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Borgman, Paul. David, Saul, and God: Rediscovering An Ancient Story. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2008. 335 pp., hardback, $35.00. 

 

Review by Robert M. Woods 

 

Of all the narratives in the Bible, few are as captivating as the stories of David 

and Saul. Both figures, as well as the books of I Samuel and II Samuel more 

generally, have been the subject of countless commentaries. It is with this in 

mind that English professor Paul Borgman boldly goes where only Bible 

scholars tend to dwell. This interdisciplinary (literary) reading of scripture 

should be welcomed by all who have long grown weary of the “higher-critical 

methodology” grounded in Enlightenment assumptions and worldview. In 

addition to the Bible’s having to endure a generation of this European text-

shredding approach to analysis, in recent years post-modern critics have re-read 

the Bible with numerous deconstructive approaches. Borgman employs the 

insights of orality espoused by Walter Ong and Birger Gerhardsson, noting 

about a dozen literary patterns which heighten the whole structure of the 

original oral Biblical story-teller. 

Borgman’s work is a spectacular example of what happens when one 

carefully reads and listens to the text. This insightful study is rich, first asking 

the right kinds of questions and then providing answers deeply grounded in the 

text itself. The author is familiar with key secondary sources and even 

conversant with “scholarship,” but he never gets bogged down in that material. 

This unique contribution to Biblical studies examines the complexities of King 

David by seeing him in the wider context of King Saul and also God's 

interactions. 

Borgman notes the loss of something essential in Biblical studies: “The 

truth, however, is that the story of David has suffered from what Hans Frei has 

called ‘the eclipse of biblical narrative’—the overlooking of biblical texts as 

whole coherent dramas.” Borgman’s work is the rarest of treats. He 

demonstrates the work of a scholar who loves what he is studying. He yields to 

the entire text with a graciousness and wholeness so rare today in Biblical 

studies. He provides several charts and diagrams that guide the reader to 

greater insight. Probably his greatest strength rests in a literary comparison and 

contrast of dominant themes which provide real insight into character and 

coherence of the scriptures as a whole. 

Through a careful, close, whole reading of the narrative, Borgman 

rescues David in particular and the Scriptures in general from those who kill to 

dissect. Any reading of other David literature of the past twenty years or so 

shows that considerable attention has been given to completely restructuring 

David. He is no longer heroic but a pathetic, megalomaniacal tyrant plagued 

with a host of flaws. Through reading this study, the reader instead comes to 

see a David who is extremely complex, and who grows as a human being as 
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one of God’s people. Borgman does not flee from ambiguities of the text, but 

carefully considers them within the whole. 

Paul Borgman’s reading and listening gives special attention to 

narrative patterns of the text. For Borgman, repetition is important and 

variations, however slight, are important. He makes a persuasive case that such 

"hearing cues" would have informed the original Hebrew hearers of the real 

character of David. In answer to the question, "Who is David?" and "What is so 

wrong with Saul?", Borgman demonstrates that the answers are not that 

simplistic. By examining the parts in the whole, he observes that I Sa. 25:2; 

17:55; 17:58, and II Sam 7:18 go toward answering this complex question of 

identity. 

Since Paul Borgman is keen to the nature of the oral reading of ancient 

scripture, he reads and listens to connections found throughout the whole. 

Approaches that split, parse, dissect and reassemble often result in a 

Frankenstein-type monster and not an accurate reading of the text. One 

example of careful listening to the text is the observation he makes that relates 

“the pattern of the sparing” of Saul in the cave and with the Nabal/Abigail 

"sparing," demonstrating ways these patterns disclose aspects of the character 

of David. Borgman also never misses an opportunity for comparison and in 

several places compares the responses of David to the deeply rooted character 

flaws of Saul. Through this close reading and hearing, Borgman provides the 

most satisfying explanation of the words that David is a "person after God's 

own heart" that this reviewer has ever read. 

One point that some readers would take issue with in Borgman’s 

approach is that from a literary perspective, plot, setting, and characterization 

are indispensable to a full interpretation. This means that everyone within the 

“literary world” of I and II Samuel is a character, including God. Literary 

critics are like people found in all disciplines. There are those positioned on the 

spectrum of traditionalists, as well as those designated progressive. The 

traditionalist will use the language of character, but will also affirm that these 

are real people and beings. Borgman is certainly in the traditionalist literary 

camp as he explores God as a character.  This exploration sees God when 

He changes his mind from a literary approach that does not consider the text as 

anthropomorphic language or metaphorical. In other words, as a character 

within the narrative, God really does change his mind. One could make the 

case here that our theology should flow from a close, careful reading of the 

scriptures and not allow our theological presuppositions to demand the text 

mean something it does not mean. 

One point the reviewer would take slight issue with is the good but 

incomplete comparison between the Samuel narrative and Homer’s Odyssey. 

Borgman affirms, “David occupies more narrative space and raises more 

questions about himself, and about the survival and well being of Israel, than 

any other character of the Hebrew Scriptures—and in all of ancient literature.” 

One suspects, if Borgman did the same close reading of the Odyssey as he did 

of I and II Samuel, he would modify his view on this point. 

This careful study will provide insights to anyone who desires to 

“rediscover an ancient story.” This work is a masterful study of David, I and II 

Samuel, and the key to divine/human interplay within these scriptures. In 

addition to salvaging the whole person of David, Borgman goes a long way in 

highlighting the literary integrity of I and II Samuel. This book is an excellent 

example of a literary approach to the Scriptures and a fine example of 

interdisciplinary studies.    

 

Robert M. Woods is Professor of Great Books and Humanities at Faulkner 

University. 
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Nicolson, Adam. God’s Secretaries: The Making of the King James Bible. New 

York, NY: Harper Collins Pub., 2003. 336 pp., paperback, $13.95. 

 

Review by Paul D. Haynie 

 

Adam Nicolson has achieved a near miracle in God’s Secretaries, as he takes a 

subject, which under most pens would emerge excruciatingly dull, and pulls 

out a triumph of humor, fascination, and intrigue. 

Those who, after years of being flogged with new translations, still 

yearn for the lofty cadences and majestic phrases of the Authorized (or “King 

James”) Version of the Bible will find the story of how this beloved tome came 

into existence enthralling, and at the same time, eye-opening and somewhat 

unsettling, as Nicolson peeks into some dark and dusty corners.   

The author deftly places the sensibilities of the King James-ophiles 

onto dilemma’s horns. While Nicolson is an obvious admirer of the richness 

and beauty of the King James Version’s text, it does not prevent or restrain him 

from turning over many of the building stones of the work and exposing what 

lies beneath. This exposé is, however, presented in such a chatty, almost 

gossipy, way that the reader, however much he reveres the King James 

Version, cannot but read on and relish the next tidbit.    

And juicy tidbits there are aplenty. Nicolson has an engrossing gift for 

presenting and assessing character. One by one, many of the fifty translators of 

this monumental Bible emerge from the mists of anonymity to become vividly 

human to the reader. While in lectures this reviewer has heard much about the 

creation of the King James Version in the generic, never was there any attempt 

to put a face, or faces, on the translation process. The faces, lives, and passions 

of these translators revealed in Nicolson’s pages make for gripping reading. 

For instance, King James I actually took considerable interest and concern, to 

the point of being meddlesome, in all aspects of the translation process of this 

Bible which would forever wear his name. He suggested and approved 
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One suspects, if Borgman did the same close reading of the Odyssey as he did 

of I and II Samuel, he would modify his view on this point. 

This careful study will provide insights to anyone who desires to 

“rediscover an ancient story.” This work is a masterful study of David, I and II 

Samuel, and the key to divine/human interplay within these scriptures. In 

addition to salvaging the whole person of David, Borgman goes a long way in 

highlighting the literary integrity of I and II Samuel. This book is an excellent 

example of a literary approach to the Scriptures and a fine example of 

interdisciplinary studies.    

 

Robert M. Woods is Professor of Great Books and Humanities at Faulkner 

University. 
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lies beneath. This exposé is, however, presented in such a chatty, almost 

gossipy, way that the reader, however much he reveres the King James 

Version, cannot but read on and relish the next tidbit.    

And juicy tidbits there are aplenty. Nicolson has an engrossing gift for 

presenting and assessing character. One by one, many of the fifty translators of 

this monumental Bible emerge from the mists of anonymity to become vividly 

human to the reader. While in lectures this reviewer has heard much about the 

creation of the King James Version in the generic, never was there any attempt 

to put a face, or faces, on the translation process. The faces, lives, and passions 

of these translators revealed in Nicolson’s pages make for gripping reading. 

For instance, King James I actually took considerable interest and concern, to 

the point of being meddlesome, in all aspects of the translation process of this 

Bible which would forever wear his name. He suggested and approved 
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