
NARRATIVE ETHICS IN 
THE HEBREW BIBLE

Moral Dilemmas in the Story of King David

Eryl W. Davies

t&tclark
LONDON • NEW YORK • OXFORD • NEW DELHI • SYDNEY



Contents

Preface ix
Abbreviations xi

Introduction 1

Chapter 1
Narrative Ethics 4

‘Story’ or ‘History’? 5
The Purpose of the David Narratives 10
Ambiguity in Biblical Narrative 11
Evaluation of Biblical Narrative 15

Nabal, Abigail and David (1 Samuel 25) 17
Evaluation of Characters in 1 and 2 Samuel 22

Martha Nussbaum’s Approach to Ethics 23

Chapter 2
Lies and Loyalty (1 Samuel 19:11-17; 20:1-34) 32

Deception: Michal and Saul (1 Samuel 19:11-17) 33
Deception: David and Jonathan (1 Samuel 20:1-34) 35

The Ethics of Deception 37
Deception in the Hebrew Bible 38
Deception in Moral Philosophy 42
Measure for Measure 45

Loyalty 48
Loyalty: Michal and Saul (1 Samuel 19:11-17) 48
Loyalty: Jonathan and David (1 Samuel 20:1-34) 53
Moral Dilemmas 55
Conclusion 57

Chapter 3
Adultery and Murder (2 Samuel 11) 59

Adultery and Murder 61
The Characterization of David 66

The Narrator’s Evaluation of David’s Character 66
Scholarly Evaluations of David’s Character 73



viii Contents

The Characterization of Bathsheba 76
Why Was the Story Preserved? 88
Conclusion 90

Chapter 4
Nathan and David (2 Samuel 12:1-25) 92

Nathan’s Parable and its Sequel 93
Nathan’s Parable and the Story of David and Bathsheba 
The Death of Bathsheba’s Child (12:15b-25)
A Nussbaumian Reading of the Story
Conclusion

96
103
104
107

Chapter 5
The Rape of Tamar (2 Samuel 13)

The Rape of Tamar
The Legal Aspects
The Characters in the Story 

Tamar
Jonadab
David
Absalom
Amnon

Conclusion

108
111
119
125
126
130
132
135
139
140

Chapter 6
Ethical Criticism and the Character of Yahweh 
(2 Samuel 12:7-25; 24:1-17)

Ethical Criticism and the Hebrew Bible
The Character of Yahweh in 1 and 2 Samuel 
The Character of Yahweh in 2 Samuel 12:7-25
The Character of Yahweh in 2 Samuel 24:1-17 
Conclusion

143
144
149
154
159
163

Chapter 7
Conclusion 166

Bibliography
Index of References
Index of Authors

172
186
191


