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Big Idea: The Lord’s willingness to dwell among his people is cause to celebrate,
but he expects his people to respect his holiness.

The Text in Context

When Samuel was young and Eli was old, the Philistines captured the ark of the covenant (1 Sam. 4). The ark wreaked havoc
in Philistine territory: the image of Dagon in the Ashdod temple ended up decapitated, and the Philistines’ cities were
devastated by a plague (1 Sam. 5). The Philistines sent the ark back to Israelite territory, but when it arrived in Beth Shemesh,
several curiosity seekers were struck dead when they failed to show it proper respect (1 Sam. 6). Finally, the men of Kiriath
Jearim took the ark to their town, where it remained for many years (1 Sam. 7:1–2). After David has conquered Jerusalem and
built his palace there, he decides to make the city the religious center of Israel. For this to happen, the ark, symbolizing God’s
presence among his people, must be brought to the city. It is appropriate that the Lord reside in a central sanctuary in the city,
for he is the one who possesses ultimate authority over Israel and has chosen David as his vice-regent (2 Sam. 6:2, 21). The
arrival of the ark is the prelude to David’s decision to build the temple (2 Sam. 7).

Interpretive Insights

6:3 They set the ark of God on a new cart. The fact that they use a new cart suggests sincerity on their part and recognition
that the ark is deserving of special treatment. One might think that this is a legitimate way to transport the ark, since the
Philistines used a new cart to send it back to Israel, without any apparent negative consequences (1 Sam. 6:7–14). However,
by loading the ark onto a cart, David violates the instructions of God’s law (Exod. 25:12–14; Num. 4:5–6, 15). The ark is
supposed to be carried with poles by certain Levites. Furthermore, David’s men are not Levites, nor are Abinadab’s sons
(see 1 Chron. 15:13, 15).

6:7 The LORD’s anger burned against Uzzah. This is one of only two instances in 1-2 Samuel where the Lord’s anger is said to
burn against someone (cf. 2 Sam. 24:1). Elsewhere in the Former Prophets, his anger burns against Israel (Josh. 7:1; 23:16;
Judg. 2:14, 20; 3:8; 10:7; 2 Sam. 24:1; 2 Kings 13:3); this reference to an individual’s being the object of his anger is unique. In
other cases, it is the collective rebellion of the covenant community that prompts God’s anger, but in this case it is an
individual action, suggesting its particularly grave nature.

God struck him down. The Lord tolerates the people’s disobedience to a point (see the comment on 6:3 above), but when
Uzzah touches the ark, it is “the straw that breaks the camel’s back.” However innocent his intentions may be, his action
betrays a certain lack of reverence for the ark. God has to remind his people that his holiness must not be violated.

6:8 because the LORD’s wrath had broken out against Uzzah. The language used here is ironic; this is the same verb (parats)
used in 5:20 to describe how the Lord broke out against the Philistines, prompting David to name the place accordingly (the
name Baal Perazim means “lord of the outburst[s]”). But here the Lord breaks out against one of his own people, casting
Uzzah in the role of God’s enemy. The place of his death is appropriately named Perez Uzzah, “outburst against Uzzah.”



Key Themes of 2 Samuel 6
▪ David sincerely celebrates when the ark, the symbol of the Lord’s presence, arrives in Jerusalem.
▪ David’s good intentions are not enough to prevent the Lord from angrily punishing the one who violates his holiness.

6:9 David was afraid of the LORD. This is one of just two instances in 1-2 Samuel where David is said to be afraid
(cf. 1 Sam. 21:12, where he fears Achish). His response is certainly warranted. According to the regulations of kingship
outlined in Deuteronomy 17:14–20, the king is to read God’s law so that he might fear the Lord (vv. 18–19). David’s
unfamiliarity with the law regulating transporting the ark has prompted God’s anger and elicited an appropriate response
from David. He now has a healthy respect for the Lord’s holiness.

6:13When those who were carrying the ark. David transports the ark properly this time, a fact verified in the parallel account
in 1 Chronicles 15:1–15 (cf. Exod. 25:14; 37:5).

he sacrificed a bull and a fattened calf. The only other context in the Old Testament where anyone sacrifices (zabah) a bull
(shor) and a fattened calf (meri’) is in 1 Kings 1:19, 25, where Adonijah sacrifices bulls and calves as part of his premature
coronation ceremony. Perhaps David views the entry of the ark into Jerusalem as a coronation ceremony of sorts for the Lord,
represented by his ark. (See the comment on v. 15 below.)

6:14Wearing a linen ephod. A linen ephod is mentioned only two other times in 1-2 Samuel. In both cases, it is worn by those
serving in a priestly capacity (1 Sam. 2:18; 22:18; then 1 Chron. 15:27 is parallel to 2 Sam. 6:14). Apparently, David is
functioning here as a royal priest of sorts (cf. Ps. 110:4). According to the parallel passage in 1 Chronicles 15, the Levitical
priests who are carrying the ark also wear linen robes for the occasion (v. 27). David’s exercising of a legitimate royal priestly
function in conjunction with the Levites contrasts with Saul, who disobeyed Samuel’s order and overstepped his boundaries by
usurping Samuel’s role (see 1 Sam. 13:12).

6:15 with shouts and the sound of trumpets. The reference to the sound of the trumpet (qol shopar) is reminiscent of the
scene at Sinai (Exod. 19:16, 18; 20:18), while the association of shouting with a trumpet blast recalls the march of the ark
around Jericho (Josh. 6:5, 20). A trumpet blast is also part of a royal coronation (2 Sam. 15:10; 1 Kings 1:41), so it is possible
that the procession of the ark is viewed as an enthronement of the Lord (see the comment on v. 13 above). Psalm 47:5 may
recall this event.

6:16 she despised him. This is only the fourth time the verb “despised” (bazah) has been used in 1-2 Samuel. The Lord rebuked
Eli and his sons for despising him (1 Sam. 2:30; cf. 2 Sam. 12:9–10). Twice the Lord’s anointed was the object of another’s
inappropriate disdain (1 Sam. 10:27; 17:42). Since Michal is the third party in the story to despise the Lord’s anointed, we
should probably interpret her action in a negative light (see further discussion below on v. 23).

6:20 How the king of Israel has distinguished himself. We are not told Michal’s underlying motives for criticizing David. She may
resent the fact that he has supplanted her father as king, and she is probably bitter about how she has been treated. David has
married other wives but then insists that she be taken from (her current husband) Paltiel and added to David’s harem. Though
one might be tempted to sympathize with her, her attack on David on this occasion is unjustified. Her accusation is petty and
unfair, while David’s response reveals his heart for God (v. 21). The spirit of Saul lives on in his daughter: he falsely accused
David, so does she.

6:23 had no children to the day of her death. Coming on the heels of Michal’s argument with David, this report appears to be
the narrator’s way of saying she is in the wrong and gets what she deserves. Her childless condition also means that Saul’s
family line will have no part in the Davidic royal dynasty. It is possible that a child born to David and Michal would have first
claim to the throne because Michal is David’s first wife. But Michal’s failure to have children eliminates that possibility.



Theological Insights

The sovereign and omnipresent God of the universe cannot be confined to an earthly dwelling place (1 Kings 8:27). He rules
over his creation from his heavenly throne (Deut. 26:15; Ps. 33:13–14). Nevertheless, he condescends to live among his
covenant people, Israel, whom he has delivered from Egypt in order that he might be their God and dwell in their midst
(Exod. 29:45–46; cf. Lev. 26:11). Moses anticipated that God would choose a special place in the land to serve as a national
worship center (Deut. 12:5, 11; 14:23; 16:2, 6, 11; 26:2). Shiloh became the first such center (Josh. 18:1) but was destroyed
when the Philistines captured the ark in the days of Eli (1 Sam. 4; cf. Ps. 78:60–61 and Jer. 7:12). After its return to Israel, the
ark has remained in exile until David brings it to Jerusalem.

Several psalms, especially the songs of Zion (Ps. 46; 48; 76; 84; 87; 122), exalt Jerusalem as the Lord’s dwelling place. Because
God lives and rules from the city, it enjoys his protection and blessing. These psalms express an ideal, a portrait of what
Jerusalem should and could be if its leaders and people remain loyal to the God who lives among them. However, as the
prophetic books make clear, the people’s disobedience causes God to abandon his city (Ezek. 10–11), leaving it wide open to
enemy invaders who shatter once and for all the false, theologically incorrect optimism of the city’s sinful people and deluded
false prophets (cf. Jer. 7:4; 8:19; 21:13). The Zion ideal is not an unconditional guarantee of continual divine protection and
blessing; it will be realized only as long as the people are loyal to God.

For the exiles, living in the aftermath of the shattered ideal of Zion theology, the account of David’s bringing the ark to
Jerusalem is cause for both sorrow and renewed hope. The joy that accompanies the ark’s arrival in Jerusalem stands in stark
contrast to the reality that God has abandoned the city. But the story also brings renewed hope: the prophets, who have
announced the city’s downfall, have also promised that God will eventually restore Zion. They anticipate a day when the Lord
will return to Jerusalem and again take up residence within it, restoring the joy of his people (among other texts, see
Isa. 1:21–28; 2:2–4; 4:5–6; 14:32; 25:1–5; 27:2–6; 33:5; 54:11–17; 60:4–22; 61:4–6; 62:1–2; 65:17–18; Jer. 30:17–20;
31:38–40; Ezek. 43:1–5; Joel 3:17; Zech. 8:3). Yet the story also challenges them, for it is a reminder that the God who
desires to dwell among his people also expects them to treat him with the respect that his royal authority deserves.

Teaching the Text

1. The Lord’s willingness to dwell among his people is cause to celebrate. The Zion ideal of God’s residing among his people
stirred the imagination of the early church. The New Testament expands the ideal to include realities beyond the literal
restoration of Jerusalem. The author of Hebrews uses Zion in a figurative sense to refer to the heavenly city, populated by
God, the angels, and the “church of the firstborn” (12:22–23; cf. 13:14 and Gal. 4:26). The apostle John envisions a new
Jerusalem descending from heaven following the final judgment (Rev. 21:1–22:6). This city, called “the bride, the wife of the
Lamb” (21:9), will be inhabited by the people of God from all ages (cf. 21:12–14, the symbolism of which alludes to both the
tribes of Israel and the church). This extension of the Zion ideal beyond its Old Testament limits illustrates how the full
potential of biblical motifs is sometimes realized in the progress of revelation: imagery and motifs are utilized as analogies
and symbols.

2. The Lord expects his people to respect his holiness. David and the people of Israel are excited about bringing the ark to
Jerusalem and are worshiping the Lord with all kinds of musical instruments (2 Sam. 6:5). But God strikes the well-meaning
Uzzah dead for touching the ark. This account demonstrates that seemingly good intentions, even when accompanied by
sincere and robust expressions of worship, do not negate disobedience. The ark is to be transported in a specified way: it is
not some common object that anyone may touch. The Lord desires to have a personal relationship with his people and to
dwell among them. But his willingness to live amid his people does not mean he can be treated as something common. His
holiness must be respected, as the men of Beth Shemesh (1 Sam. 6:20) and Uzzah discovered (see comments on 1 Sam. 6,
under “Teaching the Text”). In the end, obedience is fundamental, and genuine worship takes place only when obedient
people respect God’s holiness as they celebrate his presence among them. The punishment of Uzzah seems harsh, but
sometimes human beings make bad decisions and place themselves in situations where no good choices are left. We cannot
assume that God will deliver us from the consequences of those initial bad choices. Uzzah and his companions, for whatever
reason, make a bad choice to transport the ark improperly, so when it begins to tip, there are no good choices left, only
negative consequences.



Illustrating the Text

Genuine worship is the celebration of God’s presence among his people

Quote: A Royal “Waste” of Time, by Marva J. Dawn. Dawn (b. 1948) is a theologian, teacher, speaker, and author. She has
written a great deal of intelligent and thoughtful material on worship in the church and among Christians because of worship’s
controversial status for many years. She cuts a path between traditional and contemporary worship—but what she argues for
is God as “infinite center”:

I think our churches need to do much deeper thinking about what it means to worship God, what it means to nurture
and to live the life of faith.… We have to stop asking which style of music to use and ask instead what will help us keep
God at the center.

The truth leads to many questions that we who plan worship and the worship space must ask. Does the order of
worship clearly reflect that God is the Subject? Is there too much focus on the pastor or musicians that would detract
from participants’ awareness that God is the inviter? Does the worship space reveal God’s special presence?… God is …
also the Object of our worship, so indeed we do properly ask “For whom is worship?” too.

Respecting God’s holiness is an inseparable part of genuine worship

Quote: The Knowledge of the Holy, by A. W. Tozer.

Neither the writer nor the reader of these words is qualified to appreciate the holiness of God. Quite literally a new channel
must be cut through the desert of our minds to allow the sweet waters of truth that will heal our great sickness to flow in. We
cannot grasp the true meaning of the divine holiness by thinking of someone or something very pure and then raising the
concept to the highest degree we are capable of. God’s holiness is not simply the best we know infinitely bettered. We know
nothing like the divine holiness. It stands apart, unique, unapproachable, incomprehensible and unattainable.… Holy is the way
God is. To be holy He does not conform to a standard. He is that standard.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text
Commentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 212–217.




