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Orthodox Theology, Ulterior Motives in Samuel’s Farewell Speech? The Characterization 
of the Prophet in 1 Samuel 12

It has become common for interpreters to question David’s motives in his rise to power in 1 and 
2 Samuel. While this move can be traced to careful literary reading of the Samuel narratives, it is 
undoubtedly influenced by the current postmodern climate of suspicion. With few exceptions, 
however, the prophet Samuel has been read as a faithful (though strident), representative of 
YHWH’s will—especially in contrast to Saul, who is typically viewed negatively. This paper 
engages in a close reading of Samuel’s so-called farewell speech at Gilgal in 1 Samuel 12, 
drawing both on my teaching of 1 Samuel to theological students in the Caribbean and my own 
experience growing up in Jamaica. Perhaps because of the ubiquity of the tradition of the spider 
Anansi, the trickster figure (inherited from West African folklore), who has to negotiate his 
relationship with the larger (and more dangerous) animals of the jungle, Jamaicans are often 
suspicious of taking power and wealth at face value. When I tested out my reading of 1 Samuel 
during a recent course at the Caribbean Graduate School of Theology, the students immediately 
embraced my reading of the prophet Samuel as true to their experience of the abuse of power in 
their churches or denominations. Although I have found that many of my theological students in 
the US are initially resistant to this approach, the students in Jamaica overwhelmingly affirmed 
that this critical stance spoke powerfully to their lived reality. In my reading of Samuel’s 
“farewell speech,” I will attend to what are usually thought of as anachronisms or errors in the 
text of this speech, examining them not as evidence for a confused “world behind the text,” but 
for a prophet trying to revise Israelite history in order to justify his role as Israel’s necessary 
leader despite the shift to monarchy (the “world of the text”). The paper will juxtapose the 
“orthodox” Deuteronomic theology to which Samuel appeals with the complex rhetorical 
strategy of his words, examining his possible ulterior motivations and the effect of Samuel’s 
rhetoric on his audience (the people in chapter 12, and Saul, especially in chapters 13 and 14). 
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