
Israel’s Varied Testimony Regarding Kingship: 

(Theocratic / Vague / Ambiguous / Pro- / Anti-)

Introduction

 In the ANE, there was a universal conviction that the respective national 

deity (i.e the head of the nation’s pantheon) was regarded as “king.” Israel, of 

course, did not possess the cosmological or cosmogonic conception of a pantheon.  

For her, there is only one divine name. Furthermore, that divine name, Yahweh, 

was not a personal name; rather, it was a covenantal name. The Sinaitic or Mosaic 

covenant was an arrangement whereby the covenant deity Yahweh as suzerain 

(king) entered into a formal agreement with Israel as vassal (servant). As we have 

discussed, the format of the book of Deuteronomy in particular reflects this 

Suzerain-vassal arrangement. Thus, everywhere the Covenant is constituted or 

renewed in Scripture, Israel is assenting to her role as servant to Yahweh who is 

her king.

 Yahweh’s covenant with Israel was an exclusive one. As a theocracy, 

Yahweh was the ruler of his people. In practice, Yahweh began his rule through 

Moses, his brother and High Priest Aaron, and their successor Joshua. After 

entering Canaan, Yahweh continued his theocratic rule through warrior-Judges. 

Once in the Land of Promise, Israel broke faith with Yahweh repeatedly. Ties of 

loyalty and obligation between Israel and Yahweh ruled out alternative loyalties—

whether to other gods or to another king. Thus, in Israel human kingship was 

fundamentally incompatible with Yahweh’s rule as Israel’s  king.  

 When Israel demanded a king over the strong protests of Samuel, Israel’s 

last judge, the kingship of Saul had to be reconciled with Israel’s theocratic 
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tradition. This required a rethinking of how the covenant could and should be 

reformulated to allow a strictly limited and carefully defined human kingship.

 The variety and sometimes seemingly contradictory categories of biblical 

texts given below illustrate the complexities involved in the inner-Israelite debate 

over a long period of time regarding the desirability, the possibility, the 

legitimacy, and the inevitability of a human monarch ruling over Israel.  Because 

of their diversity and their social, political, and religious implications, these texts 

deserve our close attention. In particular, their diversity must in the end yield to a 

cogent theological understanding of the nature of the Bible’s testimony and the 

nature of God who is at work in Israel and in the world to achieve his purposes. 

I. Theocratic Texts (Yahweh is King)

Exod 15:18 (victory hymn at the Re(e)d Sea)

Num 23:21 (“Yahweh their God is acclaimed as king among them,”)

             - Balaam

Deut 33:5 (Blessing of Moses upon Israel = Jeshurun)

Judges 8:22-23 (“I will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over 

you;           Yahweh will rule over you”) -Gideon [however, Gideon   

           proceeds to act like a king and leads Israel into worship of 

            his ephod-idol)

1 Sam 8:7 (“they have rejected me [Yahweh] from being king”)

1 Sam 10:19 (“you have rejected your God . . . No! Set a king over us”)

1 Sam 12:12 (“a king shall rule over us, though Yahweh your God is your   

              king”)

Isa 6:5 (Isaiah’s vision of Yahweh as king in the Solomonic Temple)

Isa 33:17-22 (a portrayal of Yahweh in Zion restoring his people)
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Ps 29:10 (Yahweh is enthroned over the “Flood” as eternal King)

Ps 93:1 (enthronement psalm: “Yahweh is king”)

[Ps 95:3] (Yahweh is king over all the nations)

Ps 96:10 (enthronement psalm; “say among the nations: ‘Yahweh is king’”)

Ps 97:1 (enthronement psalm: “Yahweh is king”)

Ps 99:1 (enthronement psalm: “Yahweh is king”)

II. Israel’s Covenantal Commitments are Predicated on Yahweh’s Kingship

Exod 20:1-3 (opening of the decalogue)

Exod 24:1-11 (Moses leads Israel in covenant confirmation at Sinai)

Exod 25:17-22 (Yahweh delivers his teaching from his “throne” above the

                 Ark)

Exod 32:7-10 (Israel’s treason against Yahweh with golden calf)

Exod 33:12-34:16, 27-29 (Moses negotiates & Yahweh renews covenant)

Deut (renewal of covenant in 14th-12th century B.C. Hittite Treaty Format)

Josh 8:30-35 (covenant renewal early in the conquest)

Josh 24:1-28 (covenant renewal at end of Joshua’s life)

1 Sam 7:3-12 (Samuel leads Israel in covenant renewal)

1 Sam 12:6-25 (Samuel leads Israel in covenant renewal)
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III. Vague Statements / Presagements of Human Kingship in Israel / Judah

Gen 17:6 (“kings shall come from you” [Abraham])

Gen 17:16 (“kings of peoples shall come from her” [Sarah])

Gen 35:11 (“kings shall spring forth from you” [Jacob])

Num 24:7 (“his [Israel’s] king shall be higher than Agag”) - Balaam) 

Num 24:17-19 (“a star shall come from Jacob; a scepter shall rise from      

                Israel . . . one out of Jacob shall dominate1 . . . .”)  - Balaam

IV. Ambivalent Statements2 / Presagements of Human Kingship in Israel /   

       Judah  

Deut 17:14-203
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1The word commonly translated “rule” is rādâ(h) = “to tread,” “to rule (oppressively).” 

This verse played a significant role in the years A.D. 132-35 when the “star” (ּכֹוָכב = kôk
¯

āb
¯

) was 

connected by some at the time to Simon Bar Kosba, a Jewish leader of an unsuccessful revolt 

against direct Roman rule imposed on Palestine since A. D. 73. Based on this verse, some 

contemporary Jewish sages renamed this leader Bar Kokbah (“Son of a Star”) and viewed him as 

the Messiah.

2By “ambivalent” I refer to texts which may be interpreted to support either the “pro-“ or 

the “con-“ position regarding the monarchy.

3Here Moses anticipates the tendency of Israel to assimilate to the nations around her. 

This language closely parallels that of 1 Sam 8:5. Note also that the prospect of any future human 

king is grounded solely in Yahweh’s permission.

These seven “rules” for any prospective king in Israel severely limit the king’s authority 

and role. As described in these verses, any Israelite king will be in effect Yahweh’s personal 

vassal. The result is an emerging vision of kingship which uniquely is in contrast to the concept 

of kingship in the ANE. As a socio-cultural institution Israelite kingship is not grounded in 

cosmology (creation) or cosmogony (required structures for civilization), but in Yahweh’s 

permission. Kingship is strictly conditioned by covenantal obedience. In Israel, the late-coming 

human institution of kingship had to be integrated somehow into the prior and foundational 

Sinaitic or Mosaic covenant in and through which Yahweh alone was king.

See the programmatic portrayal of Solomon’s violations of these Deuteronomic “rules of 

kingship” at 1 Kgs 10-11 (for which see further below).



Judges 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 20:25.4

V. Pro-Monarchial Statements / Presagements of Human Kingship in Israel /     

     Judah 

Gen 49:8-11 (“the scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff5                

            from between his feet . . .”) - blessing of Judah by Jacob6

1 Sam 9:1-10:16 (Samuel’s anointing of Saul & Saul among the prophets)

1 Sam 11:1-15 (kingship of Saul renewed at Gilgal in the wake of Saul’s                   

                saving Jabesh-gilead from the Ammonites)

VI. Anti-Monarchial Statements / Presagements of Human Kingship in Israel

       / Judah 

Judges 8:22-23 (“I will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over 

you;          Yahweh will rule over you”) -Gideon [however, Gideon   

          proceeds to act like a king and leads Israel into worship of 

           his ephod-idol) 

Judges 9:1-57 (Abimelech [the son of Gideon’s concubine] vs Jotham [the   

     youngest son out of Gideon’s many wives who survived the   

     massacre of his brothers by Abimelech; Jotham’s satirical   

              fable about kingship; Abimelech’s ill-fated 3-year rule over   

     Israel])
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4The writer of Jdgs 17-21 punctuates stories of appalling idolatry, apostasy, perversity, 

atrocity, internecine warfare, & abduction (all taking place in the hill country of Ephraim & 

Judah), with the refrain “In those days, there was no king in Israel” (cf. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).  

The first & last attestations of this refrain are expanded by “. . . & all the people did what was 

right in their own eyes.”

5The word translated “rulers staff” is the polēl ms participle ְמָחֵקק (mĕh.aqēq); cf. 

HALOT, 347.

6This excerpt is from v. 10 which has been viewed (only since the 1st century A.D. ) as 

a messianic prophecy in both Jewish and Christian circles. 



1 Sam 87

 See especially 8:4-22

1 Sam 10:17-27

 See especially v. 19

1 Sam 11:12-12:25

 See especially 12:12, 19

1 Sam 13-15 (the rash actions of Saul and Yahweh’s double rejection of his   

              kingship via Samuel)

1 Kgs 9-10  (Solomon violates virtually every one of the seven “rules of

           kingship” given at Deut 17:14-20 and exemplifies in his rule

           the fulfillment of Samuel’s warnings about the excesses of a

            human king at 1 Sam 8:11-18)

John D. Fortner, Ph.D. / © Fall 2018  6

  

————————————

7Read 1 Sam 8 in conjunction with Lev 18 where Yahweh stipulates that Israel must not 

behave ethically in ways that imitate the practices of either Egypt (where she has lived) or 

Canaan (where she shall now live). Although, the focus of Lev 18 is upon right ethics and 

morals, there is the broader principle implied and promulgated of counter-cultural behavior and 

living. Thus, Israel must not mindlessly embrace cultural institutions with “knee-jerk” reactions. 

She is to live in the world  adhering to Yahweh’s commands.

Yahweh’s response to Samuel’s complaint about Israel’s request for a king makes it clear 

that this request comports with Israel’s long tradition of rejecting Yahweh (cf. vss. 7-8).


