Discuss the Importance of King David in the Hebrew Bible.

The Israelite people, after facing persecution and defeat at the hands of the Philistines, asked the prophet Samuel for a King. Samuel, who had previously ruled over Israel, knew the seriousness of the Israelite’s plea.[footnoteRef:1] However, Samuel also knew how detrimental this request would be for them as a nation. In ancient Egypt, the King, or Pharoah, was also considered to be their deity.[footnoteRef:2] However, in Israel, the primary King was meant to be God and the elected king was seen as someone who expressed his devotion to God through service to his people.[footnoteRef:3] By asking for a King ‘like the other nations have’, it is believed the Israelites had rejected God and wanted to be led by a man.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Samuel previously ruled over Israel and after stepping down, appointed his sons, Joel and Abijah, to take his place. However, both Joel and Abijah did not have the integrity of their father, and this did not go unnoticed by the Israelite people.]  [2:  John H. Walton, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background Commentary (Zondervan, 2009) p.309]  [3:  Walton, (Zondervan, 2009) p.309]  [4:  Walton, (Zondervan, 2009) p.309] 

We know that David was not the first king. So, what made him so important in the Hebrew Bible? We know nothing of his birth, which is unfortunate as the Bible does use the retelling of births as indicators of importance and prominence.[footnoteRef:5] The first time we read of David is when Samuel is tasked by God to anoint a new King. At this time David is a young man and because of his age, it did not register with his father, Jesse, to consider him when Samuel arrived to anoint one of his sons the future King (1 Samuel 16.11-12). Being so young, David’s outward appearance was considerably different to his brothers. When Saul was anointed, it is recorded that ‘…he was a head taller than anyone else…’ (1 Samuel 9.2). Similarly, when Jesse paraded his older sons in front of Samuel, they too were tall and undoubtably fit (1 Samuel 16.7). Furthermore, according to the business insider, research reveals that men who are tall and fit stand a better chance at becoming leaders than others who do not have these qualities.[footnoteRef:6] Again, we ask ourselves, what was it that set David apart? The answer may lay with what God was looking for as opposed to what man looks at. [5:  Some examples of retelling of births to indicate importance include the birth of Jacob in Genesis 25.23-26, whom God would later rename Israel; Exodus 2.1-10 which tells of the birth of Moses and how he was rescued and looked after by Pharoh’s daughter.]  [6:  Drake Baer, Business Insider, 3 physical qualities people associate with great leaders – for better or worse. (October 8th, 2014) https://www.businessinsider.com/physical-attributes-of-leaders-2014-10 [Accessed 30 April 2024]  ] 

‘…people look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart’ (1 Samuel 16.7).
We know that David was a Shepherd boy. This is explained to us in the book of 1 Samuel 16.11. This would have been one of the tasks that children were taught, alongside cultivating the ground and most importantly the Laws of God.[footnoteRef:7] Being so young and under the discipline of his father Jesse, David, at this point in his life, seems to have been kept away from selfish ambition and other ulterior motives that seem to have been inside the heart of his brothers which led to them being rejected (1 Samuel 17.28-29).[footnoteRef:8] This is later evidenced in Psalm 23 which reads: [7:  Johnathan H. Greer; John W. Hilber; and John H. Walton, Behind the Scenes of the Old Testament (Baker Academic, 2018) p.405]  [8:  In this verse, David has been sent by Jesse to take some supplies to the front line, with precise instructions to bring word back on how his sons are doing. Whilst David was there talking, his brother, Eliab, became so infuriated that he verbally chastised him. This could be because David, the youngest of all the brothers, was anointed by Samuel in-front of them all to be future King. A sure sign as any to all of them that they too had been rejected.  ] 

‘…You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies,
You anoint my head with oil…’ (Psalm 23.5)
Did God use David’s apparent outward weaknesses purposefully? We know of other examples in the Bible where God has done this. One example would be Moses. Upon asking him to go to the elders of Israel, Moses pleads with God about his lack of verbal communication skills and possibly a stammer (Exodus 4.10). Another factor which may have been in favour of David was obedience. It is recorded that when Samuel, a former ruler and prophet came to Bethlehem, the people there were so frightened that they shook before him. Jesse and his sons were there, but where was David? It would only be natural for curiosity to have overcome young David and be present where all the excitement was. However, it is recorded in scripture that he had to be sent for as he was still in the field, obediently tending his father’s flock (1 Samuel 16.11-13).  Finally, we come to the issue of faith. David’s first encounter with an enemy, arguably was not Goliath. It may well have been the first bear or lion he had to fend off from his flock of sheep (1 Samuel 17.34-37). The battles he won against those animal predators made him ready to face an altogether different adversary, Goliath. We don’t know what happened day in, day out, when he was tending his flock, what his relationship with God was like or whether he spoke with God routinely. However, the relationship David had with God is illustrated in him not being able to accept the armour of another, namely Saul (1 Samuel 17.38-39). David, appalled with the egregious statements vomiting out of Goliath’s mouth moved him by faith to deal with an adversary, not just to the Israelites, but to God. 
These traits in David would continue to grow. An example of David’s obedience to God later in his life is his refusal to avenge himself on matters in which he personally had been wronged. A primary example is Saul’s continuous pursuit of David to try and kill him. David had reason to kill Saul, and even by today’s standards probably would be justified by self-defence. However, in Leviticus it says: ‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people…’ (Leviticus 19.18). David, having been taught to follow the laws of God, would have known this.
David’s faith in God grew. After becoming king over Israel, the Philistines came to attack his stronghold. By now, a fearsome king with a reputation that preceded him, David still asked for the Lord’s guidance.
Shall I go and attack the Philistines? Will you deliver them into my hands? (2 Samuel 5.19)   
Finally, humility. After defeating the enemies of the Lord and having the Ark of the Covenant brought up to Jerusalem, whilst sat in what could only be described majestic surroundings truly ‘fit for a king’, David is suddenly brought to realisation that whilst he lives in luxury, the God who brought him all that success is outside in a lowly tent. This is where we find the next sign of importance. Instead of David, as was the custom, giving God rest, God gave David rest.[footnoteRef:9] By following the commands of God through to establishing the covenant, David is said to have achieved the remarkable. After the death of Saul, David is formally appointed king, primarily over Judah, and eventually over Israel. David, anointed as a young shepherd boy, elected years later is illustratively told ‘…you will shepherd my people Israel, you will become their ruler’ (I Chronicles 11.2). A young shepherd boy, looking after his family’s flock whilst simultaneously fighting off wild animals, is called to shepherd the people of God. Yet, with his wealth, power, and battle honours, David’s humility saw him worthy by God to have a covenant made with him. It cannot be stressed enough how important the covenant between God and David was. It was not just a pat on the back or an appreciation ceremony. Academics have likened this to the beginning of a ‘father and son’ relationship.[footnoteRef:10]  It shows how much trust must have placed into the hands of a mere man, to look after Gods people. As already mentioned, from reading the text, God did not forget his promise that he made with David. By uniting the people of Israel under his dynasty, the House of David was born.[footnoteRef:11]Some of the promises made by God are here. [9:  John H. Walton, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background Commentary, (2009, Zondervan) pp.441-442]  [10:  Johnathan S. Greer, John W. Hilber, John H. Walton; Behind the scenes of the Old Testament (2018, Baker Academic) p.477.]  [11:  Greer, Hilber, Walton; p.477.] 

‘…Hear now you House of David! … the Lord himself will give you a sign. The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel…’  (Isaiah 7.14)
‘…your throne will be established forever…’ (2 Samuel 7.16; Isaiah 7.1; Chronicles 3.10-13).[footnoteRef:12] [12:  King Ahaz was the son of Jotham; Jotham was the son of Azariah (pronounced Uzziah); Azariah was the son of Solomon; and Solomon was the son Of King David.] 

‘…He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it…’ (Isaiah 9.7). 
‘This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David…’ (Matthew 1.1).
[bookmark: _Hlk165896496]Through the disobedience of Israel, Yahweh saw an opportunity to make a covenant with them so long as their king maintained the way of God. This is the tragic difference between Saul and David. Whilst David followed God’s will and became the recipient of a covenant from God, Saul would lose everything.[footnoteRef:13] The reason being, Saul when king, was not only sinning against Yahweh himself but leading the nation of Israel into sin with him.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  The Amalekites, descendants of Esau’s grandchild Amalek (Gensis 36.12), who attacked the Israelites after they were led out of Egypt, were to be wiped out by Saul as God commanded (Ezekiel 17.14). However, Saul, through not following God’s command, was led astray and instead turned his focus onto the Amalekites way of worshipping God. Eventually making an idol if himself, breaking the second commandment (1 Samuel 15.12; Exodus 20.4).]  [14:  Samuel E. Balentine, The Oxford Handbook of Ritual and Worship in the Hebrew Bible (2020, Oxford University Press) p.289.] 

‘…You have not kept the command the Lord your God gave you; If you had, he would have established your Kingdom over Israel for all time…’ (1 Samuel 13.13)
With all that said, does this make David important? Possibly not. Saul, having broken a command given by God, is rebuked by Samuel as we know (1 Samuel 10.8, 13.11-13).[footnoteRef:15] However, is it possible to hypothesize that had Saul carried out God’s command, in Matthew 1.1 when explaining the genealogy of Jesus would we read, instead of the son of David, the son of Saul? As the anointed king was expected to serve Yahweh, and through his obedience guide his subjects to do the same,[footnoteRef:16]it is possible to conclude that even if Saul had followed God’s command as David did, he would not be more or less important of a man than David was. Whilst the covenant Yahweh made with David secured his throne for eternity, ‘…your house and your kingdom shall endure forever before me…’ (2 Samuel 7.16). David, as a man, with all his accolades, is not the one with whom importance rests. Christianity teaches that the importance always stays with God. Whilst this is true, it is a common theme throughout the Bible to show the importance of actions from faithful believers in God to be rewarded with either a throne that will last forever or descendants numbering more than visible celestial objects in the sky.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Saul, having launched an attack on the Amalekites, was told to leave no-one alive. Instead, Saul has the King and the best sheep and cattle brought back to him. By disobeying this command from God and then offering the plunder as a burnt offering; God strips the kingdom away from him.]  [16:  John H. Walton, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background Commentary (2009, Zondervan), p.309]  [17:  Abram is told by God that his descendants will number more than the stars in the night sky.] 

To conclude, whilst David is considered important in the Hebrew Bible for his faith, humility and obedience that eventually brought about the ‘House’ that Jesus would be born from in the New Testament, Christianity believes that Yahweh, who made the covenant with David and gave him all his successes, is the one to whom true importance lies.  
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