you: both of them shall die on the same day. 35And I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who shall do according to what is in my heart and in my mind. And I will build him a sure house, and he shall go in and out before my anointed forever. 36And everyone who is left in your house shall come to implore him for a piece of silver or a loaf of bread and shall say, “Please put me in one of the priests’ places, that I may eat a morsel of bread.”’”


    a Hebrew na’ar can be rendered boy (2:11, 18, 21, 26; 3:1, 8), servant (2:13, 15), or young man (2:17), depending on the context b Hebrew kick at c Septuagint; Hebrew your; twice in this verse d Hebrew increase e Septuagint; Hebrew die as men

    


    


    Overview: According to the interpreters, leadership of God’s people is a great responsibility, not to be taken lightly. Melanchthon exhorts us not to discredit the gospel by our bad behavior. The reformers believe that leaders, particularly members of the clergy, are to display exemplary lives in accordance with good doctrine. When God’s people see poor behavior in their leaders, they are drawn to imitate their bad example rather than seek the higher road to goodness and righteousness. Eli’s sons are evil leaders juxtaposed with Samuel’s godly leadership. Moreover, the reformers criticize Eli for being too lenient toward his sons, and the commentators use this passage to encourage parents to follow the wisdom of Proverbs by disciplining their children. When Eli tries to admonish his sons’ behavior, however, it is too late. According to the interpreters, Eli is unable to intercede with God on his sons’ behalf, and God rightly condemns his sons for their wicked behavior. Despite the free actions of Eli’s sons, the removal of Eli’s lineage from the priesthood is part of God’s sovereign plan, which prompts an explanation of the difference between conditional and unconditional promises.


    
2:11-17 The Differences Between Godly and Ungodly Leaders



    Integrity Among Ministers. Philipp Melanchthon: We, who confess the gospel, are especially to consider how severely God is angered if we give the gospel an evil name. For such sin God cast aside the high priest Eli and his sons, as the text says, 1 Samuel 2:17, “Thus the sin of the young men was very great in the sight of the Lord; for they treated the offering of the Lord with contempt.” As God was angry with those who gave reason for speaking of the sacrifice, you should not give reason for, or support, blasphemy or contempt of the gospel. We must, therefore, be careful in doctrine and customs, so that we do not incur the anger of God with offensive doctrine or injurious examples. Theological Commonplaces (1555).1


    Samuel’s Steadfastness Contrasts with Eli’s Sons. Viktorin Strigel: Samuel possessed great and amazing virtue, because he did not imitate the depraved example of Eli’s sons. For he very much shows examples of self-governance in both parts of valor. For they are especially strong who have close friendships at home and who attend closely to God. Therefore, when Samuel did not follow the impious and otherwise wicked sons of Eli, then his incorruptibility can rightly be described as Pyrrhus spoke of Fabricius (as stated in Eutropius’s history). Such is Samuel, who was as hard to separate from honesty as Saul was quick. For he was always true to himself, unchanging in all matters. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    The Role of a Church Leader. Heinrich Bullinger: Let us consider how pastors are to lead the church of Christ and exemplify a holy life. The Lord said to his disciples in the Gospel: “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” As such, pastors are to give light to their churches by means of a holy life and not just by means of doctrine. After seeing that the pastor’s life agrees with sound doctrine, the people of the church will be moved toward innocence of life. For the most part, an example of a holy and good person may be found in the study of the virtues; on the contrary, Scripture testifies in many ways how the corrupt sons of Eli, the chief leaders of religion, served as an example to corrupt the people. For Scripture says, “This sin of the young men was very great in the Lord’s sight, for they were treating the Lord’s offering with contempt.” For it is apparent that people begin to doubt the whole doctrine when they see the corrupt life of the ministers of the church. The people cry out, “If the pastor truly believed the things he teaches us, he would not lead such an immoral life.” In this way, the teachers are said to have overthrown in their evil life what they had constructed in their unsound doctrine. Decades 5.4.3


    The Many Offenses of Eli’s Sons. Andrew Willet: The sin Eli’s sons committed against the offerings of the Lord was not of one sort but many. First, they were guilty of theft and robbery. For whereas only the breast and right shoulder belonged to the priest of the peace offerings, they took more and were not content with the ordinary portion brought up by their utensils. Second, they also committed sacrilege. For whereas the Lord was to be served first and the fat burned first, they exacted their fee and more, even before the Lord had gotten his due. Third, they did this with contemptuous hostility and violence, not staying to receive it at the offerer’s hand, but being their own carvers. Fourth, they were also guilty of the sin of wantonness. They took the flesh while it was yet raw, so that they might dress it to the priest’s liking. In short, the sin of the young men was very great: in respect to themselves . . . who, being priests, should have given a good example to others; in regard to God, against whom they were presumptuous; and in respect to the great hurt and inconvenience that arose from this, they caused the people to abhor the sacrifices of the Lord. Harmony on 1 Samuel.4


    
2:18-21 Samuel and His Ephod



    The Ephod Linen. Johannes Bugenhagen: This was the ephod garment of the Levites, spoken of in Exodus 28, which covered over the priests’ lower body. But when it was put on Samuel, it signified his public ministry and his Levitical priesthood in the tabernacle. Commentary on 1 Samuel.5


    Different Kinds of Ephods. Andrew Willet: There were two kinds of ephods belonging to the service of the tabernacle, one peculiar to the high priest wrought with gold and blue silk; and another of linen only, which was common to all the Levites and priests. . . . Of this sort was Samuel’s ephod. Yet there was also a third kind of ephod, which was a civil garment of white linen used in the time of celebration and joy. Such is the type of ephod David put on when he danced before the ark and about which the Preacher said, “Let your garments be always white.” Harmony on 1 Samuel.6


    
2:22-26 The Sins of the Sons



    Scattering the Wolves. Martin Bucer: Let us be admonished by those horrible punishments that were suffered by the priest Eli . . . and the whole people of Israel on account of their wicked indulgence and misguided compassion toward those against whom they should have treated severely—by God’s command, who alone is truly compassionate and merciful. We should not imagine that anyone—contrary to God’s teaching and to the church of God’s ruin—will be shown leniency or pardoned at all. Christian leniency and mercy must be shown to Christ’s sheep—by which they should be protected from wolves—not to wolves, so that they can scatter and destroy the sheep. Reign of Christ.7


    Parental Responsibility. Philipp Melanchthon: Also we need to teach parents their responsibility to instill in their children the fear of God, to teach and let them learn the Word of God. Thus we read in the Proverbs of Solomon: “For folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from him.” So Paul in Ephesians 6 says: “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” Such is the example of Eli who according to 1 Samuel 2 was punished by God and deprived of his priestly office because he had not taken seriously the rearing of this children. Never have youth been more insolent than today—we see how little they obey, how little they respect their parents. On this account, undoubtedly, the world is full of plagues, war, rebellion and other evils. Instructions by the Visitors of Parish Pastors: On True Christian Prayer.8


    God Will Punish Eli’s Corrupt Sons. Johannes Bugenhagen: A priest holds the office of mediation between God and people, to teach the people God’s Word and to make sacrifices. These all stumble wherever the Word of God is despised. For what good does it do to add piety to impiety? In the same way, these priests stretched what was written in the Lord’s law about the portions given to priests and the sacrifices of the law concerning the fat burned to the Lord as written in Leviticus. They did not come back to their senses when admonished by the people but rather used violence against those who questioned them. When their father rightly admonished them, they despised his great forbearance and earned God’s judgment, as it is written, “It was the will of the LORD to put them to death.” This is an example of how human doctrines gather people against God’s Word while the glory of wealth and worldly opinions of justice are sought instead. Here are erring spirits, which little by little possess what they want by violent means. Commentary on 1 Samuel.9


    Scandalous Sacrifice. Robert Sanderson: In judging the cases of scandal, we are not so much to look at the event, what that is or may be, as we are at the cause from where it comes. . . . The first is when a person does something before another person that is in itself evil, unlawful and sinful. In which case, neither the intention of the one who does it nor the event, as to him who sees it done, is of any consideration. It does not matter whether the doer had an intention to draw the other into sin or not. Nor does it matter whether the other was induced to commit sin or not. The fact that the action itself is evil, and done before others, is sufficient to render the doer guilty of having given scandal, though he had neither any intention himself so to do, nor was any person actually scandalized by it. This is because whatsoever is in itself and in its own nature evil is also of itself, and in its own nature, scandalous, and of evil example. Thus did Hophni and Phinehas, the sons of Eli, give scandal by their wretched profaneness and greediness about the sacrifices of the Lord as well as their vile and shameless abusing of the women. The Case Determined.10


    Multiplying Sin. Thomas Adams: The sin of the clergy is like a sickness, which rising from the stomach into the head, drops down upon the lungs . . . until all the members of the body languish into corruption. Eli’s lewd sons acted intolerably when they sinned in the tabernacle. Although their sacrifices could do away the sins of others, no sacrifice could do away their own sin. Although many a soul was the cleaner for the blood of those beasts they shed, their own souls were the fouler by it. By one and the same service, they atoned for the people’s offenses and multiplied their own. The Temple.11


    Why We Must Read the Scriptures. John Jewel: Are you a father? Do you have children? Read the Scriptures and they will teach you. If you have sons, instruct them. Eli the prophet, by sparing his wanton children, cast away himself and his children: They were killed, the ark of God was taken and old Eli fell down and broke his neck. Of the Holy Scriptures.12


    
2:27-36 The Lord Rejects Eli’s Household



    There Came a Man of God. Johannes Bugenhagen: Another prophet was sent by God. As Eli’s own words show, he was not ignorant of his sin of releasing his ungodly sons into the priesthood and letting this matter become a disgrace. Here the law or judgment of God is revealed clearly to him, which confounds his conscience. Love for his sons keeps him from coming to his senses, even though the priesthood should not be a private honor. But he heard the judgment of God again from Samuel when he said, “It is the LORD. Let him do what seems good to him.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.13


    Eli’s Three Errors. Viktorin Strigel: The prophet’s remembrance of the earlier blessings given to the Levites is followed by the most egregious accusations, in which three of Eli the priest’s crimes are brought up. The first is profaning the sacrifice. The second is being fawning and overindulgent to his children. The third is avarice. Commentary on 1 Samuel.14


    But It Should Not Be So. Andrew Willet: Here arises a great doubt, given we know that God’s promises are most certain and that his decree is immutable. How, then, does the Lord make a promise and then go back on it? The answer is that some of God’s promises are absolute without any condition, as was the promise of the Messiah. However, others of God’s promises are given to us conditionally, especially the temporal promises made to the Israelites. These conditional promises, such as the priesthood being promised to the family of Eli, depended on the condition of their obedience. So now, life everlasting is promised to those who have faith and believe. But will some say: Does God’s election, therefore, depend on our works or belief? Not in any way. For God, as he has promised the reward—so also, to those whom he purposes to make heirs of his promise—he has likewise ordained the means to give them faith (and all other graces) to apprehend and lay hold of the promises. God’s promises, then, are only effectual to those who, by a lively faith, apprehend them. The rest, which by their disobedience fall off from God’s promises, do not work any alteration in the purpose of God, who has foreseen both their disobedience and that his promises did not belong to them. Harmony on 1 Samuel.15

  


  
    


    
3:1–4:1a SAMUEL’S CALLING


    1Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD in the presence of Eli. And the word of the LORD was rare in those days; there was no frequent vision.


    2At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his own place. 3The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the LORD, where the ark of God was.


    4Then the LORD called Samuel, and he said, “Here I am!” 5and ran to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call; lie down again.” So he went and lay down.


    6And the LORD called again, “Samuel!” and Samuel arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call, my son; lie down again.” 7Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him.


    8And the LORD called Samuel again the third time. And he arose and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli perceived that the LORD was calling the boy. 9Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down, and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant hears.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place.


    10And the LORD came and stood, calling as at other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant hears.” 11Then the LORD said to Samuel, “Behold, I am about to do a thing in Israel at which the two ears of everyone who hears it will tingle. 12On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. 13And I declare to him that I am about to punish his house forever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God,a and he did not restrain them. 14Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be atoned for by sacrifice or offering forever.”


    15Samuel lay until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the LORD. And Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli. 16But Eli called Samuel and said, “Samuel, my son.” And he said, “Here I am.” 17And Eli said, “What was it that he told you? Do not hide it from me. May God do so to you and more also if you hide anything from me of all that he told you.” 18So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing from him. And he said, “It is the LORD. Let him do what seems good to him.”


    19And Samuel grew, and the LORD was with him and let none of his words fall to the ground. 20And all Israel from Dan to Beersheba knew that Samuel was established as a prophet of the LORD. 21And the LORD appeared again at Shiloh, for the LORD revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the LORD.


    4 And the word of Samuel came to all Israel.

    



    a Or blaspheming for themselves

    


    


    Overview: There was a general sense among Reformation interpreters that in their day God was dismantling the church of old on account of its faithlessness and breathing new life into the church—not very different from the way God was ending Eli’s line and starting afresh with Samuel. Due to the godlessness on the part of Israelite leadership, God sends a spiritual famine in accordance with Scripture. As the last of the judges, Samuel is a true prophet of God, who begins to restore the Israelites to proper worship of God. Although Samuel does not initially understand God’s voice, God chooses him to lead God’s people into the truth. His first assignment is to deliver a divine word to his teacher Eli. The reformers commend Eli’s humility to Christian believers. Like Eli, Christians must always affirm and patiently accept the word of the Lord, regardless of the immediate pain it causes us or the difficulty that ensues. For the commentators, the beauty of this passage is that God gives partial revelation to Samuel and partial revelation to Eli, reminding us of Paul’s analogy of the church as one body with many members.


    Called by God Alone. Viktorin Strigel: This particular chapter recounts the direct calling of Samuel to prophetic service. Samuel was not called by people or through the agency of people but by God. And Samuel was called in this way so that he could be an expounder of the law and a witness of the Messiah, who would govern the political realm. Commentary on 1 Samuel.1


    
3:1 The Scarcity of God’s Word in Those Days



    Eli Establishes Samuel as a Prophet. Lucas Osiander: Prophets and divine revelations were rare then. At that time the godlessness of the priests and the people was very great. As the Lord said in Amos: “I will send a famine on the land—not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but for hearing the words of the Lord.” Because God’s people then deserved punishment, a prophet was raised up, namely Samuel. For when God punishes his people’s sins, he first sends someone to invite and call them to repentance, saying, “Come to your senses and escape punishment.” Already, therefore, Samuel is called to the office of prophet. . . . [He then replied to God’s call, saying]: “I am humbly ready to receive the word that you will tell me.” And so Eli, who was denied prophetic visions, nevertheless established Samuel in how he prepared him to hear the divine oracle. Annotations on 1 Samuel.2


    Neglected Word. Viktorin Strigel: At this time there were not many preachers or pastors. It was as if sacred Scripture was covered in mold or dust. The study of Scripture was neglected when Samuel came along, who roused and illuminated the study of it again. And just as the supreme good of any church is the preservation of the true doctrine of God, so the worst thing that can happen to a church is to have a famine, not of bread, but of the Word of God. Whenever the Word is lost or obscured, a horrible darkness concerning the benefits of Christ, concerning true prayer and concerning faith must inevitably follow. Therefore we give thanks to God because his Word desires to dwell among us abundantly with all wisdom. Commentary on 1 Samuel.3


    There Was No Manifest Vision. Andrew Willet: God, for the sin of his people, brought a famine on them—“not a famine of bread, or a thirst for water”—just as he threatened by his prophet Amos: “They shall wander from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of the Lord, but they shall not find it.” Although there might be some private and particular visions and revelations—as to Manoah in Judges 13—yet the public office of prophets was ceased and intermittent. For this is not to be understood of the written word—for they had the books of Moses—but of the word of prophecy. And if there were any such visions, they were dark, hidden and obscure. As the Septuagint reads, there was no “distinct vision,” that is, opened, unfolded and applied. Christ Jesus the Word of God, by whom the Lord spoke to Samuel in 1 Samuel 3:21 and to David in 2 Samuel 7:21, sparingly revealed and manifested himself to his servants the prophets. Harmony of 1 Samuel.4


    
3:2-18 God’s Revelation



    The Same Lord Empowering Everyone. Johannes Brenz: God provided the revelation in this way so Eli could recognize that what was first revealed to Samuel through a dream was truly divine. Thus after Eli heard Samuel describe the revelation, he was convinced by his own testimony that this was no mere dream but a certain pronouncement from the Lord. In this way Eli might recognize and be frightened by his own true unworthiness before the Lord, and thereby be revived. This passage shows us the wonderful plan of God that one person is not given all gifts but rather that individuals are given individual gifts. To Samuel was given the gift of hearing the voice of God, though he was not given the gift of recognizing it as God’s voice without being taught to know it by Eli. To Eli it was given that he might recognize the voice of God through his intellect, though it was not given him to hear the Lord himself. As Paul says, “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone.” Sermons on Samuel.5


    Listening Like Samuel. Johann Arndt: The Lord says, “Hear my voice and open unto me.” In a house in which there is the noise of this world, no sweet music can be heard. In a like manner, God cannot be heard in a worldly heart, for it is not opened toward God and does not let him in. Therefore such an earthly heart cannot taste the heavenly manna. When the tumult of this world is still in the heart, God comes and knocks and allows himself to be heard. Then you can say with the prophet Samuel: “Speak, Lord, for your servant hears.” True Christianity.6


    How Samuel Did Not Know the Lord. Andrew Willet: Some read: “This is what Samuel did before he knew the Lord.” However, the passage is better interpreted as: “Samuel did not yet know the Lord,” as the Hebrew here signifies both not yet and before that. At any rate, the first interpretation is more proper here, which makes the sense full without any other addition. But in the other reading something must be supplied. Now there is a twofold knowledge of God: ordinary and extraordinary. One is common to all servants of God, the other only to the prophets when the will of God is revealed concerning things to come: Samuel was not without the ordinary knowledge of God before, but the latter he had no experience of until now. As the next words shows, “The word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him,” which the Jews interpret as prophecy. Therefore Eli gave him instruction and informed him that it was the Lord who spoke to him. Harmony on 1 Samuel.7


    Samuel Preaches Repentance to Eli. Viktorin Strigel: We can see how merciful and long-suffering our heavenly father is when we consider that Eli the priest was told to repent by two prophets. For in the previous chapter Eli heard the most fervent advice of the unnamed prophet. Now he is invited to repentance by the ministry of the prophet Samuel. But then consider Samuel’s great sorrow upon seeing his master and teacher’s unhappy end. Commentary on 1 Samuel.8


    What Seems Good to God. Lancelot Andrewes: We must bear quietly the punishment laid on us, for out of affliction the godly gather a matter of thanks for having all taken from them. . . . The godly praise God for the cup of affliction as well as for the cup of salvation, and are as thankful to God for the benefits the Lord bestows on them by means of affliction against their will as for those that come to them by their will and good liking. And this is the perfection we are to strive toward. But if we do not at all reckon them as benefits, nevertheless we must say with Eli, “It is the Lord; let him do what seems good to him.” Collection of Lectures.9


    Eli Confesses His Sins. Lucas Osiander: When Eli responded, “It is the Lord. Let him do what seems good to him,” it was as if he were saying, “I recognize my sin and the righteous wrath of the Lord. And I understand that I and my posterity are no longer allowed to continue the sacrifices or serve as mediators as a punishment for our sins. I will bear this patiently, content in this one thing: that I know the Lord God seriously desires repentance and not that we are cast into eternal damnation.” Therefore, even if we are not able to escape from such physical punishment, we still should not doubt the mercy of God, which leads to eternal life. Instead, we should subject ourselves to the will of God with continual, humble and patient supplications. Annotations on 1 Samuel.10


    Not Eternal Condemnation. Thomas Jackson: Now when Samuel had delivered this fearful and reproving sentence to Eli, the latter replied no more than this: “It is the Lord. Let him do what seems him good to him.” Had this message been delivered by that “man of God” who brought the former prophecy of doom to this good old man, Eli—though he was a weak judge—he probably would have happily ignored it, for such did he do when the man of God spoke to him. At the least, he would have called the messenger’s prophecy into question. But because this latter and more terrible doom was delivered to him by a child—who was far removed from secular cunning and sophisms of corrupt priests or Levites, who could not even distinguish the voice of the Lord from the voice of his teacher until he was instructed by him and who depended on Eli completely as his foster father—his message was to Eli more authentic. In other words, Samuel’s message, both in its content and in its presentation, was freer from all suspicion of imposture.


    Eli’s response is of the same alloy of Job’s reply to the sad news his servants brought to him. “The Lord,” says Job, “gave and has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” Such is how he spoke after he had seen himself and his family utterly undone for worldly substance, deprived of all earthly contentment. Eli knew that this sentence against him was denounced as by oath. It was as certain and impossible to be reversed as if it had already happened. For this reason, I believe, the old man, Eli, did consider a more submissive answer to Samuel than he had vouchsafed to the man of God who was sent to him on the same errand. The humility and modesty of his answer persuades me that the fearful sentence denounced against him extended no further than to the irreversible deposition of him and his family from the legal or temporary priesthood to the poor and humble estate where his posterity after the disaster of his two sons were to live here on the earth. Nor have I any warrant from God’s Word to say, and Christian charity forbids me to think, that either Eli himself, his two lewd sons or his posterity were absolutely or irreversibly decreed from this time forward to everlasting damnation. A Treatise of the Son of God to His Everlasting Priesthood.11


    
3:19-4:1a Samuel’s Calling to the Lord



    The Word of God Reestablished Under Samuel. Johannes Bugenhagen: This describes the Lord’s first revelation to the young Samuel. It came at a time when the Lord had ceased to appear in Shiloh, for the reasons clearly explained in chapter two. Here you see an example of this: “You have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children.” So Samuel grew before God and the people, for he had the word of God and became known by all of Israel as a faithful prophet. Commentary on 1 Samuel.12


    Samuel’s Calling. Andrew Willet: Three things are expressed whereby the excellence of Samuel’s gifts and the prerogative of his calling appear. First, the certainty of his predictions and prophecies all came to pass and none were spoken in vain. Samuel did not need any signs or miracles for the demonstrations of his calling, as the effect and accomplishment of his prophecies were a sufficient evidence. Second, Samuel was faithful, without any partiality or accepting of persons, in delivering the word of God to Israel—just as Moses is said to have been faithful in the Lord’s house. Finally, after the Lord had begun in this way to reveal himself to Samuel, God continued to do so, and he added further to reveal to Samuel his will and to appear to him. Samuel therefore was an honorable prophet, because in him the word of prophesying revived out of its previous decay. And therefore Scripture says, “No Passover like it had been kept in Israel since the days of Samuel the prophet,” since he restored the religion that had been greatly corrupted. Harmony on 1 Samuel.13

  


  
    


    
4:1b–7:2 THE ARK CAPTURED AND RETURNED


    1Now Israel went out to battle against the Philistines. They encamped at Ebenezer, and the Philistines encamped at Aphek. 2The Philistines drew up in line against Israel, and when the battle spread, Israel was defeated before the Philistines, who killed about four thousand men on the field of battle. 3And when the people came to the camp, the elders of Israel said, “Why has the LORD defeated us today before the Philistines? Let us bring the ark of the covenant of the LORD here from Shiloh, that ita may come among us and save us from the power of our enemies.” 4So the people sent to Shiloh and brought from there the ark of the covenant of the LORD of hosts, who is enthroned on the cherubim. And the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were there with the ark of the covenant of God.


    5As soon as the ark of the covenant of the LORD came into the camp, all Israel gave a mighty shout, so that the earth resounded. 6And when the Philistines heard the noise of the shouting, they said, “What does this great shouting in the camp of the Hebrews mean?” And when they learned that the ark of the LORD had come to the camp, 7the Philistines were afraid, for they said, “A god has come into the camp.” And they said, “Woe to us! For nothing like this has happened before. 8Woe to us! Who can deliver us from the power of these mighty gods? These are the gods who struck the Egyptians with every sort of plague in the wilderness. 9Take courage, and be men, O Philistines, lest you become slaves to the Hebrews as they have been to you; be men and fight.”


    10So the Philistines fought, and Israel was defeated, and they fled, every man to his home. And there was a very great slaughter, for thirty thousand foot soldiers of Israel fell. 11And the ark of God was captured, and the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died.


    12A man of Benjamin ran from the battle line and came to Shiloh the same day, with his clothes torn and with dirt on his head. 13When he arrived, Eli was sitting on his seat by the road watching, for his heart trembled for the ark of God. And when the man came into the city and told the news, all the city cried out. 14When Eli heard the sound of the outcry, he said, “What is this uproar?” Then the man hurried and came and told Eli. 15Now Eli was ninety-eight years old and his eyes were set so that he could not see. 16And the man said to Eli, “I am he who has come from the battle; I fled from the battle today.” And he said, “How did it go, my son?” 17He who brought the news answered and said, “Israel has fled before the Philistines, and there has also been a great defeat among the people. Your two sons also, Hophni and Phinehas, are dead, and the ark of God has been captured.” 18As soon as he mentioned the ark of God, Eli fell over backward from his seat by the side of the gate, and his neck was broken and he died, for the man was old and heavy. He had judged Israel forty years.


    19Now his daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was pregnant, about to give birth. And when she heard the news that the ark of God was captured, and that her father-in-law and her husband were dead, she bowed and gave birth, for her pains came upon her. 20And about the time of her death the women attending her said to her, “Do not be afraid, for you have borne a son.” But she did not answer or pay attention. 21And she named the child Ichabod, saying, “The glory has departedb from Israel!” because the ark of God had been captured and because of her father-in-law and her husband. 22And she said, “The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of God has been captured.”


    5 When the Philistines captured the ark of God, they brought it from Ebenezer to Ashdod. 2Then the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it into the house of Dagon and set it up beside Dagon. 3And when the people of Ashdod rose early the next day, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward on the ground before the ark of the LORD. So they took Dagon and put him back in his place. 4But when they rose early on the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward on the ground before the ark of the LORD, and the head of Dagon and both his hands were lying cut off on the threshold. Only the trunk of Dagon was left to him. 5This is why the priests of Dagon and all who enter the house of Dagon do not tread on the threshold of Dagon in Ashdod to this day.


    6The hand of the LORD was heavy against the people of Ashdod, and he terrified and afflicted them with tumors, both Ashdod and its territory. 7And when the men of Ashdod saw how things were, they said, “The ark of the God of Israel must not remain with us, for his hand is hard against us and against Dagon our god.” 8So they sent and gathered together all the lords of the Philistines and said, “What shall we do with the ark of the God of Israel?” They an­­­­swered, “Let the ark of the God of Israel be brought around to Gath.” So they brought the ark of the God of Israel there. 9But after they had brought it around, the hand of the LORD was against the city, causing a very great panic, and he afflicted the men of the city, both young and old, so that tumors broke out on them. 10So they sent the ark of God to Ekron. But as soon as the ark of God came to Ekron, the people of Ekron cried out, “They have brought around to us the ark of the God of Israel to kill us and our people.” 11They sent therefore and gathered together all the lords of the Philistines and said, “Send away the ark of the God of Israel, and let it return to its own place, that it may not kill us and our people.” For there was a deathly panic throughout the whole city. The hand of God was very heavy there. 12The men who did not die were struck with tumors, and the cry of the city went up to heaven.


    6 The ark of the LORD was in the country of the Philistines seven months. 2And the Philistines called for the priests and the diviners and said, “What shall we do with the ark of the LORD? Tell us with what we shall send it to its place.” 3They said, “If you send away the ark of the God of Israel, do not send it empty, but by all means return him a guilt offering. Then you will be healed, and it will be known to you why his hand does not turn away from you.” 4And they said, “What is the guilt offering that we shall return to him?” They answered, “Five golden tumors and five golden mice, according to the number of the lords of the Philistines, for the same plague was on all of you and on your lords. 5So you must make images of your tumors and images of your mice that ravage the land, and give glory to the God of Israel. Perhaps he will lighten his hand from off you and your gods and your land. 6Why should you harden your hearts as the Egyptians and Pharaoh hardened their hearts? After he had dealt severely with them, did they not send the people away, and they departed? 7Now then, take and prepare a new cart and two milk cows on which there has never come a yoke, and yoke the cows to the cart, but take their calves home, away from them. 8And take the ark of the LORD and place it on the cart and put in a box at its side the figures of gold, which you are returning to him as a guilt offering. Then send it off and let it go its way 9and watch. If it goes up on the way to its own land, to Beth-shemesh, then it is he who has done us this great harm, but if not, then we shall know that it is not his hand that struck us; it happened to us by coincidence.”


    10The men did so, and took two milk cows and yoked them to the cart and shut up their calves at home. 11And they put the ark of the LORD on the cart and the box with the golden mice and the images of their tumors. 12And the cows went straight in the direction of Beth-shemesh along one highway, lowing as they went. They turned neither to the right nor to the left, and the lords of the Philistines went after them as far as the border of Beth-shemesh. 13Now the people of Beth-shemesh were reaping their wheat harvest in the valley. And when they lifted up their eyes and saw the ark, they rejoiced to see it. 14The cart came into the field of Joshua of Beth-shemesh and stopped there. A great stone was there. And they split up the wood of the cart and offered the cows as a burnt offering to the LORD. 15And the Levites took down the ark of the LORD and the box that was beside it, in which were the golden figures, and set them upon the great stone. And the men of Beth-shemesh offered burnt offerings and sacrificed sacrifices on that day to the LORD. 16And when the five lords of the Philistines saw it, they returned that day to Ekron.


    17These are the golden tumors that the Philistines returned as a guilt offering to the LORD: one for Ashdod, one for Gaza, one for Ashkelon, one for Gath, one for Ekron, 18and the golden mice, according to the number of all the cities of the Philistines belonging to the five lords, both fortified cities and unwalled villages. The great stone beside which they set down the ark of the LORD is a witness to this day in the field of Joshua of Beth-shemesh.


    19And he struck some of the men of Beth-shemesh, because they looked upon the ark of the LORD. He struck seventy men of them,c and the people mourned because the LORD had struck the people with a great blow. 20Then the men of Beth-shemesh said, “Who is able to stand before the LORD, this holy God? And to whom shall he go up away from us?” 21So they sent messengers to the inhabitants of Kiriath-jearim, saying, “The Philistines have returned the ark of the LORD. Come down and take it up to you.”


    7 And the men of Kiriath-jearim came and took up the ark of the LORD and brought it to the house of Abinadab on the hill. And they consecrated his son Eleazar to have charge of the ark of the LORD. 2From the day that the ark was lodged at Kiriath-jearim, a long time passed, some twenty years, and all the house of Israel lamented after the LORD.


    a Or he b Or gone into exile; also verse 22 c Most Hebrew manuscripts struck of the people seventy men, fifty thousand men

    


    


    Overview: According to the commentators, God uses the war between the Israelites and the Philistines to take the lives of Eli and his sons as punishment for their sins. The interpreters are also agreed that taking the ark of the covenant to the battlefield is a foolish act with dire consequences. Nevertheless, when the Philistines place the Israelite ark, which signifies the presence of Yahweh, alongside their god Dagon, the Lord God guards his sanctity despite the godlessness of the Israelites. In fact, God punishes the Philistines, who ironically display more reverence toward the ark than the Israelites had, sending it back to Bethshemesh with materials for guilt offerings and burnt offerings. Although the men of Bethshemesh should have known better, the interpreters explain, they violate the law of God by opening the ark and not handling it lawfully. God, therefore, rightly takes the lives of the guilty men. In this same passage, God takes the lives of Hophni, Phinehas, Eli and Phinehas’s wife. Although it is a harsh concept for many of us today, the commentators take to heart Hannah’s earlier song that “the Lord kills . . . ; he brings down to Sheol” (1 Sam 2:6). The interpreters do not distinguish here between God’s role in the taking of human life and the giving of it.


    
4:1b-11 The Priests Accompany the Ark into Battle



    Fighting Battles Without God’s Word. Johannes Bugenhagen: Whoever goes to war without the word of God and trusts in his own strength will fall, because victory is the Lord’s. The self-appointed masters Hophni and Phinehas show that they did not have this word of God. You will not remain standing against “the Philistines,” whether that means people of God or enemies of the faith, unless the spiritual word guards your heart. For there are some among us who have the word of God (like the Israelites), who then produce great speeches of human knowledge, pointing to the Scriptures and arguing against adversaries, saying that it is good to destroy whomever and to strive to win on the holy day, as if conducting worship would be a lie and hypocrisy, as if the sacraments were just another kind of communion, as if they were not a righteous work to share with all and that Scripture says so. However that may be, they do not know that faith happens in the heart. They do not know that the gospel is not letter but spirit, not doctrine but life. And while they themselves trust that the sacraments show only an external salvation (however otherwise beautiful), they crumble in the face of their adversaries. This is what it means that the Israelites hoped for salvation from the ark, which was a sacrament according to the word of God. It had the propitiator who is Christ and the two cherubim, which are the two testaments of propitiation gazing on each other. But without the word of God, that is, without faith in their hearts, the ark was nothing but that death which they shamefully brought on themselves. Commentary on 1 Samuel.1


    Blaming God for Defeat. Viktorin Strigel: Just as Brutus exclaimed before meeting his end, “O Jupiter, the cause of all evils!” so the people of Israel disputed the reason for their loss in the battlefield. And just as Brutus was rightly punished for his monstrous scheming, first when he drove Caesar out of Cyprus and then when he killed him in the Senate out of ingratitude, so the people of Israel were rightly punished by God for their disobedience and ingratitude. Therefore, in our times of calamity, we ought to praise God’s righteousness and cry out with David, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.” And “You are righteous, O LORD, and your judgment is righteous.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    
4:12-22 Death and Life



    Eli’s Death. Andrew Willet: The principal cause of Eli’s death was the justice of God in punishing, by this temporal judgment, Eli’s negligence in not correcting his sons. For, as he did not bow the necks of his sons to the yoke, so his neck, now bowed and broken, served as a just recompense. The subordinate cause of Eli’s death was the lamentable report of so many calamities, which all fell out together—Israel fleeing, his sons’ deaths and the ark’s capture, for which he grieved most of all. The messenger made no pause at all but uttered all his heavy news at once, as if it were on purpose to oppress and overload Eli with grief. However, if the messenger had taken time to tell the story by degrees, Eli’s grief might have been allayed. Finally, the instrumental cause of Eli’s death was his falling from his feet, which was not a low stool but a high throne, which was proper for a high priest and chief judge. So he fell high and, since he was also very old—almost one hundred years old—his body was fat and round, and he was not nimble enough to shift himself. What’s more, he was very dim-sighted and so could not see which way to help himself as he fell. Harmony on 1 Samuel.3


    An Eli in Every Age. John Robinson: It is dangerous in the course of religion and godliness to fall forward by errors, preposterous zeal or another misguidance; yet not so much so as to fall backward by an unfaithful heart. The former may break his face thereby and lose his comfort in a great measure both with God and with people. But the latter is in danger utterly to break the neck of his conscience, as old Eli broke his neck bodily by falling backward from his seat and died. Are there not many Eli’s in all ages? Essays.4


    The Birth of Ichabod. Lucas Osiander: The attending woman said to the wife of Phinehas, “Do not fear, get your soul back together, for you have borne a son. Recover your soul in hope, because when other mothers have given birth to their children they are often overwhelmed with great joy.” Truly, the new mother was by no means cheered up, because she did not respond to hearing the consolation of the child’s birth and she did not direct her mind to it, or in Hebrew, “she did not apply her heart to it.” That is, she did not sense any recovery. She named the newborn child Ichabod, saying, “Glory (that is, our glory, all glory, and the majesty of the people of Israel) has departed.” Annotations on 1 Samuel.5


    The Death of Phinehas’s Wife. Andrew Willet: Phinehas’s wife grieved more for the loss of the ark than in rejoicing that she had gained a son. She gave up the ghost based on her zeal and love of religion, which was absent in her husband. In fact, she did not even take into account the death of her husband and father-in-law, but was highly concerned about the capture of the ark and how its glory was lost. She therefore named her son Ichabod, which consists of two words: the first signifying “woe” or “where” . . . and the second, “glory.” The name Ichabod, then, means “Where is the glory?,” or “No glory.” Josephus thinks that she gave birth before her time, and that Ichabod was born at seven months. However, that is not likely, because the child lived. Nonetheless, here Samuel’s prophecy is fulfilled—that there would not be an old man left of Eli’s house. This translating of the glory of God to the Philistines prefigured the offering of grace to the Gentiles and the removing of the glory of religion from the Jews. Harmony on 1 Samuel.6


    
5:1-12 The Lord Versus Dagon



    Trusting in False Gods. Johannes Bugenhagen: Just as the Israelites impiously trusted in the ark, despising the truly sacramental word of God, so the Gentiles impiously betrayed God too. They presumed to rule over God, standing the ark next to their god Dagon. But they were the ones who were themselves undone by God’s Scriptures and sacraments. They were terribly ignorant of God, not having even a crumb of the Spirit, which a disciple of Christ shows by his or her fruits. For these others stand next to their god, that is, next to their trust in works, traditions and human inventions, which they want to establish in this way, as if they already had God’s testimony for their impieties and idolatries. But this is against the first commandment: “You shall have no other gods before me.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.7


    God’s Power Roused Against Enemies and Idols. Viktorin Strigel: While the triumphing, blasphemous enemies rise against the church and yell taunts against the God of Israel, God was then thought to be asleep or buried in his cups. But then he was roused, so that the Philistines were brought together to confess the thing itself, the infinite separation between the true and living God and the false and fabricated god known as Dagon. And so God is announced in his glory even without our prayers, even though Samuel and other pious people in Israel were doubtlessly making vows like this one: “Therefore arise, O Lord God, and sanctify your name, which they desecrate. Strengthen in us your kingdom, which they would destroy. Let your will be done, which they would suppress. Grant that your name not be trampled on because of our sin by those who do not seek to punish our sin but who desire only to destroy in us the knowledge of thy holy Word, of your name and of your work, so that they might dethrone you and rob you of a people that proclaims and confesses you and trusts in you. Amen.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.8


    God Is Not Mocked. Lucas Osiander: The Philistines set the ark beside Dagon, evidently as if in triumph about taking captive the God of Israel, whose captured ark was taken into their idol’s temple like spoils of war. For it was the custom to be arrogant in such victories, especially when enemies conquered God’s people. Then the true God and his religion was mocked. But God did not let a day go by without avenging their insults against him. Then “Dagon had fallen face downward on the ground before the ark of the LORD,” as if adoring the ark in veneration. For when an act of true religion is seen, then God begins to bring a great number people to himself. Quite sensibly, then, from this miracle the Philistines recognized the Israelite religion as truth and their idol Dagon as vanity. But with blinded minds, they did not totally comprehend it. Annotations on 1 Samuel.9


    The Philistine God Is Merely a Fish. Cardinal Cajetan: Consider, prudent reader, that here for the second time Dagon fell on its face on the ground before the ark of the covenant, and that its head and hands were cut off on the threshold. And so understand that this text does not say that Dagon’s trunk remained in its place . . . but it says that nothing remained in the idol’s place except dāg, that is, the form of a fish—for the Hebrews, Dagon sounds like “fish.” And they say that this idol was an image of a man mixed with a fish, so that its head and hands were human, but the rest of its body was of a fish. And this fits very well with the letter of the Hebrew, which clearly states: only Dagon remained left over. For with its human members severed off, only a fish remained, prostrate before the ark of God. Commentary on 1 Samuel.10


    Unfit Companions. Charles Drelincourt: Just as the Lord’s ark and Dagon cannot dwell together under one roof, so the love of God and the love of the world can never subsist together. Therefore St. John advises us, “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” Christian Defense Against the Fears of Death.11


    
6:1-12 The Philistines



    No Peace of Conscience Without God. Viktorin Strigel: Whenever humans and reason dominate, the word of God is removed from their midst and from any collective glory. Then the true priesthood falls and is extinguished, the cause of which is the wrath of God. But the victors never have peace in the consciences after this. For wherever the word of God is corrupted, pestilence and destruction are driven on consciences, just as the ark did to the Philistines. At length they had to confess their own shamefulness, that they had adulterated God’s word, the ark. So they got themselves together in order to return it unblemished. This is what the golden rings and mice signify: they are arcane signs for the pains of conscience, which are ultimately revealed through the word of God. As Paul says, “They will not get very far, for their folly will be plain to all.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.12


    The Reverence of the Philistines. Andrew Willet: The Philistines were punished for their gross rudeness in profaning the ark and for consecrating it as one of their chief spoils to their idol, thereby making the great God inferior to their abominable invention. This breach of the natural and moral law did not escape unpunished. However, as for the ceremonial law—which prohibited the Israelites from coming near the ark or gazing on it—it was given only to the Israelites and so the heathen were ignorant of it. In this we see that the Lord requires a stricter obedience at the hands of his own people than of uninformed foreigners. What’s more, the Lord accepts this kind of reverence, which the Philistines out of their simple knowledge yielded to the ark—not allowing it to go empty but bestowing on it jewels of gold. They also used choice cows that were never before hitched to the yoke in addition to providing a new cart, which befits the holiness of the ark. The Philistines thereby expressed their reverence for the ark in this regard, by actually following the prescript of Moses’ law. Harmony on 1 Samuel.13


    Human Advice. Giovanni Diodati: This first part of the Philistines’ answer is naturally grounded on the ordinary means of appeasing God’s wrath by offerings. . . . It was likely considered a trespass-offering, for it was a kind of trespass—though committed through ignorance—by which it was believed that God would be appeased and that the people would know that his wrath had been the cause of the people’s evils. . . . At the same time, the specification of the offerings—which is really absurd and ridiculous to think the Deity wants, for instance, images of mice—seems to be suggested by the devil in contempt of God. Who would accept this as a memorial that he had overcome his enemies by such poor and contemptible means—unless even in those days it was customary to consecrate a resemblance of those parts of the body in which they were healed, or of the annoyances which they were freed from, to that Deity which they were devoted to or from which they acknowledged the said deliverance? But because God’s law decreed nothing of the sort, it was truly an idolatrous superstition. Annotations on 1 Samuel.14


    
6:13-18 The Israelites



    God Alone Brought the Ark Back to Israel. Viktorin Strigel: God restored the ark of Israel by sending illustrious miracles, so that he might show that his church is gathered and protected not by human decisions or strength but by divine power. Yet though they had not set this miracle in motion, the Israelites with their meager human counsels would still move away from the form of government that God had instituted, as it says in chapter eight below. Commentary on 1 Samuel.15


    Continuance of the Ark. Andrew Willet: Here we may see the miserable state of Israel at this time—that they were deprived of that visible sign of God’s presence among them, namely, the ark, where the two tables of commandments dwelled. During this time they seemed to be forlorn and forsaken of God. Indeed, such times may sometimes fall out in the church of God: For a time, the Lord may allow sinners to be deprived of the true use of God’s Word and the sacraments. The Philistines held the ark for awhile—thinking that in time plagues would lessen. Afterward they purposed to keep the ark in enslavement and captivity still. At this time the ark sojourned among the Philistines without any profit to them at all. In the same way, a long time passed among the unrighteous Gentiles before truth was revealed to them, as the apostle says, since the time had not yet come for the Jews to be utterly dispossessed of the ark. But now we see that the ark of the gospel has been transferred to the believing Gentiles, and it has continued among them for hundreds of years, working in them faith and obedience to the truth. Harmony on 1 Samuel.16


    
6:19–7:2 God’s Judgment for Looking at the Ark



    Unholy Curiosity. Johannes Bugenhagen: We have spoken above about looking at the ark out of curiosity. The law prohibits this under the penalty of death: no one should look at the ark, no one should come close to it and no one should look at it in the holy of holies. This is your death and you will be unable to avoid meeting it. You will be blinded by this inaccessible light, where you will have wanted to measure what is from God by your reason and wisdom. God reveals them to be small and foolish, whoever lets go of God in favor of their own works and judgment. For he hides this from the wise and the intelligent, as it says in Romans, “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!” and in Ecclesiasticus, “Seek not the things that are too high for you.” See this example of people’s conventional wisdom, how they push down the divine things that are seen as troublesome. They ask for kindness, but do not know even if they might be counted among the people of God. Commentary on 1 Samuel.17


    Causal but Not Casual. Lancelot Andrewes: The sickness and mortality of people is causal and not casual. For nothing is more contrary to judgment than chance or fortune. Just as a sparrow cannot fall on the ground without God’s providence—such is God’s care for them. . . . It is a senseless thing to think that sickness can befall a person by chance. Therefore the Philistines, being plagued by God, would boldly test whether that disease came of God’s hand or by chance. . . . But the very name plague signifies “judgment,” which shows that it is no casual thing. Collection of Lectures.18


    Smiting Bethshemesh. Andrew Willet: The Bethshemites were offensive in several ways. First, they did not receive the ark with great reverence and devotion when they saw it coming. Instead, they entertained it, as apparently they thought best, with shouting and signs of joy, as was common during the time of harvest. Second, they sacrificed female cows, namely, the two cows that drew the cart. However, according to the law, only bulls were to be offered. (Some also think that the Bethshemites themselves offered sacrifice rather than consulting with priests or the prophet Samuel. But that is not likely. . . .) Finally, the main reason why the Lord killed the Bethshemites was because “they looked on the ark of the Lord,” which was contrary to Numbers 5:20. . . . Josephus thinks that they also handled it irreverently with their hands. However, the fact that they looked on the ark without being priests was sufficient reason to procure God’s judgment. It is, of course, possible that the priests may have offended God by not approaching and drawing near with sufficient reverence. Nonetheless, it seems that by the number of them that were killed, most of them were of the common sort rather than priests. Harmony on 1 Samuel.19


    Unusual Circumstance. Giovanni Diodati: Kiriath-jearim was not a city that belonged to the priests as Bethshemesh was. As such, it was unlawful for anyone other than priests to touch the ark. It is therefore to be imagined that all this was done by the ministry of some priests who were sent for from some other place—unless there was some great toleration from God in such an extraordinary case as this was. Annotation on 1 Samuel.20

  


  
    


    
7:3–8:22 SAMUEL JUDGES WHILE ISRAEL DEMANDS A KING


    3And Samuel said to all the house of Israel, “If you are returning to the LORD with all your heart, then put away the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you and direct your heart to the LORD and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.” 4So the people of Israel put away the Baals and the Ashtaroth, and they served the LORD only.


    5Then Samuel said, “Gather all Israel at Mizpah, and I will pray to the LORD for you.” 6So they gathered at Mizpah and drew water and poured it out before the LORD and fasted on that day and said there, “We have sinned against the LORD.” And Samuel judged the people of Israel at Mizpah. 7Now when the Philistines heard that the people of Israel had gathered at Mizpah, the lords of the Philistines went up against Israel. And when the people of Israel heard of it, they were afraid of the Philistines. 8And the people of Israel said to Samuel, “Do not cease to cry out to the LORD our God for us, that he may save us from the hand of the Philistines.” 9So Samuel took a nursing lamb and offered it as a whole burnt offering to the LORD. And Samuel cried out to the LORD for Israel, and the LORD answered him. 10As Samuel was offering up the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to attack Israel. But the LORD thundered with a mighty sound that day against the Philistines and threw them into confusion, and they were defeated before Israel. 11And the men of Israel went out from Mizpah and pursued the Philistines and struck them, as far as below Beth-car.


    12Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shena and called its name Ebenezer;b for he said, “Till now the LORD has helped us.” 13So the Philistines were subdued and did not again enter the territory of Israel. And the hand of the LORD was against the Philistines all the days of Samuel. 14The cities that the Philistines had taken from Israel were restored to Israel, from Ekron to Gath, and Israel delivered their territory from the hand of the Philistines. There was peace also between Israel and the Amorites.


    15Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life. 16And he went on a circuit year by year to Bethel, Gilgal, and Mizpah. And he judged Israel in all these places. 17Then he would return to Ramah, for his home was there, and there also he judged Israel. And he built there an altar to the LORD.


    8 When Samuel became old, he made his sons judges over Israel. 2The name of his firstborn son was Joel, and the name of his second, Abijah; they were judges in Beersheba. 3Yet his sons did not walk in his ways but turned aside after gain. They took bribes and perverted justice.


    4Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah 5and said to him, “Behold, you are old and your sons do not walk in your ways.Now appoint for us a king to judge us like all the nations.” 6But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, “Give us a king to judge us.” And Samuel prayed to the LORD. 7And the LORD said to Samuel, “Obey the voice of the people in all that they say to you, for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them. 8According to all the deeds that they have done, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt even to this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so they are also doing to you. 9Now then, obey their voice; only you shall solemnly warn them and show them the ways of the king who shall reign over them.”


    10So Samuel told all the words of the LORD to the people who were asking for a king from him. 11He said, “These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen and to run before his chariots. 12And he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his implements of war and the equipment of his chariots. 13He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. 14He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his servants. 15He will take the tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers and to his servants. 16He will take your male servants and female servants and the best of your young menc and your donkeys, and put them to his work. 17He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. 18And in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the LORD will not answer you in that day.”


    19But the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel. And they said, “No! But there shall be a king over us, 20that we also may be like all the nations, and that our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles.” 21And when Samuel had heard all the words of the people, he repeated them in the ears of the LORD. 22And the LORD said to Samuel, “Obey their voice and make them a king.” Samuel then said to the men of Israel, “Go every man to his city.”


    a Hebrew; Septuagint, Syriac Jeshanah b Ebenezer means stone of help c Septuagint cattle

    


    


    Overview: In these two chapters, we witness the transition from judgeship to kingship in Israel. The reformers regard Samuel as a true prophet of God who leads the Israelites toward repentance and restores them to proper worship of God. In particular, the Lutheran interpreters note the concept of conversion in the leadership of Samuel. Because of Samuel’s godly leadership, the Israelites defeat the Philistines since faith proves the best of all weapons. Despite this victory, the reformers recognize the impiety of the Israelites for wanting a king like the rest of the nations rather than trusting in God as their king. The commentators interpret this desire as undue trust in worldly things such as power and comfort, while also seeing God’s hand in providing an earthly king whose descendants will lead to the King of kings, Jesus Christ. Some of the commentators, astute readers of the Old Testament and of the interpretive tradition before them, draw a parallel between this passage, about the role of a king, and the duties of a king set out in Deuteronomy 17.


    
7:3-17 Victory by Humility



    Returning to God’s Word and to Faith. Johannes Bugenhagen: Under Samuel, the people truly turn back to God, are liberated by God, receive peace and triumph over their enemies, because in Samuel they have the word of God. “Since we have been justified by faith, we have peace,” and we put the kingdom of Satan and antichrist under foot. “Therefore,” as Christ says, “pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” For the wrath of God comes with the removal of God’s word, as in Isaiah 3:8 and Amos 8:11. Commentary on 1 Samuel.1


    Contrition, Faith and the New Obedience. Viktorin Strigel: This chapter shows extraordinary examples of true conversion to God, which is grasped through contrition, faith and the new obedience. The signs of contrition are true confession of sin, tears and fasting. The fruits of faith are prayers of invocation and the rejection of idols, for “how shall they call on him unless they believe?” After this conversion follows the clearest victory, which freed the people of Israel from a sad servitude. For no one can have strength of weapons without true repentance and invocation. How else can we be free from the many fighting Turks and other enemies of the church? Not by weapons alone, but also by crying out to God for conversion. That is our help in tribulation, for human salvation is vanity. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    Meaningful Offerings. Lancelot Andrewes: As Samuel not only prayed to God for the people but also sacrificed a suckling lamb and offered it up to God for them . . . so Christ, our intercessor to God, not only prayed but also made an offering on our behalf. He made an offering in the morning when he was presented to God his Father to yield obedience to the law; and he made an offering in the evening when he died. Not only was Christ the ear and firstfruit of the corn, but he also became the vine in his death by shedding his blood. And he not only prayed but also gave meaning to our prayers. In this way, not only did he make an offering for us, but he also gives meaning to our offerings. Collection of Lectures.3


    Erecting a Stone. Lucas Osiander: Samuel took a stone and called the name of the place Ebenezer, that is, a stone of help. This stone was erected as a sure testimony and memorial to divine goodness and power, which helped the people subdue their enemies. So Samuel said, “Till now the LORD has helped us against the Philistines,” that is, let us preserve the memory of such great kindness with grateful souls and pass it on to those who come after us. We therefore truly erect such an image of God whenever we preach and sing the same glory, both privately and publicly. Annotations on 1 Samuel.4


    Greatness of the Victory. Andrew Willet: Three things set forth and commend the greatness of this victory. First, the people were unprepared and unarmed since they gathered together in common prayer and supplication, while their enemies came on them hastily and all of a sudden. Second, they used no carnal weapons or outward defense. Instead, Samuel only offered a sacrifice and prayed for them. Finally, God humbled the Philistines from heaven. The earth trembled under them, and they fell. The thunder astonished them and the lightning blasted them. This victory is like that which God gave to Barak and Deborah against Sisera (Judg 5) and that which God gave to Joshua when the Lord cast down stones on his enemies (Josh 10:10-11). Harmony on 1 Samuel.5


    
8:1-9 Asking for a King



    The People’s Request. Johannes Bugenhagen: Recognizing the occasion provided by the sins of Samuel’s sons, the people impiously asked for a king who might defend them according to the customs of the Gentiles. They did not look to God, who had thus far been a king to them and fought for them, as Moses had said, “The LORD will fight for you, and you have only to be silent.” God did this for them through the judges Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Eleazar and other successors described in the book of Judges. Through them the people were saved from their enemies until the time of Eli, when God served the people without regard to Eli’s impiety and the people’s idolatry. Then the rejected sons of Eli gave way to the greater Samuel. So it was already a great impiety to ask Samuel for a king while he was still living and not to expect that a judge would be given as usual to replace his impious sons, just as Samuel had been given to them instead of Eli’s sons. This is clearly a rejection of God and trusting in humans, in whom there is no salvation, as it says in the Psalms. Commentary on 1 Samuel.6


    Distrust and Audacity. Viktorin Strigel: Someone might ask how the people sinned in asking for a new form of government, when it seems wise to have deliberated on fixed leadership. Here is my simple reply. Two great sins are most severely punished, distrust and the audacity to set up new political forms according to human ideas rather than divine ones. For God wants to gather, protect and serve the church through the son, who is the head of the church. They do not need human protection, and God wants them to expect divine assistance, just as they expected deliverance from Egypt after more than eighty years. The elders rejected this faith, thinking of human assistance. The other trespass is the audacity to constitute a new political form without God’s establishment. For God does not want the teaching, worship or laws that have been handed down to change. God does not want to change the political forms, because such changes also shake the laws and doctrines and because legal restraints often make kings feel ill. Many also bend religion to serve their own desires, as when the kings of Samaria established new forms of worship during their reigns. Commentary on 1 Samuel.7


    New Mediator. Lancelot Andrewes: Now, there is great disagreement between God and humankind by reason of sin, which has made a separation. And therefore we are to inquire who shall be the mediator between the two. It is certain Samuel, while he lived, stood between God and the people as a mediator to appease God by sacrifice. But his role as mediator has come to an end. Therefore we must look for a more perfect Mediator—such a one as Samuel himself needed. Now, the Mediator who stands between God and us is not Samuel the priest—but Christ. Collection of Lectures.8


    Did the People Cast Off the Lord’s Government? Andrew Willet: It is not quite true to say that the government under kings is a shaking off of the Lord’s yoke. For the Lord is with kings and he rules his people through them: They are the ordinance of God. Wisdom says, “By me kings reign.” Indeed, the Lord blessed the governments of David, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josiah. Yet the people . . . rejected the Lord’s government because they disliked the form of administration the Lord had set on them. They desired change and innovation without any direction from God. But it will be further questioned: Did God also reign together with bad kings? Yes. Even the authority of wicked kings is of God, which they abuse to tyranny. And for their evil and abuse of the government they shall give account to God. But although the people are evil who govern, yet the authority they possess is lawful and good. For even under tyrants there are many good things, such as the enacting of political laws, the administration of justice and the punishment of lawbreakers. Harmony on 1 Samuel.9


    Obeying Authorities, Obeying God. John Davenant: Work and its reward are related. Therefore, equity demands that for whom the work is done, from him the reward should be expected. It will seem scarcely credible that those who discharged the basest offices among people here on earth should be said on that very account to serve Christ himself, who sits in the heavens most glorious and by no means needing human service. But the reason is manifest . . . , namely, that whatever duties are performed by people according to the direction and at the command of Christ, and on account of the appointment and for the glory of Christ, they are judged to be offered and rendered to Christ himself. For “he serves God who for the sake of God serves people,” as Jerome has rightly observed. . . . Christ himself shows this: “As you have done it to the least of these, you have done it to me; As you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.”


    Jesus speaks in this place about almsgiving, as far as they are done or denied to people. But it ought to be extended to all the works of obedience commanded by God. For when these are rendered to people they are rendered to God, who commanded them to be done; when denied to people, they are deemed as denied to God himself. And this is right. For if the one who is commanded by God to obey people refuses to yield to human authority, this person would—if he had the power—also shake off the divine government.


    There are three corollaries to this. First, no service is dishonorable in which people conduct themselves well and faithfully: For such people and actions serve Christ himself, which is the height of dignity and honor. Second, no honor or authority screens a wicked person from dishonor and disgrace: For they who are of that character serve the devil, which is the abyss of infamy and misery. Third, those who, being placed under the rule of others, are unwilling to serve are rebels not only against people but also against God and Christ. Hence that reproof of God himself against the Israelites wishing to shake off the government of Samuel: “They have not rejected you, but they have rejected me.” Exposition of Colossians.10


    
8:10-22 The King’s Duties



    No Divine Sanction to Abuse Authority. Philipp Melanchthon: Because there are some God-fearing rulers, this doctrine about property is emphasized so they may remember that the goods of the subjects are not to be appropriated by the master unless the common necessity of the country requires this. But some will quote the passage from 1 Samuel 8:11, “These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you; he will take your sons, your best fields. . . .” These words do not empower the sovereign power to do anything more than to requisition things for the common protection of the land. Theological Commonplaces (1555).11


    The Rule of Kings. Johannes Bugenhagen: It is not that this legal system before God will necessarily be as Samuel describes, because the law says of a king, “His heart may not be lifted up above his brothers.” Rather, it will not be otherwise but that the people will want to have a king according to the customs of the Gentiles. When the Lord truly gives assent to a king, he gives assent to that which kingly majesty requires before the world, how the king’s heart shall be directed according to Deuteronomy 17. As long as they all give their assent to this good, then the monarchy will have turned back to God through Christ. Commentary on 1 Samuel.12


    Kings, Taxes and Justice. Viktorin Strigel: Here some say that this describes a tyrant, not a king, and that it does not speak of a condition of servitude sanctioned by God. But the text calls this the rule of kings and speaks of the tax burden caused by their establishment. It does not authorize the power to establish severe servitude against divine law, because Deuteronomy 17 commands that a king shall study the law and follow it in all governance. This differentiation between dominion according to the holy law punishes Ahab, who wanted to elevate himself when he stole away Naboth’s vineyard against his will. Therefore such a great threat from Samuel about taxes was perceptive; that is, kings will raise themselves up greatly by way of private means, with as much legitimate tax as is fitting. This is just, because the benefit of defending the community clearly pertains to the individual, even as individuals need to unite with others. Romans 13 teaches that it is right to pay taxes. Therefore return what is determined, as the Baptist says, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content with your wages.” Do not be endlessly greedy, or invoke taxes as a pretext for all kinds of plundering. This is the true and simple meaning of Samuel to the assembly. Commentary on 1 Samuel.13

  


  
    


    
9:1–10:27 SAUL CHOSEN AS KING


    1There was a man of Benjamin whose name was Kish, the son of Abiel, son of Zeror, son of Becorath, son of Aphiah, a Benjaminite, a man of wealth. 2And he had a son whose name was Saul, a handsome young man. There was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he. From his shoulders upward he was taller than any of the people.


    3Now the donkeys of Kish, Saul’s father, were lost. So Kish said to Saul his son, “Take one of the young men with you, and arise, go and look for the donkeys.” 4And he passed through the hill country of Ephraim and passed through the land of Shalishah, but they did not find them. And they passed through the land of Shaalim, but they were not there. Then they passed through the land of Benjamin, but did not find them.


    5When they came to the land of Zuph, Saul said to his servanta who was with him, “Come, let us go back, lest my father cease to care about the donkeys and become anxious about us.” 6But he said to him, “Behold, there is a man of God in this city, and he is a man who is held in honor; all that he says comes true. So now let us go there. Perhaps he can tell us the way we should go.” 7Then Saul said to his servant, “But if we go, what can we bring the man? For the bread in our sacks is gone, and there is no present to bring to the man of God. What do we have?” 8The servant answered Saul again, “Here, I have with me a quarter of a shekelb of silver, and I will give it to the man of God to tell us our way.” 9(Formerly in Israel, when a man went to inquire of God, he said, “Come, let us go to the seer,” for today’s “prophet” was formerly called a seer.) 10And Saul said to his servant, “Well said; come, let us go.” So they went to the city where the man of God was.


    11As they went up the hill to the city, they met young women coming out to draw water and said to them, “Is the seer here?” 12They answered, “He is; behold, he is just ahead of you. Hurry. He has come just now to the city, because the people have a sacrifice today on the high place. 13As soon as you enter the city you will find him, before he goes up to the high place to eat. For the people will not eat till he comes, since he must bless the sacrifice; afterward those who are invited will eat. Now go up, for you will meet him immediately.” 14So they went up to the city. As they were entering the city, they saw Samuel coming out toward them on his way up to the high place.


    15Now the day before Saul came, the LORD had revealed to Samuel: 16“Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be princec over my people Israel. He shall save my people from the hand of the Philistines. For I have seend my people, because their cry has come to me.” 17When Samuel saw Saul, the Lord told him, “Here is the man of whom I spoke to you! He it is who shall restrain my people.” 18Then Saul approached Samuel in the gate and said, “Tell me where is the house of the seer?” 19Samuel answered Saul, “I am the seer. Go up before me to the high place, for today you shall eat with me, and in the morning I will let you go and will tell you all that is on your mind. 20As for your donkeys that were lost three days ago, do not set your mind on them, for they have been found. And for whom is all that is desirable in Israel? Is it not for you and for all your father’s house?” 21Saul answered, “Am I not a Benjaminite, from the least of the tribes of Israel? And is not my clan the humblest of all the clans of the tribe of Benjamin? Why then have you spoken to me in this way?”


    22Then Samuel took Saul and his young man and brought them into the hall and gave them a place at the head of those who had been invited, who were about thirty persons. 23And Samuel said to the cook, “Bring the portion I gave you, of which I said to you, ‘Put it aside.’” 24So the cook took up the leg and what was on it and set them before Saul. And Samuel said, “See, what was kept is set before you. Eat, because it was kept for you until the hour appointed, that you might eat with the guests.”e


    So Saul ate with Samuel that day. 25And when they came down from the high place into the city, a bed was spread for Saulf on the roof, and he lay down to sleep. 26Then at the break of dawng Samuel called to Saul on the roof, “Up, that I may send you on your way.” So Saul arose, and both he and Samuel went out into the street.


    27As they were going down to the outskirts of the city, Samuel said to Saul, “Tell the servant to pass on before us, and when he has passed on, stop here yourself for a while, that I may make known to you the word of God.”


    10 Then Samuel took a flask of oil and poured it on his head and kissed him and said, “Has not the LORD anointed you to be princeh over his people Israel? And you shall reign over the people of the LORD and you will save them from the hand of their surrounding enemies. And this shall be the sign to you that the LORD has anointed you to be princei over his heritage. 2When you depart from me today, you will meet two men by Rachel’s tomb in the territory of Benjamin at Zelzah, and they will say to you, ‘The donkeys that you went to seek are found, and now your father has ceased to care about the donkeys and is anxious about you, saying, “What shall I do about my son?”’ 3Then you shall go on from there farther and come to the oak of Tabor. Three men going up to God at Bethel will meet you there, one carrying three young goats, another carrying three loaves of bread, and another carrying a skin of wine. 4And they will greet you and give you two loaves of bread, which you shall accept from their hand. 5After that you shall come to Gibeath-elohim,j where there is a garrison of the Philistines. And there, as soon as you come to the city, you will meet a group of prophets coming down from the high place with harp, tambourine, flute, and lyre before them, prophesying. 6Then the Spirit of the LORD will rush upon you, and you will prophesy with them and be turned into another man. 7Now when these signs meet you, do what your hand finds to do,for God is with you. 8Then go down before me to Gilgal. And behold, I am coming down to you to offer burnt offerings and to sacrifice peace offerings. Seven days you shall wait, until I come to you and show you what you shall do.”


    9When he turned his back to leave Samuel, God gave him another heart. And all these signs came to pass that day. 10When they came to Gibeah,k behold, a group of prophets met him, and the Spirit of God rushed upon him, and he prophesied among them. 11And when all who knew him previously saw how he prophesied with the prophets, the people said to one another, “What has come over the son of Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?” 12And a man of the place answered, “And who is their father?” Therefore it became a proverb, “Is Saul also among the prophets?” 13When he had finished prophesying, he came to the high place.


    14Saul’s uncle said to him and to his servant, “Where did you go?” And he said, “To seek the donkeys. And when we saw they were not to be found, we went to Samuel.” 15And Saul’s uncle said, “Please tell me what Samuel said to you.” 16And Saul said to his uncle, “He told us plainly that the donkeys had been found.” But about the matter of the kingdom, of which Samuel had spoken, he did not tell him anything.


    17Now Samuel called the people together to the LORD at Mizpah. 18And he said to the people of Israel, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘I brought up Israel out of Egypt, and I delivered you from the hand of the Egyptians and from the hand of all the kingdoms that were oppressing you.’ 19But today you have rejected your God, who saves you from all your calamities and your distresses, and you have said to him, ‘Set a king over us.’ Now therefore present yourselves before the Lord by your tribes and by your thousands.”


    20Then Samuel brought all the tribes of Israel near, and the tribe of Benjamin was taken by lot. 21He brought the tribe of Benjamin near by its clans, and the clan of the Matrites was taken by lot;l and Saul the son of Kish was taken by lot. But when they sought him, he could not be found. 22So they inquired again of the LORD, “Is there a man still to come?” and the LORD said, “Behold, he has hidden himself among the baggage.” 23Then they ran and took him from there. And when he stood among the people, he was taller than any of the people from his shoulders upward. 24And Samuel said to all the people, “Do you see him whom the LORD has chosen? There is none like him among all the people.” And all the people shouted, “Long live the king!”


    25Then Samuel told the people the rights and duties of the kingship, and he wrote them in a book and laid it up before the LORD. Then Samuel sent all the people away, each one to his home. 26Saul also went to his home at Gibeah, and with him went men of valor whose hearts God had touched. 27But some worthless fellows said, “How can this man save us?” And they despised him and brought him no present. But he held his peace.


    a Hebrew young man; also verses 7, 8, 10, 27 b A shekel was about 2/5 ounce or 11 grams c Or leader d Septuagint adds the affliction of e Hebrew appointed, saying, ‘I have invited the people’ f Septuagint; Hebrew and he spoke with Saul g Septuagint; Hebrew And they arose early and at the break of dawn h Or leader i Septuagint; Hebrew lacks over his people Israel? And you shall…. to be prince j Gibeath-elohim means the hill of God k Gibeah means the hill l Septuagint adds finally he brought the family of the Matrites near, man by man

    


    


    Overview: For the commentators here, both human and divine forces are at work in the choosing of Israel’s first king, Saul. God chooses the person he wants to rule the Israelites by orchestrating several seemingly unrelated events. Indeed, the reformers recognize God’s providence in Saul’s life in the very manner he is selected king through the circumstance of his father’s straying donkeys. At the same time, the reformers note Saul’s humble beginnings from the smallest tribe of Israel, Benjamin, and they cite his lack of confidence and leadership. Saul’s anointing by Samuel, however, temporarily invigorates him. As the commentators explain, anointings in the Old Testament impart supernatural gifts, and Saul becomes a new man who is regarded as a prophet on account of his changed behavior and new leadership gifts. Despite Saul’s reluctance to be Israel’s king, God’s plan cannot be thwarted.


    
9:1-20 God’s Providence in Saul’s Life



    Benjamin’s Weakness and Saul’s Great Stature. Lucas Osiander: This ninth chapter now tells how Saul will rise up and where he had his beginnings. His ancestor Aphiah was of the tribe of Benjamin. On the diminishment of that tribe at that time when the king of Israel was chosen from it, see Judges 21. For we are reminded that God chooses what is low and despised and lifts them up on high. But Saul’s father Kish was valiant and strong; he was a brave hero. His son was called Saul, excellent and good; that is, he was an extraordinary character, even commended with a gifted soul. No man in Israel was his better. That is, he had no equal or comparison in terms of his body and his majestic form, because “from his shoulders upward he was taller than any of the people.” For although the soul’s strength is preferable to physical form, nevertheless his extraordinary height was a gift of God and was accompanied by a certain honor from the people. Annotations on 1 Samuel.1


    God’s Promises Happen over Time. Viktorin Strigel: The beginning recites Saul’s genealogy, so that the reader knows from which tribe the people of Israel’s first king was chosen. For although kingship had been promised to the tribe of Judah in Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33, yet God did not choose a king according to that first counsel from the tribe of Judah but from the tribe of Benjamin. Thus is grasped the rule of all promises to the flesh: they cannot be seized by our plans without divine calling, just as Abraham was promised land, even though he never possessed it. And the ancestors in Egypt knew they had been promised the land of Canaan, but they did not occupy it either; still they awaited the call. Even so, it was promised that David would be king, but he could not take it during Saul’s lifetime. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    Done by Providence. Huldrych Zwingli: The straying donkeys, in search of which Saul had left his father’s house, show clearly enough that they went astray at the ordination of God, since the son sought donkeys and found a kingdom that he had not sought, and the father got not only the donkeys he was concerned about but also a king for a son, which he had never anticipated. . . . In this we see that everywhere the things we say occur by accident are done and regulated by providence. On the Providence of God.3


    Arranged by God. Johannes Bugenhagen: In this story you see that things like luck, prudence, industry and study are human causes. With God there is providence. For what great fortune could have seen that Saul would be anointed king when he was looking for donkeys and then rushing to consult a seer, so that through these things God would call and anoint him? Therefore all the spontaneous things we do like this or somehow feel compelled to do get put in motion or pushed along by God. Whether it is for God’s mercy or judgment, these things are not active in themselves as we want or determine them to be. In the end, they have been arranged by God in ways we have not known or could not have known. Commentary on 1 Samuel.4


    
9:21-27 Saul’s Refusal and Samuel’s Teaching



    Samuel Teaches Saul Servant Leadership. Viktorin Strigel: In this conversation with Saul, Samuel undoubtedly greatly admonished the future king about the office of pious governance, which is no different from being a good parent. See how he exhorts him to follow the law of all government, as Deuteronomy 17 most gravely teaches. For kingly authorities have been established from heaven, so that they defend laws, peace, and discipline and well preserve responsible public human society. This is just as Paul says in Romans 13: The magistrate is “God’s servant for your good.” Daniel also gave this direction to the king of the Chaldeans: “Break off your sins by practicing righteousness, and your iniquities by showing mercy to the oppressed.” To this end, princes surely need to know and consider that dominion should not resemble piracy, as it finally does among all those who inflict harm on others. In short, Samuel encouraged the future king to think about how his kingship came directly from God for the benefit of all humankind. Commentary on 1 Samuel.5


    Of Saul’s Refusal of the Kingdom. Andrew Willet: Saul excuses himself by three arguments. First, his tribe was the smallest in Israel, since it had not yet recovered from the loss and slaughter it had received in the battle with Israel in Judges 20. Second, his father’s house was of small account in the tribe. And third, he himself was the least in his father’s house. In fact, some think Saul was stalling and that he was full of hypocrisy, attributes that later manifested themselves during his reign as king. But I rather agree with those who think that Saul modestly refused the kingdom at this time and that he really tried to excuse himself from the honor of being king. This is clear from Saul’s different responses to Samuel, such as, “Why . . . have you spoken to me in this way?” Although it is clear that Saul later played the hypocrite, yet here he had another heart and he spoke from simplicity and humility. Harmony on 1 Samuel.6


    
10:1 The Anointing



    God’s Royal Priesthood. Johannes Bugenhagen: The godly anointing used among the people of Israel looked toward Christ’s anointing, the anointing of the Lord, as it says in Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me.” And in the psalm, “You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness. Therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your companions.” For Christ is the priest and king who puts an end to priesthood and royal dignity in Israel, for he is the true and eternal reality of all those figures who had come before. And through this one, all Christians are Christ’s: that is, priests and kings just as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had been, of whom the psalm speaks, “Touch not my anointed ones, do my prophets no harm!” In that way, God’s external institution is not a human invention but has signified a spiritual and internal anointing. For this reason, what the gospel has publicly proclaimed in the world is not the work God instituted for a time being. This does not permit us to act or speak in this way: “God instituted this and wanted it to signify thus; so therefore whatever similar things we have instituted deserve the same significance.” For ours is a time of ungodliness, and we make human and divine signs equal, without any word of God. But 1 John 2 speaks of Christian anointing, how they are those who have had the oil of righteousness, just like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The psalm says, “the oil of gladness,” which is the Holy Spirit in your heart. But this impious argument is made against us: “The thing you admire is not in the words themselves. Those whom God commanded to anoint priests or kings were themselves anointed to be priests or kings before God. Therefore those whom we anoint as priests or kings without God’s command are truly ordained priests or kings before God.” Who told this to you, that from your hearts you have decided that God will definitely accept your word on this, whether it is true or false? The Lord commanded this anointing and Samuel said, “The LORD has anointed you.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.7


    Grounded on the Holy Spirit. Giovanni Diodati: Ordinary ceremonies of anointing of the Old Testament were grounded on the communication of the gifts of the Holy Spirit and were figured by the oil. Now it is not said that it was anything other than the ordinary oil used by a priest, whereas it is likely that the horn of oil by which David was anointed was afterward kept in the tabernacle. Afterward other kings, when occasion served, were anointed with the same oil, as is the case in 1 Kings 1:39. Annotations on 1 Samuel.8


    The Gifts of the Holy Spirit. Andrew Willet: This anointing in the Old Testament signified the gifts of the Holy Spirit that were necessary for those who would rule. This was a type and figure of the spiritual anointing of the Messiah—to be our Priest, Prophet and King. However, this ceremony was not necessary to continue in the New Testament. The Jews think Saul was not anointed in the same way that David and Solomon were anointed. They believe that David’s and Solomon’s anointing oil came from the tabernacle, but that Saul’s did not. And they also believe that the oil poured over David and Solomon came from a horn, while the oil poured over Saul came from a vial—the same way Jehu was anointed. This type of anointing, coming as it did from a brittle vessel like a vial—regardless of whether it was made of glass or of earth—signified the unstableness and short continuance of Saul’s and Jehu’s two kingdoms. By contrast, the oil coming from a horn indicated the firm and durable state of the kingdoms of David and Solomon. Harmony on 1 Samuel.9


    
10:2-9 A Sign, the Spirit and a Command



    Faith Before Works. Martin Luther: Here Samuel does not set forth one single work, but he sends a man, changed by the Spirit, as into a forest of works. Because he has become another man, therefore, other works follow. Our opponents do not understand this theology, but turn it upside down. They prescribe and teach that people should do works until they are changed and become different. But a man or person must first be changed. . . . Afterward, everything will be made right. . . . Everything now pleases God because the person pleases God, not for their own sake but for the sake of the sacrifice of Christ and the mercy which faith grasps. Comments on Psalm 51.10


    Signs and Sacraments from God. Johannes Bugenhagen: Samuel said, “And this shall be the sign to you.” This reality was new and hardly believable to Saul. Therefore it was confirmed by many foretold signs from God, so that he would believe the word of God. In the same way the external sacraments are confirmed to us. Commentary on 1 Samuel.11


    How the Spirit of God Came On Saul. Andrew Willet: The spirit of God is taken here as (1) the gift of prophesying, (2) the ability to achieve and prosper in an undertaking or (3) the gift of sanctification. Saul was endued with the spirit of God in the first two ways. First, he received a temporary gift of prophesying that confirmed him in his calling, just as the seventy elders prophesied temporarily in Numbers 11:25. Second, he was also furnished with gifts fit for that calling, as courage and generosity were necessary for the office of a king. However, as for the third sense, he was far off from true inward sanctification, as his latter actions demonstrated. He became another man in these two respects: first, because he should now show himself a prophet—singing divine songs and hymns among the prophets as though he had from his youth been trained up among them. And, second, that he should now put on a princely mind and meditate on matters belonging to the kingdom—whereas he was before but conversant only with his cattle. Yet this was but a civil kind of change in him. There was no inward renewal; nor did he become a regenerated man who was born of the Spirit. Harmony on 1 Samuel.12


    Leaving Certainty for Uncertainty. Daniel Dyke: [One of the many manifestations of] deceit is when we are occupied in thinking of some good thing to come to make us neglect our present duty. Here we should remember that saying of Samuel to Saul, “ . . . Do what your hand finds to do, for God is with you.” It is a folly to leave certainties for uncertainties. If you will lay hold of the present occasion, you may do so. But as for that which is to come, you are wholly uncertain. You do not know whether there will ever be any occasion of good for you to lay hold of or not. The Mystery of Self-Deceiving.13


    
10:10-16 Saul Among the Prophets



    “Is Saul Also Among the Prophets?” Johannes Bugenhagen: This proverb, that Saul is among the prophets, means that many can be made suitable, even those who do not seemingly belong: Nos poma natamus. To condemn the gifts of God because of a person’s outward appearance is truly the foolishness of human wisdom. Christ addressed this when he said, “No prophet is acceptable in his hometown.” This point condemns anyone who makes the mistake of marveling about another person, just as they so greatly seized on the son of Kish when they said, “Who is their father?” as if he needed to be from the prophets. So it is shown that prophets are not made by parents or from the flesh but by the gift of God, who gives it to anyone he desires, including those not accustomed to titles great or small or respectable. This is not a work of the flesh but of the will of God. Commentary on 1 Samuel.14


    Who Is Their Father? Andrew Willet: Many marveled at this sudden change in Saul, whom they had known to be a valiant and courageous man before—but no prophet. . . . Nevertheless, we should not marvel that Saul prophesies, even though he does not have a prophet for a father. For the gift of prophecy is not hereditary. True prophets are not such because their fathers were prophets. Rather, it is the Spirit of God who is their father. The Spirit of God is their instructor. Prophets are not so much taught by people as taught by the spirit of God, who works freely and who accepts no person’s worth. For the Spirit of God can raise up prophets even from among the most wretched and abject of people. Harmony on 1 Samuel.15


    
10:17-24 The Selection and Hiding of Saul



    Casting Lots and Trusting God. Johannes Bugenhagen: Proverbs says, “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD.” It is not necessary to ask whether casting lots may be allowed. It is allowed if you will have faithfully and modestly gathered together to cast lots from God, committing prayers to God for safekeeping in all things, so that this sign shows you the important thing it wants to show. You read that the apostles did exactly this in Acts 1. This is not tempting God but seeking God’s own will in matters in which you do not know everything that should be done, especially what is right to do for the glory of God and the salvation of your neighbors. The fear of God does this for those who do not at all dare to trust human advice. It is rightly translated “casting lots” in Latin, because in Hebrew it shows an external sign by which God indicates whom he has chosen. But why did Samuel do this? I reply: He did not do this for himself but for the people, so that the people know who had been chosen to be king by God, so as to prevent what had been done earlier with Aaron and the priests in Numbers 16. Therefore among ministers of the Word it is most important to know that which should be taught in order to be an apostle of God; otherwise, how will you believe? Commentary on 1 Samuel.16


    Hiding the Baggage Within. Daniel Dyke: There are not so many, nor so cunning, devices for the hiding of natural infirmities of the body—such as the crookedness of the legs or back or the lack of a tooth or an eye—as there are for the unnatural deformities of the soul. But once their desires are granted, they show themselves. Then the waters, which were previously stopped and damned up, run over and rage furiously. . . . And this is surely like it was when Saul hid himself in the baggage when he was to be chosen king. In the same way, the wicked—when they look either by election or other means to get this or that—they very soon hide in themselves their filthy stuff and baggage within. The Mystery of Self-Deceiving.17


    Hiding Does Not Foil Providence. Thomas Adams: Saul is appointed to the kingdom of Israel by God and anointed by the prophet Samuel; yet still he must be designated by lot. Was this to leave behind certainty and put it to chance? No, for of all the tribes in Israel, Benjamin is taken; of all the families of Benjamin, Matri is taken; of all the kindred of Matri, the house of Kish is taken; of all the house of Kish, Saul is chosen to be king. Saul had hidden himself, but he could not hope that his being hidden should foil the purpose of God. He who designed his name among the thousands of Israel (he might well think) could easily find Saul in a tent, and bring him forth to honor. Commentary on 2 Peter.18


    
10:25-27 The Good and the Bad



    Only the Holy Spirit Works Faith. Johannes Bugenhagen: The text speaks of “those whose hearts God had touched.” This is the nature of God’s word and activity, that it is not received or accepted unless God’s Spirit touches the heart. You see this in 1 Esdras 1, which speaks of the return from the Babylonian Captivity. . . . Those who had previously sinned by asking for a king now most grievously sin again by despising the one whom God had chosen with clear signs. They did not look to God’s will but to human appearances, just as the flesh always does. It has nothing to do with the spirit of faith but with trying to have all kinds of things without wisdom or righteousness. Commentary on 1 Samuel.19


    The Human Heart Is Not Able to Rest in God Alone. Viktorin Strigel: Samuel finds fault with the ungrateful people, and he exposes their audacity and mistrust. For the God who so far had defended the church by the power of his hand, preserved and freed it was also repeatedly able to carry them without human assistance by his help and deliverance. But so great is the mistrust of the human heart that it is not able to rest in God alone. Therefore all people seek help from visible sources while they can. Then when these sources lead to ruin, they shatter many souls and do not permit any consolation. This shows the anguish of confiding only in visible things instead of God. It is permitted to use things ordained by God, as David used them for his army. But faith in things without faith in God scorns the divine voice, “Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes flesh his strength, whose heart turns away from the LORD.” Commentary on 1 Samuel.20


    Victory by Leniency. Andrew Willet: These “worthless fellows” were men of Belial, that is, men without a yoke who refused to submit themselves to Saul’s government. They thought that because he was of low parentage and of no power, he was not a likely man to save the people. Therefore they did not come to show their respects to the king, nor bring him presents as others did. For by such gifts of acknowledgment, subjects express their loyal affection to the magistrate. But Saul held his peace and winked at this fault to avoid sedition and to win them by leniency. Harmony on 1 Samuel.21

  


  
    


    
11:1-15 BATTLE AGAINST THE AMMONITES


    1Then Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh-gilead, and all the men of Jabesh said to Nahash, “Make a treaty with us, and we will serve you.” 2But Nahash the Ammonite said to them, “On this condition I will make a treaty with you, that I gouge out all your right eyes, and thus bring disgrace on all Israel.” 3The elders of Jabesh said to him, “Give us seven days’ respite that we may send messengers through all the territory of Israel. Then, if there is no one to save us, we will give ourselves up to you.” 4When the messengers came to Gibeah of Saul, they reported the matter in the ears of the people, and all the people wept aloud.


    5Now, behold, Saul was coming from the field behind the oxen. And Saul said, “What is wrong with the people, that they are weeping?” So they told him the news of the men of Jabesh. 6And the Spirit of God rushed upon Saul when he heard these words, and his anger was greatly kindled. 7He took a yoke of oxen and cut them in pieces and sent them throughout all the territory of Israel by the hand of the messengers, saying, “Whoever does not come out after Saul and Samuel, so shall it be done to his oxen!” Then the dread of the LORD fell upon the people, and they came out as one man. 8When he mustered them at Bezek, the people of Israel were three hundred thousand, and the men of Judah thirty thousand. 9And they said to the messengers who had come, “Thus shall you say to the men of Jabesh-gilead: ‘Tomorrow, by the time the sun is hot, you shall have salvation.’” When the messengers came and told the men of Jabesh, they were glad. 10Therefore the men of Jabesh said, “Tomorrow we will give ourselves up to you, and you may do to us whatever seems good to you.” 11And the next day Saul put the people in three companies. And they came into the midst of the camp in the morning watch and struck down the Ammonites until the heat of the day. And those who survived were scattered, so that no two of them were left together.


    12Then the people said to Samuel, “Who is it that said, ‘Shall Saul reign over us?’ Bring the men, that we may put them to death.” 13But Saul said, “Not a man shall be put to death this day, for today the LORD has worked salvation in Israel.” 14Then Samuel said to the people, “Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew the kingdom.” 15So all the people went to Gilgal, and there they made Saul king before the LORD in Gilgal. There they sacrificed peace offerings before the LORD, and there Saul and all the men of Israel rejoiced greatly.

    


    


    Overview: The reformers recognize this passage as narrating Saul’s first assignment as king of Israel. Several commentators dwell on issues related to authority and governance. For example, Luther interprets this passage in light of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1524–1525, juxtaposing the divinely sanctioned leadership of Saul with that of renegade theologian Thomas Müntzer, who played an active role in the German revolt. Luther raises, but does not answer, a larger question related to authority: How do we determine legitimate leadership? Other commentators emphasize that the Holy Spirit empowers Saul to gain victory over the Ammonites, though they disagree on the personal and spiritual motives of Saul when it comes to his actions surrounding the battle. While some of the reformers comment positively on Saul’s refusal to kill those Israelites opposed to his leadership, others are tempted to interpret all of Saul’s actions in light of his overall failure as a godly king. As the story of Saul unfolds, however, the commentators become increasingly critical of his character and leadership, finding little to salvage from his reign as king of Israel.


    
11:1-11 Saul’s New Rule



    The Honor of Agriculture. Lucas Osiander: Even though he had been chosen as king, still he was not ashamed to continue farming, just like the old Romans formerly were not ashamed of rural matters. Some of them were called from the plow to the office of dictator.1 Agriculture is an honest way of life—the least shameful way of life for a free person. Annotations on 1 Samuel.2


    Reading the Bible Carefully. Martin Luther: I have often warned that much good sense is needed when passing judgment on the works of the saints. When the Spirit had come on Saul, he cut oxen to pieces and threatened that the same thing would happen to the sheep of those who would not follow him and Samuel to war. Success followed the impulse, which was both heroic and from the Holy Spirit. After Thomas Müntzer had aroused the peasants to take up arms, he was also sure of victory in what seemed to him a just cause. But he perished, and rightly so; for his actions came from his own spirit, not from the Spirit of God. Nor could he get any support from the examples of the Old Testament saints, the examples on which he was nevertheless relying. Lectures on Genesis.3


    Beneficial Authority Is a Gift of God. Viktorin Strigel: Authority should not be matched up to our efforts. It is rather an exceptional and singular gift of God, as when the young Alexander the Great was followed by a large army such that no other leader will be followed in the same way. Similarly, Julius Caesar was such an authority that he could make a fleeing army stand put. Thus in this place the Lord bedecks the new king with authority, inclining the souls of the people to him. For it is a mistake to make an unwilling hound go hunting. But having been put under a clear, guiding and auspicious sequence of events about their government, the people can endure great things. Therefore whoever wants to enter into matters of government should ask God for wisdom beyond what the eye sees and the ear hears, as Solomon did.


    Three benefits accompanied the state of being a king. First, any kind of pious king delighted in doing good for the preservation of doctrine, just as David, Solomon, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josiah cherished the study of doctrine and true worship. Second, through the king’s victories God gave illustrious testimony of his presence among the people, making himself visible, giving witness to doctrine and the church, and sending prophets to the kings. The third benefit about the kingly station was that he did whatever was good for the strengthening of the state. These benefits were great and singular works of God to those who acknowledged them, just as Scripture says, “Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain.” And so that these highest goods relate to our states, let us pray most ardently for this and—wherever it is given—acknowledge this to be the work of God, celebrate God as the gracious author and custodian of this and remain diligent for him. Commentary on 1 Samuel.4


    What Spirit of God Came to Saul? Andrew Willet: It is best to understand this passage as indicating that the spirit of fortitude came on Saul. This is similar to the way the spirit of God came on Sampson in Judges 14:5, when he tore apart the lion. It was, then, a heroic spirit that he received: the spirit of strength and courage. . . . It was not the spirit of sanctification or regeneration. By this it is evident that a person, even in civil actions, has need of the direction of God’s Spirit to bring him or her to a good end. This is as before: “Saul also went to his home at Gibeah, and with him went men of valor whose hearts God had touched.” People do not have any free will of themselves in moral actions to do that which is good and pleasing in the sight of God, unless such a person is drawn and guided by the Spirit of God. Harmony on 1 Samuel.5


    Waiting for Public Installation. Dutch Annotations: Even though Saul was privately anointed king over Israel by Samuel and he accepted the greatest part of the position, he did not as yet begin to execute that office in public. Instead, he lived a retired life until he was publicly installed by all the people. . . . Then the Spirit of the Lord came on him; that is, then God immediately, by the power of his Spirit, gave Saul the gifts of strength and courage to oppose the Ammonites. . . . And he took a couple of oxen, and hewed them in pieces. . . . He did this so that the Israelites would see the pieces of the oxen and remember what damage would befall them if they refused to follow Saul in this expedition. Annotations on 1 Samuel.6


    
11:12-15 Saul’s Appearance of Grandeur



    Forgiveness for the Sake of Public Tranquility. Viktorin Strigel: Saul’s dissimilation is praiseworthy, as he had not yet been confirmed as king. Rather, he is long and greatly honored for this moderation in victory, which he achieved as an unjustly forgotten person. Whoever thus conquers his soul at the height of its power over all things is comparable to one who finds the greatest way of life. It is like when David returned to Jerusalem after the war of sedition in 2 Samuel 19 and he swore that no one would be destroyed. These examples remind us that we should forgive anyone their most bitter wrongs and pardon private offenses for the sake of public tranquility. Commentary on 1 Samuel.7


    Evil Deeds Beget Evil Deeds. Thomas Adams: Saul was pious and began his reign with God, but the end of his reign was bloody. The further he went, the worse he was till even the night before he died, he consulted with a witch and ended his reign with the devil. Commentary on 2 Peter.8


    Superficially Infused. Andrew Willet: Saul here shows his piety, humanity and wisdom. He shows the first by not seeking private revenge, and the second by bearing with the people’s scruples and doubtfulness, since they had not yet received him as their king. Saul demonstrates his wisdom by seeking to win them with leniency. Such qualities are also seen in David (2 Sam 19:25) in pardoning Shimei and granting him his life. Saul gives this reason: “For today the Lord has worked salvation in Israel.” Saul would not have the joy of that day obscured and polluted with the shedding of blood. For, as God had shown the people mercy in sending them such a joyful deliverance, so he thought it fit that a similar mercy should be showed to others. Rabbi Ben Gerson thinks that Saul did not pardon these men but only delayed their punishment. But that is not likely. For until now Saul had proved himself to be an innocent man and a good prince. But afterward Saul forgot his own rule when he tried to kill Jonathon for unknowingly breaking Saul’s rash vow. . . . This mutability in Saul and his changeable nature—in falling from clemency to cruelty, from piety to profanity, from being a good governor to becoming a tyrant—shows that these virtues were not thoroughly grounded in him but were only superficially infused. Harmony on 1 Samuel.9

  


  
    


    
12:1-25 SAMUEL GIVES A FAREWELL ADDRESS


    1And Samuel said to all Israel, “Behold, I have obeyed your voice in all that you have said to me and have made a king over you. 2And now, behold, the king walks before you, and I am old and gray; and behold, my sons are with you. I have walked before you from my youth until this day. 3Here I am; testify against me before the LORD and before his anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Or whose donkey have I taken? Or whom have I defrauded? Whom have I oppressed? Or from whose hand have I taken a bribe to blind my eyes with it? Testify against mea and I will restore it to you.” 4They said, “You have not defrauded us or oppressed us or taken anything from any man’s hand.” 5And he said to them, “The LORD is witness against you, and his anointed is witness this day, that you have not found anything in my hand.” And they said, “He is witness.”


    6And Samuel said to the people, “The LORD is witness,b who appointed Moses and Aaron and brought your fathers up out of the land of Egypt. 7Now therefore stand still that I may plead with you before the LORD concerning all the righteous deeds of the LORD that he performed for you and for your fathers. 8When Jacob went into Egypt, and the Egyptians oppressed them,c then your fathers cried out to the LORD and the LORD sent Moses and Aaron, who brought your fathers out of Egypt and made them dwell in this place. 9But they forgot the LORD their God. And he sold them into the hand of Sisera, commander of the army of Hazor,d and into the hand of the Philistines, and into the hand of the king of Moab. And they fought against them. 10And they cried out to the LORD and said, ‘We have sinned, because we have forsaken the LORD and have served the Baals and the Ashtaroth. But now deliver us out of the hand of our enemies, that we may serve you.’ 11And the LORD sent Jerubbaal and Barake and Jephthah and Samuel and delivered you out of the hand of your enemies on every side, and you lived in safety. 12And when you saw that Nahash the king of the Ammonites came against you, you said to me, ‘No, but a king shall reign over us,’ when the LORD your God was your king. 13And now behold the king whom you have chosen, for whom you have asked; behold, the LORD has set a king over you. 14If you will fear the LORD and serve him and obey his voice and not rebel against the commandment of the LORD, and if both you and the king who reigns over you will follow the LORD your God, it will be well. 15But if you will not obey the voice of the LORD, but rebel against the commandment of the LORD, then the hand of the LORD will be against you and your king.f 16Now therefore stand still and see this great thing that the LORD will do before your eyes. 17Is it not wheat harvest today? I will call upon the LORD, that he may send thunder and rain. And you shall know and see that your wickedness is great, which you have done in the sight of the LORD, in asking for yourselves a king.” 18So Samuel called upon the LORD, and the LORD sent thunder and rain that day, and all the people greatly feared the LORD and Samuel.


    19And all the people said to Samuel, “Pray for your servants to the LORD your God, that we may not die, for we have added to all our sins this evil, to ask for ourselves a king.” 20And Samuel said to the people, “Do not be afraid; you have done all this evil. Yet do not turn aside from following the LORD, but serve the LORD with all your heart. 21And do not turn aside after empty things that cannot profit or deliver, for they are empty. 22For the LORD will not forsake his people, for his great name’s sake, because it has pleased the LORD to make you a people for himself. 23Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the LORD by ceasing to pray for you, and I will instruct you in the good and the right way. 24Only fear the LORD and serve him faithfully with all your heart. For consider what great things he has done for you. 25But if you still do wickedly, you shall be swept away, both you and your king.”


    a Septuagint; Hebrew lacks Testify against me b Septuagint; Hebrew lacks is witness c Septuagint; Hebrew lacks and the Egyptians oppressed them d Septuagint the army of Jabin king of Hazor e Septuagint, Syriac; Hebrew Bedan f Septuagint; Hebrew fathers

    


    


    Overview: The interpreters here recognize the godly leadership of Samuel over the people of Israel but see different themes within that larger unity. In terms of the speech Samuel gives, some regard it as a sermon that aims to bring about conversion, while other commentators focus on issues related to integrity or the duties of government officials. The reformers interpret the violent weather that accompanied Samuel’s speech as divine proof of God’s displeasure at the people’s request for a king. Like the biblical authors themselves, the reformers readily adduce God’s finger in physical occurrences such as weather. Samuel is not only a judge of the people but also their priest and mediator; the reformers emphasize the burden he carries as the people’s priest to pray for the people.


    
12:1-15 One’s Clear Conscience and Good Leadership



    Samuel Conquers Hardened Hearts. Johannes Bugenhagen: Because the people were often reminded by God’s Word that they had sinned by asking for a king and by not wanting to acknowledge sins, Samuel confronted their sins with this biting address about God’s clearly extensive works; he does by retelling the whole story in only a few words. . . . By telling this history, Samuel declares that God had ruled the people to this point and that the people had confidently lived under God. The prophets had already promised this grace to all who believe in Christ, so that they might have confidence in spirit. That means they might have an untroubled conscience before God and have the peace of God in their hearts through the one reigning there, as in Jeremiah 23 and Isaiah 32. . . . Samuel showed how for so long God had been a king and continuously raised up good leaders in those days. He did this so that the people would acknowledge what they had done. And by a clear miracle of God, Samuel conquered their hardened hearts. He led them to confess the sin, and they judged his wisdom to be real, useful, necessary and salutary. Commentary on 1 Samuel.1


    The Glorious Testimony of a Good Conscience. Viktorin Strigel: The approval of a good conscience and the testimony of others to the honest fact of that judgment are truly glorious things. But much is meant by the true approval of our consciences. For when the conscience judges truly, it recognizes its infirmities, fears God and also faithfully obeys God’s call. It then carries the one who is called not by personal striving but by recognizing oneself as being supported by God. Samuel glories in this, that he has the true testimony of conscience. He knows that he did not steal leadership but obeyed the call. He did not mix up personal gain with the happy burden of having authority from God. This glory, that is, this good testimony of the conscience, is rightly desired, because God wants us to live with a good conscience. Commentary on 1 Samuel.2


    Samuel and Moses’ Example. Johannes Aepinus: These two godly men, Moses and Samuel, teach us by their example that magistrates ought not to take or receive any manner of gifts from people who stand before them in judgment. Their example also teaches us that magistrates are bound to obey the precepts and commandments of God without any manner of denial or grudge. Exposition on Psalm 15.3


    Who Samuel Meant for His Anointed. Andrew Willet: Some think that under the type of Saul the anointed king, Samuel understands the Messiah, the anointed of God, whom the Lord had appointed to be judge of the world and before whom we must give account of all our doings. But it is evident that Samuel means something different. Verse 5 states, “His anointed is witness this day.” Samuel’s use of “this day” refers to Saul, in whose hearing he made this statement. In the same sense, David later calls Saul the Lord’s anointed (1 Sam 24:10). Now Samuel makes special mention of Saul in two regards. First, in respect of himself, he provides Saul a pattern on how to govern the people uprightly and justly without oppression. Second, in respect of the people, that they might see what difference there was (as they latter discovered) between the upright government that they had enjoyed under their judges, and the hard service they would feel under some of their kings—as Samuel had foretold them before. Finally, Samuel also means to preserve his own name, which is lawful to preserve, lest in time the people wrongly accuse him and speak ill of him after he is gone. Harmony on 1 Samuel.4


    
12:16-18 God and Thunder



    The Lord Sent Thunder and Rain. Viktorin Strigel: This thunder and rain is like the terrifying crashes that accompanied the giving of the law on Mount Sinai. Thus the gathering, where Samuel was exhorting the people to repent, was confirmed and sealed by a divine sign. For the gathering of repentant people in the church is not an empty sound, but a sound that strikes the heart with a sense of God’s wrath and prepares it to accept the seed of the gospel. Commentary on 1 Samuel.5


    Why Samuel Called for Thunder. Andrew Willet: Here the Lord showed his power. And the people saw their foolishness in not being content with having such a mighty God for their protector who could fight for them with thunder and rain against their enemies, as he did for Israel against the host of Pharaoh and against the Philistines. And besides, it appeared that they had little reason to be wary of Samuel’s government, who by prayer could fetch down rain and thunder from heaven. In these two signs the Lord showed his mercy and judgment: The rain is, for the most part, a sign of his mercy, while the thunder and lightning are signs of his judgment. And as the rain mitigates the heat and the raging of the lightning . . . so the Lord’s judgments are tempered with mercy. Harmony on 1 Samuel.6


    
12:19-25 Samuel as Priest and Intercessor



    The Duties of a Priest. Martin Luther: The duty of a priest is twofold: in the first place, to turn to God and pray for himself and for his people; in the second place, to turn from God to people by means of doctrine and the Word. Thus Samuel states in 1 Samuel 12:23: “Far be it from me not to pray for you and not to lead you to the good and the right way.” He acknowledges that this is essential to his office. Lectures on Genesis.7


    Gospel Follows Confession. Johannes Bugenhagen: “Do not be afraid.” The law was proclaimed up to this point. Here now the gospel follows the recognition of sin. Now the triumphant Samuel does not cease to pray or instruct those who are in the office of priest. This is for “his great name’s sake.” God does not bless us on account of our merits or demerits, but on account of two things Scripture insists upon: mercy and truth. Commentary on 1 Samuel.8


    Praying for the Church. Viktorin Strigel: The office of priest contains two main roles. The first is to teach. The second is to pray for the church. Samuel shows himself to have been most faithful in each of the two. In the same way, all pious people are priests, whether—according to their calling—they are teaching in the temple, in a school or in their homes. And they pray for the church, which is not only a place of speaking or Scriptures but a place where many great prayers are boldly offered. Commentary on 1 Samuel.9


    Continual Prayer. John Davenant: Persistence in prayer is commanded in Scripture: “We ought always to pray and not to lose heart,” “pray without ceasing” and “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.” But it may be said: How is it possible that Paul should never cease from prayer, when the weakness of human nature will not sustain continual praying? Indeed, some who have feigned to be part of the church have made constant prayer the pretext of indolence and sluggishness, and are reckoned among heretics in Theodoret and Augustine. I answer: We are said not to cease from prayer or not to leave off praying for anything when we have a fixed desire of that thing in our heart. As Augustine says regarding Psalm 37: “Your desire is your prayer; if there is a continual desire, there is continual prayer.” Second, we are said not to faint, or not to cease from praying, when we exercise it in its proper time and place. For it is idleness in a person, and he ceases from his work when he does not perform what he can and ought to do. In either respect, therefore, Paul said truly, “We have not ceased to pray for you.” For there was both a perpetual desire in his mind (at least as to the habit) of promoting their good; and that also, as much as in him lay, he did promote by his prayers as often as opportunity of praying offered itself to him. Observe, then, not only is the duty of the pastor to teach his flock and to commend them to God in public prayers, but also in his private prayer he ought never to be unmindful of the people committed to his care. Thus Samuel was actuated toward the people of God, “Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you.” Exposition of Colossians.10


    Praying Without Ceasing. John Dod: God commands us to pray one for another. Now if those who are not connected to us in any way are to be recommended to God in our prayers, how much more so those whom God has more specially united to us either by nature or by duty and service! Indeed, Christ Jesus directly commands us to pray for our enemies. And if that is a bound duty, how much more is it to pray for our friends, especially if they also are God’s friends? For by our prayers they may be helped a great deal and endangered without them. The prophet Samuel understood that this was a duty when he accounted the neglect of it to be a sin against God. . . . For when the people were frightened and humbled, both by the words of Samuel and by the miraculous work of God in sending extraordinary thunder and rain in the time of the wheat harvest, they came to Samuel saying: “Pray for your servants to the Lord your God, that we might not die.” And his answer was, “ . . . as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you.” The Fourth Sermon on the Lord’s Supper.11
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