Discuss the importance of King David in the Hebrew Bible:
Anecdotally it is often thought that the first of something is often the best. When considering a series of books, collections of movies or tv series, it is common for people to think that nothing can be better than the original. Furthermore, those who do something first are often more memorable than those that follow in their footsteps. This too could be the case with David, the first to establish a dynasty for Isreal. This essay will examine the importance of King David within the Hebrew texts specifically in respect of David before he became a king. The essay will seek to examine the importance of the imagery and foreshadowing pertaining to David in respect to his purpose, as opposed to the foreshadowing often linked to Jesus. 
Summarising who David is and his narrative is both troublesome and complex. In her book Tragedy and Biblical narrative, Cheryl Exum states that David can be described as pious trusting and faithful as well as calculating, manipulative and ruthless.[footnoteRef:1] His life narrative by some can be categorised in two major movements, firstly his ascent to kingship in Jerusalem and then his reign until death.[footnoteRef:2] These two categories are separated by the successes he achieved, followed by a troublesome period until death.[footnoteRef:3] His story which at times is polarised from him trusting God, to having a man killed in a bid to cover up his sin is not the only element of David which brings him to the fore when discussing the Hebrew texts. David’s narrative occupies more of the Hebrew scriptures than any other character.[footnoteRef:4] This alone would signify the importance of David, however there are significances in the position David held within his family and his early anointing by Samuel in 1 Samuel 16. (1 Sam 16) [1:  J. Cheryl Exum, Tragedy And Biblical Narrative, (Cambridge University Press 1992) p 120. ]  [2:  Brad E Kelle and Brent A Strawn, The Oxford Handbook Of The Historical Books Of The Hebrew Bible, (Oxford University Press 2020), p. 497. ]  [3:  Kelle and Strawn, The Oxford Handbook Of The Historical Books Of The Hebrew Bible, p. 497.]  [4:  Paul Borgman, David, Saul And God: Rediscovering An Ancient Story, (New York, Oxford Academic 2008) p. 38.] 

Amongst his stories David is most notably known for his fight with Goliath, a quick search of the Trinity St Davids online Library for ‘David and Goliath’ returns multiple searches not relating to the Biblical character at all, but instead articles relating to tech companies becoming giants to be held to account.[footnoteRef:5] Aswell as journals regarding superstores verses market stalls.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  A. Orben, ‘The fight to keep big tech in check: digital researchers are in ‘David and Goliath’ battle’, Nature, (2025), pp. 571–571, <https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-01141-9>.]  [6:  D.P. Lundsten and L. Brennan ‘Walmart vs. Festival Foods—David and Goliath?,’ Journal of real estate practice and education, 15(1), (2012) pp. 43–54, <https://doi.org/10.1080/10835547.2012.12091705>.] 

In Steven Mckenzies book King David: A Biography he introduces the chapter of David and Goliath citing an advert where the imagery points to the story of David without needing to name the characters.[footnoteRef:7]  The title is one that is recognisable to all throughout history, even those who may not have read a bible. It is a battle that defies the laws of logic. In the western world David has been depicted as a small shepherd, coming up against a hardened warrior that a whole nation is scared to face. The outcome results in David defeating Goliath with a stone and his sling. Davids introduction however precursors the Goliath fight and his role as a shepherd however should not be overlooked or mis-represented as Steven Mckenzie highlights. David is not a shepherd in a scene of rolling hills with flowing grass and pretty white sheep dotted around. The terrain and sheep at the time of David would have been significantly different with a more rugged landscape.[footnoteRef:8] This understanding of what a shepherd would have encountered along with the meaning that is associated with the word shepherd in the ancient near eastern world is of grave significance to the Hebrew Bible.  [7:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, (Oxford University Press 2000), p. 38.]  [8:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, p. 46.] 

In Psalm 23, attributed to David, God is described as being a shepherd, a shepherd who leads his sheep to green pastures and still waters. A shepherd who possesses a rod and staff which offer comfort through valleys of the shadow of death. (Psalm 23) The image of the God being described as a shepherd is often interpreted in a pastoral sense, in tending to a flock and meeting their needs.[footnoteRef:9] There is evidence which suggests that the meaning of being a shepherd during Davids period and beyond would not necessarily only be literal but also a metaphor and an image of a royal ruler. The rod and staff for example were known to be parts of royal regalia throughout ancient near east.[footnoteRef:10] The rod and staff were depicted in other ancient near east cultures, with the Egyptian crook being interpreted to be a shepherd’s instrument.[footnoteRef:11] In the Assyrian empire, ceremonies of shepherdship were conducted and shepherd imagery was used throughout to attribute to royalty.[footnoteRef:12] The thoughts relating to shepherd imagery and royalty is shared with the writer Christopher A Porter when discussing the kings of Judah in Ezekiel who are described as Shepherds.[footnoteRef:13] This idea of shepherd imagery is widespread throughout ancient near east as described above in different cultures. The understanding of this imagery is described by many different scholars, some of whom are referenced above and therefore the importance of David being a shepherd should not be something to be overlooked.[footnoteRef:14] A reason for this link between shepherd and leadership would be the qualities that one needs to posses to keep a heard, in addition it is evident from biblical texts that there were sheep in abundance, and the number of sheep one had could be a symbol of status. For example, Jan Varhaug highlights that in the Hebrew Bible God looks more favourably on Abels offering of herds instead of Cains grain offering, and Solomon was able to sacrifice one hundred and twenty thousand sheep when he consecrated the new temple.[footnoteRef:15]  [9:  J. Varhaug, ‘The Decline of the Shepherd Metaphor as Royal Self-Expression1,’ Scandinavian journal of the Old Testament : SJOT, 33(1), (2019) p. 23. ]  [10:  Varhaug, ‘The Decline of the Shepherd Metaphor as Royal Self-Expression1,’ p. 16. ]  [11:  Ibid p. 18. ]  [12:  Ibid p. 20-21. ]  [13:  C. A. Porter, ‘Of Sheep, Shepherds, and Temples: A Social Identity Reading of the Good Shepherd,’ CONSPECTUS, 32(1),(2021) pp. 158–171. (p. 161) <https://doi.org/10.54725/conspectus.2021.2.9>.]  [14:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, (Oxford University Press 2000), p. 49.]  [15:  Varhaug, ‘The Decline of the Shepherd Metaphor as Royal Self-Expression1,’ p. 17. ] 

The imagery of ancient near east shepherd compared to modern western depictions of David is at odds and provides a different way of understanding the story of David and the significance of his origins. 
David is first introduced in 1 Samuel chapter 16. His significance is evident form the outset. At the time of Davids introduction Saul is still king, however Saul has been rejected by God. God has provided for himself a king, and instructs Samuel to anoint him, his name is not known at this passage. Not only does God interrupt and reject Saul rather than the lineage continue, God interjects and provides a new king one chosen by God himself.( 1 Sam 16:1) The importance of this notion is highlighted by Mckenzie in summing up the anointing and calling it candid.[footnoteRef:16] Mckenzie argues that David being a shepherd is more to do with his future role as leader, as opposed to any imagery of royalty or status that he possessed at the time. The lowly status David held at the time is supported where he is seemingly mocked by his brother when he goes to watch a battle asking him who he had left his ‘few sheep’ with.[footnoteRef:17] He is then not someone who herds a large number of sheep due to being part of a wealthy family, his role as s shepherd then is one of a status to be fulfilled.  [16:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, p. 49.]  [17:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, (Oxford University Press 2000), p. 48.] 

David’s character and position within the family is also of great significance. There are two records in which David’s siblings are mentioned apparently in full. The first being in 1 Samuel,
Now David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, named Jesse, who had eight sons. In the days of Saul the man was already old and advanced in years. (1 Sam17:12). 
The second is recorded in 1 Chronicles, 
Jesse became the father of Eliab his firstborn, Abinadab the second, Shimea the third, Nethanel the fourth, Raddai the fifth, Ozem the sixth, David the seventh, (1 Chron 2:13-15)
Samuel is instructed to locate Jesse, he is not instructed as to which of Jesse sons to anoint, but to simply go and find him. Jesse is recorded as having either seven or eight sons. There are two accounts, both are agued to be correct in that the Samuel account of Davids siblings could be read as David being the seventh, which would then corelate with the genealogy recorded in first chronicles.[footnoteRef:18] The narrative continues with Jesse presenting his sons and Samuel rejecting the seven sons presented to him following instruction of the Lord.  [18:  Steven L. Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, p. 53.] 

It is contended that the number of sons is significant, for the number seven in ancient thought is that the seventh son would be considered special and favoured.[footnoteRef:19] This would marry with the idea of David being special not only because of the amount that he is referenced in biblical work but again as he is chosen by God. There are those scholars who then contend that there are in fact eight male siblings, if this were to be the case then this narrative also would fit the story of David being of humble beginnings, and God favouring those who are of humble background.[footnoteRef:20] Paul Borgman contends that when Samuel attends to Jesse in search of the next king to anoint that David is an afterthought, and continues with the idea of David being the eighth male, sitting outside the perfect Hebrew number of seven.[footnoteRef:21] Either way the number of siblings which David had forms an important part of his narrative and character for him to later become king. For the reader then it makes sense that the last remaining son seventh or eighth is the one to be chosen, especially when it is read with the understanding of shepherd imagery. Davids character prior to his anointing is one that foreshadows his future.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  Ibid. p. 53.]  [20:  Ibid. p. 53.  ]  [21:  Paul Borgman, David, Saul And God: Rediscovering An Ancient Story, (New York, Oxford Academic 2008) p. 40.]  [22:  Mckenzie, King David: A Biography, p. 57.] 

Continuing with Davids early narrative foreshadowing his future and returning to the story of David and Goliath. David in this story picks five stones, his selection of five stones however does not align with the presentation of his confidence in his God to be with him when facing Goliath.[footnoteRef:23] Questions remain as to why he selected five stones. There are however answers that may be provided in respect of this selection. The answers again come in respect of what David is attributed with later in his narrative. David late in his career is attributed with killing a further four ‘giants’, relatives of Goliath whom he had first defeated.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  C. D. Isbell, (2006) ‘A biblical Midrash on David and Goliath,’ Scandinavian journal of the Old Testament : SJOT, 20(2), (206) pp. 259–263. P. 261. <https://doi.org/10.1080/09018320601049516>. 

]  [24:  C. D. Isbell, ‘A biblical Midrash on David and Goliath,’ Scandinavian journal of the Old Testament : (2006) SJOT, 20(2), (206) pp. 259–263. P. 262 - 263. <https://doi.org/10.1080/09018320601049516>.] 

To conclude, David is not only an important figure within the Hebrew texts, he is an important figure from the outset prior to any texts being recorded of him. While some attribute his characteristics recorded in the Bible to being metaphorical rather than historically correct, which ever be the case, the notion is still the same. David is a historical figure a figure whose narrative is one that is recorded to convey his importance.[footnoteRef:25] David’s importance begins with him being chosen by God before Samuel was instructed to anoint him. Davids position within the family, his responsibilities and his choices are all crucial to understanding his role later within the Hebrew texts. In particular the story of David and Goliath is one that is introduced to highlight Davids might and his anointing by God. Goliath being referred to as ‘the philistine’ is an intent from the author to remove Goliaths significance in order to highlight Davids instead.[footnoteRef:26] If the story wasn’t enough to capture the reader, the author makes sure that David’s importance prevails through minor details such as leaving Goliath nameless in parts. (1 Sam 17:15-51.) His introduction to the Hebrew texts is a small section of Davids Narrative, however as evidenced, there are parts to his introduction that are key to understanding the reason he becomes significant.  [25:  Paul Borgman, David, Saul And God: Rediscovering An Ancient Story, (New York, Oxford Academic 2008) p. 49.]  [26:  C. D. Isbell, ‘A biblical Midrash on David and Goliath,’ Scandinavian journal of the Old Testament : (2006) SJOT, 20(2), (206) pp. 259–263. P. 260. <https://doi.org/10.1080/09018320601049516>. ] 

During the writing of this discussion, I have not used any AI, all references and sources are recorded within the bibliography. 
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