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Introduction

The figure of King David occupies a central place in the Hebrew Bible, not only
as Israel’s most famous king, but also as a complex symbol of leadership,
covenant, worship, and moral failure. His story moves from shepherd and
warrior to ruler of a united kingdom, making him crucial to the biblical
presentation of monarchy and national identity. Yet David’s importance is not
limited to his political achievements. Through the Davidic covenantin 2
Samuel 7, he becomes the foundation for later hopes concerning kingship
and divine promise. At the same time, narratives such as his sin against
Bathsheba and Uriah present him as deeply flawed, showing that biblical
leadership is subject to judgement as well as blessing. This essay will discuss
David’s importance in the Hebrew Bible by examining the different roles he is
given. He is presented as warrior, king, covenant figure, sinner, worshipper,
and lasting religious symbol. His significance therefore comes from both his
achievements and his complexity.

David as king and founder of Jerusalem monarchy

David’s importance in the Hebrew Bible is first established through his rise as
warrior, ruler, and founder of the Jerusalem monarchy. His story begins with
his unexpected anointing in 1 Samuel 16, where he is chosen despite being
the youngest son of Jesse. This presents David’s kingship as rooted in divine
election rather than ordinary royal status. His defeat of Goliathin 1 Samuel 17
then introduces him as a warrior whose confidence rests on the power of God
rather than conventional military strength. Robert Alter argues that the David
narrative presents him with striking literary complexity, showing him as
charismatic, gifted, and increasingly central to Israel’s future.’

"Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New York: W. W. Norton,
1999), pp. xviii—xxii.



David’s political importance develops further through his growing military
success and popularity. In 1 Samuel 18, David’s victories make him admired
by the people but feared by Saul, showing that his rise creates both hope and
instability within Israel. After Saul’s death, David is first made king over Judah
in 2 Samuel 2, before being accepted as king over all Israel in 2 Samuel 5. This
is significant because it presents David as the king who brings the divided
tribes together under one monarchy. As Steven McKenzie observes, David’s
achievement lies not only in military success, but also in his ability to
consolidate authority and create a stable political centre.2

The capture of Jerusalem in 2 Samuel 5:6-10 is especially important. As
Walter Brueggemann notes, Jerusalem becomes central to David’s political
and theological significance because it gives the monarchy a symbolic
location through which Israel’s national identity is shaped.® By making
Jerusalem his capital, David establishes a city that is not simply tied to one
tribe, allowing it to function as a unifying base for the kingdom. However,
David’s rise is not presented as entirely simple or idealised. Baruch Halpern
reads David as politically skilled and sometimes ruthless, suggesting that his
ascent involves strategy as well as divine favour.? Archaeological debates
further complicate the historical picture, as Finkelstein is more cautious
about the scale of David’s kingdom, while Mazar allows for a more substantial
early monarchy.5 Nevertheless, within the Hebrew Bible, David’s importance
is clear: he becomes the king who unites Israel, establishes Jerusalem, and
provides the model through which later biblical tradition understands
monarchy.®

2Steven L. McKenzie, King David: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 112-16, 123-29.

3 Walter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1990), pp. 239-
242,

4 Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons: Messiah, Murderer, Traitor, King (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001),
pp. 74-80, 100.

5 Israel Finkelstein and Amihai Mazar, The Quest for the Historical Israel: Debating Archaeology and the
History of Early Israel, ed. by Brian B. Schmidt (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), pp. 115-128.

8 Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, pp. 243-245.



Davidic covenant and theological kingship

Beyond his political achievements, David’s significance is also rooted in the
theological meaning given to his kingship. This becomes clearestin 2 Samuel
7, where David wishes to build a “house” for God, but instead God promises
to build a “house” for David, meaning an enduring dynasty. As Robert Alter
notes, the passage turns on the double meaning of “house”, moving from a
physical temple to the promise of a royal line.” This reversal is central to
David’s significance because it presents his monarchy as part of divine
promise rather than merely human achievement.

The Davidic covenant therefore gives David’s kingship lasting theological
importance. In 2 Samuel 7:12-16, God promises that David’s offspring will
succeed him, that his kingdom will be established, and that his throne will be
made firm. This promise links David’s dynasty with divine faithfulness, even
though later kings may fail morally or politically. Walter Brueggemann argues
that 2 Samuel 7 transforms David’s rule into a major theological claim about
God’s commitment to Israel’s future through the Davidic line.® In this sense,
David becomes more than a successful ruler; he becomes the foundation for
biblical thinking about legitimate kingship and divine promise.

This covenant also shapes later biblical memory of David. Psalms such as
Psalm 89 and Psalm 132 look back to God’s promise to David and use itas a
way of reflecting on kingship, divine loyalty, and national hope. In his
discussion of Psalm 132, John Goldingay shows how the psalm connects
David, Zion, and Yahweh’s continuing commitment to the Davidic line.® Even
when the monarchy is under pressure, this promise remains theologically
powerful. This means that David’s importance extends beyond his own
lifetime, because later writers use him to think about the future of Israel and
the possibility of restored kingship.

7 Alter, The David Story, pp. 232-233.
8 Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, pp. 253-257.
9 John Goldingay, Psalms, Volume 3: Psalms 90-150 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), pp. 540-561.



At the same time, the covenant does not mean that David’s dynasty is free
from moral responsibility. In 2 Samuel 7:14-15, God says that David’s
descendants may be punished if they do wrong, even though God’s steadfast
love will not be removed from them as it was from Saul. This shows an
important balance: David’s line is specially chosen, but it is still accountable
to God. P. Kyle McCarter’s discussion of Nathan’s oracle shows that 2
Samuel 7 gives David’s dynasty a secure position, while still recognising that
later kings may do wrong and face punishment.'® J. Gordon McConville
similarly notes that kingship in the Hebrew Bible is both a gift and a
responsibility, requiring obedience as well as divine favour.' Therefore, the
Davidic covenantis central to David’s importance because it makes his
kingship theologically lasting, while also showing that biblical kings remain
answerable to God.12

David as flawed moral figure

A further aspect of David’s significance is that he is not presented as a
flawless hero. Although he is chosen by God and becomes the model king,
the narrative also exposes his misuse of power. This is seen most clearly in 2
Samuel 11, where David sees Bathsheba, has sexual relations with her, and
then arranges the death of her husband Uriah to conceal the pregnancy. The
episode is significant because it shows that even Israel’s greatest king is
capable of serious moral failure. Robert Alter argues that the narrative
presents David’s sin with striking restraint, allowing the seriousness of his
actions to emerge through the sequence of events rather than through direct
moral commentary.'

0P, Kyle McCarter, Il Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes and Commentary, Anchor Bible, 9
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), pp. 207-208.

" Philip E. Satterthwaite and J. Gordon McConville, Exploring the Old Testament, Volume 2: The Histories
(London: SPCK, 2007), pp. 152-154.

2 Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, pp. 253-257.

3 Alter, The David Story, pp. 249-256.



The Bathsheba and Uriah episode is especially important because it reveals
the danger of royal power when separated from justice. As J. Cheryl Exum
argues, Bathsheba’s position in the story raises questions about gender,
power, and vulnerability within the royal court. David’s actions are therefore
not only sexual wrongdoing, but also political abuse, since he uses his
authority to take Bathsheba and then manipulate Uriah’s loyalty. David J.
Shepherd also argues that Uriah’s death is central to the moral weight of the
narrative, since David becomes implicated in innocent blood and
bloodguilt.15 This means that David’s failure is not a private mistake, but a
public misuse of kingship.

The seriousness of David’s sin is confirmed in 2 Samuel 12, when the prophet
Nathan confronts him through the parable of the rich man who takes the poor
man’s lamb. David condemns the man in the story before realising that he
himself is guilty. This moment is crucial because it shows that David’s
authority remains subject to prophetic judgement. Walter Brueggemann
argues that Nathan’s confrontation reveals the limits of royal power, since the
king cannot escape the moral claims of God." Lowell K. Handy’s review of
Halpern’s work similarly notes that Halpern presents David as a politically
calculating and morally troubling figure, which complicates any simple
idealisation of him."’

Yet the narrative does not remove David’s significance. Instead, it makes him
more complex and deepens his theological importance. David confesses, “I
have sinned against the LORD” in 2 Samuel 12:13, and later biblical tradition
continues to remember him as both chosen and morally compromised.

Steven McKenzie notes that David’s story holds together divine favour,

4 J. Cheryl Exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)versions of Biblical Narratives (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1993), pp. 170-201.

5 David J. Shepherd, King David, Innocent Blood, and Bloodguilt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), pp.
106-110.

8 Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, pp. 280-286.

7 Lowell K. Handy, review of Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons: Messiah, Murderer, Traitor, King,
Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 63.2 (2004), 134-136 (pp. 135-136).



political success, and serious personal failure. Therefore, David’s
importance lies not only in his greatness, but in the Hebrew Bible’s
willingness to portray its ideal king as accountable, sinful, and dependent on
divine mercy."?

David in worship, Psalms, and later hope/reception

David’s legacy extends beyond his reign through worship, prayer, and later
hope. In 2 Samuel 6, he brings the ark to Jerusalem, making the city both a
political and religious centre. Walter Brueggemann argues that this moment
deepens David’s significance because royal authority becomes connected
with the presence and worship of God.?® David is therefore important not
simply as a ruler, but as a figure who helps shape Israel’s religious identity.

David is also strongly associated with music and the Psalms. Several psalm
headings attribute poems to David, while Psalm 51 connects Davidic prayer
with repentance after the Bathsheba episode. Although the historical
authorship of individual psalms is debated, the biblical tradition presents
David as a model of prayer, lament, praise, and repentance.?' Robert Alter
also notes that David’s literary legacy is tied to his portrayal as a gifted
speaker, singer, and poet, making him central to the imaginative world of
biblical tradition.?* This means that David’s significance is not only political or
dynastic, but also devotional.

The books of Chronicles further develop David’s worship related importance.
Although Solomon builds the temple, 1 Chronicles 22 and 28 present David as
the one who prepares for it by gathering materials, organising worship, and
instructing Solomon. This reshapes David’s memory by highlighting his role in

8 McKenzie, King David, pp. 154-168.

9 Shepherd, King David, Innocent Blood, and Bloodguilt, pp. 118-123.

20 Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, pp. 248-53.

2! John Goldingay, Psalms, Volume 1: Psalms 1-41 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), pp. 25-31.
22 Alter, The David Story, pp. Xxii—xxvi.



temple preparation and ordered worship. J. Gordon McConville notes that
Chronicles presents David in a more explicitly cultic and idealised way,
emphasising his importance for Israel’s worshipping life.?* Gerhard von Rad
similarly argues that Israel’s later traditions could take up older traditions
about Zion and David and reinterpret them as expressions of wider
theological hope.*

Finally, David becomes a lasting figure of hope and reception. Psalms such as
Psalm 89 and Psalm 132 remember God’s promise to David and use it to
express hope for the continuation or restoration of Davidic kingship. Dominik
Markl argues that David’s reception history shows how later communities
repeatedly returned to him as a model of kingship, worship, repentance, and
future expectation.? Joel Baden also notes that David’s significance lies
partly in the way his image is continually reinterpreted across biblical
tradition.?® Therefore, David’s importance in the Hebrew Bible is not confined
to his lifetime. He becomes a lasting religious symbol through whom Israel
reflects on worship, kingship, failure, repentance, and hope.?’

Conclusion

In conclusion, King David’s importance in the Hebrew Bible cannot be
reduced to one aspect of his life or reign. He is significant as the king who
rises from unlikely origins, defeats Israel’s enemies, unites Judah and Israel,
and establishes Jerusalem as the centre of monarchy. Yet his importance is
also theological, since the covenantin 2 Samuel 7 presents his dynasty as the
focus of divine promise and later hope. At the same time, the narratives of

2 Satterthwaite and McConville, Exploring the Old Testament, Volume 2, pp. 270-276.

24yon Rad, Old Testament Theology, |, pp. 319-323.

% Dominik Markl, ‘David in Reception History’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Historical Books of the Hebrew
Bible, ed. by Brad E. Kelle and Brent A. Strawn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 496-510.

26 Joel Baden, The Historical David: The Real Life of an Invented Hero (New York: HarperOne, 2013), pp. 253~
257.

27 Markl, ‘David in Reception History’, pp. 496-510; Baden, The Historical David, pp. 255-257.



Bathsheba, Uriah, and Nathan’s rebuke show that David is not portrayed as a
perfect ruler. His kingship is marked by sin, judgement, repentance, and
dependence on divine mercy. David’s legacy also continues through worship,
the Psalms, temple preparation, and later reception, where he becomes a
symbol of prayer, kingship, and future restoration. Therefore, David’s
significance lies in his complexity: he is both idealised and criticised, chosen
and judged. This makes him one of the Hebrew Bible’s most important figures
for understanding leadership, covenant, worship, and hope.
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