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Central claim
A public defense of the command attributed to the biblical deity in 1 Samuel 15 must answer three burdens together: what the narrative presents, how the

attributed command fits a morally informative conception of perfect goodness, and which stable criteria justify the reading. Hyperbole, collective
wickedness, sovereignty, and mystery may each move one burden, but they do not answer the original problem merely by relocating it. This conclusion

audits defenses of this passage; it does not establish that no coherent Christian account is possible.

Preview: The three-burden test

Textual burden Moral burden Public-criteria burden Result

Explain command form, named targets, and
Saul’s condemnation.

Show how infant-directed lethal harm
expresses perfect goodness, not authority
alone.

State criteria usable across Christian and
rival sacred-violence claims.

A move that changes the target or suspends
the standard relocates rather than resolves
the problem.

The test is cumulative: a defense need not use one argument, but its arguments must jointly discharge all three burdens and state the evidential cost of any
remainder.

Visual preview:

The preserved infographic summarizes three recurrent relocations and three corresponding demands. It is a conceptual map, not a claim that
every defender uses every move or that motives can be inferred from argument form alone.
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Abstract

First Samuel 15 presents Saul with a command, attributed through Samuel to the biblical deity, to attack
Amalek and kill adults, children, infants, and animals. The narrative then treats Saul’s selective sparing
as disobedience. Defenses commonly appeal to ancient conquest hyperbole, Amalekite wickedness, divine
sovereignty, corporate identity, later canonical development, or human cognitive limits. This paper evaluates
those replies by a cumulative three-burden test. A successful public defense must explain the narrative’s
command form and its treatment of incomplete execution; it must connect the attributed command to a morally
informative conception of perfect goodness rather than to power or ownership alone; and it must identify
interpretive and moral criteria that remain usable when comparable claims arise in rival traditions. Historical
evidence that totalizing war language could be conventional is relevant, but it does not by itself turn an
imperative into a victory report or explain the inclusion of infants. Adult wrongdoing likewise does not by
itself establish infant liability. Sovereignty supplies authority but not an account of goodness. Mystery can
justify suspended judgment, yet the same suspension weakens any positive public inference from the passage to
the deity’s goodness. The paper defines evasion functionally, as changing the proposition, target, or evaluative
standard without acknowledging the change or its cost; it does not diagnose bad faith. A same-standard test
and a symmetrical moral-disengagement audit show why criteria matter. The conclusion is bounded: the
analysis neither determines the exact historical event nor proves that every Christian interpretation fails. It
shows what a non-evasive defense must still supply and why partial replies cannot be counted as complete
answers.

Keywords: 1 Samuel 15; Amalek; sacred violence; conquest hyperbole; divine command theory; moral disen-
gagement; apologetics

1. The Case and the Exact Target

First Samuel 15 concentrates a broad problem of sacred violence into one narrated commission. Samuel tells
Saul that the biblical deity has remembered Amalek’s earlier attack on Israel and instructs Saul to strike Amalek,
devote everything to destruction, and kill men and women, children and nursing infants, cattle and sheep, camels
and donkeys (1 Sam. 15:2–3). The narrative later distinguishes what Saul destroyed from what he spared: Agag
and the best animals are preserved, and Samuel treats this selectivity as rebellion rather than mercy (1 Sam.
15:8–23). These observations do not settle the passage’s history, literary development, or theological authority.
They identify what the final narrative presents.

The moral problem is equally specific. Christian theology commonly attributes perfect goodness to the deity it
worships. The passage, taken at face value, attributes an infant-inclusive lethal command to that same deity. The
critical question is not merely whether ancient warfare was brutal, whether Amalek was condemned, or whether
a sovereign creator can end life. It is whether the attributed command can be reconciled with a conception of
goodness that remains morally informative and publicly assessable.

This paper calls a reply an evasion when it changes the proposition under examination, the persons whose
treatment needs justification, or the standard used to assess that treatment without identifying the change and its
epistemic cost. The term describes argumentative function, not intention. A defender can be sincere, careful, and
morally serious while offering a reply that leaves the original burden unanswered. Conversely, a critic can misread
genre, ignore historical evidence, or apply an asymmetrical standard. The audit must therefore be reciprocal.

The target is narrower than a disproof of Christianity, theism, biblical authority, or divine-command ethics.
It is also narrower than a verdict about what happened to every Amalekite. A Christian may conclude that the
narrative misattributes a human command to the deity, that its totalizing language is nonliteral, that the episode
belongs to a superseded stage of revelation, or that an exceptional justification exists. Those are materially
different positions. The present task is to ask what each position explains, what it leaves unresolved, and what
public standard licenses it.

Scholarship on biblical warfare cautions against treating the Hebrew Bible as a uniform transcript of one
moral theory. War traditions carry ritual, ideological, judicial, and literary functions, and ancient Near Eastern
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representations often connect violence, kingship, cosmic order, and victory rhetoric (Crouch, 2009; Lynch, 2020;
Niditch, 1993). That context matters. It can correct anachronistic assumptions about genre and discourse. It
cannot, without a further premise, turn historical intelligibility into moral vindication.

The dispute is not confined to critics speaking past defenders. Morriston treats extermination commands
as strong initial evidence against biblical inerrancy unless stronger reasons defeat that evidence, while Copan
and Flannagan develop a cumulative Christian reply from rhetoric, context, authority, and judgment (Copan &
Flannagan, 2014; Morriston, 2009). The contrast is useful because it exposes the burden being allocated: which
conclusion is supported by the passage itself, and which is protected by commitments established elsewhere?

The non-evasion rule
A reply resolves the problem only if it answers the proposition actually presented, the liability of the
people actually named, and the goodness claim actually asserted. If it changes any of these, it must
defend the change and count its evidential cost.

This rule preserves several live outcomes. A defense may succeed. A reinterpretation may be textually better
than a literal reading. A believer may reasonably suspend judgment. But no view earns more than it establishes.
Historical possibility is not yet textual demonstration; authority is not yet goodness; and compatibility with
perfect goodness is not yet positive evidence of it.

2. The Three-Burden Test

The dispute becomes clearer when the defender’s work is divided into three burdens. They are cumulative rather
than mutually exclusive.

2.1 The textual burden

The defense must explain the passage’s presented speech act, named targets, and narrative consequences. A
conquest report can exaggerate the completeness of a victory. First Samuel 15:3, however, is framed as an
imperative before the battle. The account then narrates Saul’s conduct and condemns selective sparing. A genre
claim must therefore fit not only words such as “destroy” or “all” but the relationship among commission, action,
and rebuke.

This burden does not force a wooden reading. Ancient conventions may shape imperatives as well as reports,
compositional history may complicate the scene, and the narrator may pursue theological rather than documentary
aims. The point is methodological: those possibilities require evidence from the passage, its literary setting, and
comparable discourse. The moral desirability of a nonliteral reading cannot by itself establish that reading.

2.2 The moral burden

The defense must explain why the attributed treatment of infants is compatible with perfect goodness. It is
not enough to establish the wickedness of adult Amalekites, the seriousness of Israel’s covenant, or the deity’s
jurisdiction over life. Those claims may matter, but they do not yet show why infants are liable to intentional
lethal harm.

A morally informative goodness claim must constrain what may be attributed to its subject. If “good” means
only “whatever the sovereign deity wills”, then the conclusion that the deity is good follows by definition while
providing no independent moral orientation. Modified divine-command accounts typically avoid this arbitrariness
by relating obligations to a loving or supremely good character rather than to sheer will (Adams, 1999). The
passage then raises a substantive question about how the command expresses that character; it cannot be answered
by reverting to will alone.
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2.3 The public-criteria burden

The defense must state why its criteria should be accepted by people who do not already assume the conclusion.
This is not a demand for religious neutrality or a ban on tradition-specific premises. It is a demand for intellectual
portability: what distinguishes a legitimate appeal to hyperbole, authority, revelation, or mystery from the same
appeal made for a rival sacred text?

A criterion can be public without being universally persuasive. Textual features, independently documented
rhetoric, moral principles, and explicit theological commitments can all be debated. What fails is a permission
that activates only when one’s own tradition faces pressure. If a Christian defense says that an apparently atrocious
command must be figurative because the Christian deity is good, while a comparable rival claim is rejected as
evidence against that rival, the difference is supplied by the prior allegiance rather than by the criterion.

Table 1 shows why common moves can be relevant without being sufficient.

Table 1: Three-burden ledger for recurrent defenses. A move may contribute to a cumulative defense; the table
identifies what it cannot establish alone.

Defense move What it can address Burden left open Honest consequence

Conquest hyperbole Literal extent and historical
reconstruction

Imperative form, named infants,
and Saul’s rebuke

Text may be less literal, but
communicative and moral
questions remain

Adult wickedness A rationale for judgment on
culpable agents

Infant liability and
proportionality

Adult guilt cannot silently
transfer to non-agents

Sovereignty or
ownership

Jurisdiction and authority Why the action expresses
goodness

Power answers who may;
goodness asks why this is right

Mystery or cognitive
limits

Reasons to withhold a decisive
negative verdict

Positive public evidence for
goodness

Suspended judgment must be
counted on both sides

Canonical
development

A reason Christians need not
imitate the command

Why an earlier attribution was
good or revelatory

Practical repudiation does not by
itself supply retrospective
vindication

The ledger blocks an all-or-nothing misunderstanding. Hyperbole need not solve every issue to be relevant,
and mystery need not be irrational to limit a conclusion. The error lies in presenting a partial contribution as
though it discharged a burden it never addressed.

3. Hyperbole: Extent Is Not Imperative Force

Ancient conquest accounts regularly use totalizing formulas. Comparative work has shown meaningful similarities
between biblical and other ancient Near Eastern descriptions of victory, including claims of comprehensive
destruction in literary settings where populations or enemies later reappear (Crouch, 2009; Younger, 1990).
Christian defenses accordingly argue that phrases of annihilation may function as conventional war rhetoric
rather than as literal demographic reports (Copan & Flannagan, 2014). This is a serious historical proposal, not
a verbal trick.

Its reach must nevertheless be stated precisely. Evidence that a victory report exaggerates extent does not
automatically determine the force of a narrated imperative. First Samuel 15 does not merely say after battle that
Saul annihilated Amalek. It presents a command, specifies categories of targets, narrates selective preservation,
and condemns that selectivity. Even if “all” or “destroy” is conventional, the text still associates obedience with
lethal action and disobedience with sparing.

Three questions therefore remain.
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1. What exactly is nonliteral? If only the totalizing extent is exaggerated, how does that affect the explicit
inclusion of children and nursing infants? A defense needs more than the general observation that war
rhetoric exaggerates.

2. How would the original audience distinguish convention from command? A communicatively successful
nonliteral reading should identify cues that would have made the relevant limitation available rather than
infer the limitation solely from modern moral pressure.

3. Why is Saul condemned? The narrative’s complaint concerns his sparing of Agag and valuable animals. A
defense must show how this plot fits the proposed conventional meaning.

None of these questions proves a literal massacre occurred. Text and event are distinct. A narrative can
present total destruction without preserving historical memory of total destruction, and a theological editor can
place rhetoric in a character’s mouth without endorsing every apparent implication. The textual burden concerns
the final narrative’s attribution; historical reconstruction is a further task.

The hyperbole reply also reveals a moral concession. Defenders often prefer a nonliteral reading because
literal infant killing would be morally intolerable. That reaction is not an embarrassment; it is evidence that the
critic and defender share substantial moral ground. The next step should be explicit: “A literal infant-directed
command would conflict with perfect goodness; here is the textual evidence that the passage means something
else.” The evasive version suppresses the first clause, presents the desired moral result as though it followed
automatically from genre, and then treats the problem as dissolved.

A responsible hyperbole defense may ultimately prevail. It would prevail by demonstrating how the convention
governs this command, its target list, and its narrative aftermath. Until then, hyperbole changes the likely extent
of violence more readily than it changes the moral meaning of the commission.

4. Adult Wickedness and Noncombatant Liability

First Samuel 15 supplies a rationale: Amalek opposed Israel during the exodus (1 Sam. 15:2; cf. Exod. 17:8–16;
Deut. 25:17–19). Defenses often add broader claims about persistent violence, corrupt culture, or threats to
covenant survival. Even if every historical charge against culpable adults is granted, the central inference remains
missing. Wrongdoing by some members of a group does not by itself establish the lethal liability of its infants.

The distinction is basic. Culpability concerns an agent’s responsibility for wrongdoing. Threat concerns a
person’s capacity and intention to inflict imminent harm. Association concerns membership in a family, people,
or polity. An infant may be associated with a condemned community while lacking both culpability and the
present agency required for a combatant threat. Moving from association to lethal liability requires an additional
moral principle.

Several candidate principles are offered.

4.1 Corporate identity

Ancient communities often understood persons through households, lineages, and peoples rather than through
modern individualism alone. That fact helps explain the narrative world. It does not decide whether perfect
goodness may treat an infant as punishable for corporate membership. The Hebrew Bible itself contains multiple
moral voices about intergenerational responsibility. Deuteronomy 24:16 prohibits executing children for parents’
sins in human legal practice, and Ezekiel 18:20 insists that a child does not bear a parent’s guilt. These texts
do not straightforwardly legislate divine judgment, but they show that resistance to transferred culpability is not
simply a modern secular import.

If a defense distinguishes ordinary human justice from exceptional divine judgment, it has moved from
corporate identity to authority. That may be a coherent move, but the moral burden remains: why does
exceptional jurisdiction make infant-directed killing good rather than merely possible?
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4.2 Future danger

Another reply treats children as future combatants or bearers of a hostile culture. The inference is preemptive.
Possible future wrongdoing is not present culpability, and the probability that a child will adopt a group identity
does not make that child an immediate aggressor. If anticipated social formation were enough for lethal liability,
the principle would authorize atrocities far beyond this text. A defender must supply a constraint that prevents
that generalization without merely naming the community as divinely disfavored.

4.3 Original sin and universal mortality

A theological defense may argue that every human is sinful and mortal, so no death is an injustice in the ultimate
sense. Yet universal susceptibility to death does not imply that every mode, agent, or timing of death is morally
interchangeable. Otherwise the same premise would erase distinctions between murder, execution, disease, rescue
withheld, and ordinary mortality. Christian ethics ordinarily preserves those distinctions. Applying universal sin
only when infant liability is at issue changes the standard rather than answering the case.

4.4 Afterlife compensation

A defender may suppose that infants receive compensating or superior postmortem goods. Compensation can
alter the total welfare of a victim; it does not automatically justify the means used against that victim. Benefiting
someone afterward does not normally license intentionally killing that person now, and the narrative does not
make postmortem benefit its stated rationale. To carry the argument, the defender needs a principle explaining
why divine provision changes the moral status of the commanded act and how that principle avoids licensing
analogous human claims.

These replies can be developed more carefully than the brief forms considered here. Their common weakness
is not that they mention theology. It is that they often shift attention from the infant’s liability to facts about
adults, group membership, universal mortality, or possible later benefit. A non-evasive defense must make the
bridge explicit.

5. Sovereignty, Ownership, and Goodness

The sovereignty defense begins from maximal divine authority. A creator sustains all life, knows every relevant
fact, and possesses prerogatives unavailable to creatures. Human agents therefore cannot infer from restrictions
on their own conduct that the creator faces identical restrictions. This reply correctly challenges a simple inference
from “humans may not do this” to “no possible divine being may do this”.

It does not yet establish goodness. Authority answers whether an agent has jurisdiction. Knowledge
answers whether the agent may possess decisive information. Power answers whether the agent can bring
about consequences. The moral question asks why the specific end, means, and distribution of harm express
perfect goodness. These predicates are related but not interchangeable.

An ownership analogy makes the problem vivid. Owners possess permissions over property that strangers
lack, but ownership is not an unlimited moral license even within ordinary ethics. More importantly, persons
are not merely property. If creaturehood supplies a unique divine relation, the defender must explain the moral
content of that relation rather than rely on the emotional force of the word “creator”. A relation that permits any
treatment whatsoever cannot also explain why one treatment is loving, just, or good.

The same issue appears in appeals to superior knowledge. It is possible that an omniscient being has reasons
inaccessible to human observers. From “there may be unknown reasons”, however, it does not follow that the
attributed command was good. The premise establishes a possibility and may defeat claims of certainty. It does
not identify the relevant reason, show that the reason could not be achieved through less harmful means, or turn
the passage into positive evidence of goodness.
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Modified divine-command theory illustrates why this distinction matters. On influential versions, moral
obligation is not grounded in arbitrary fiat but in the commands of a loving deity whose nature is identified with
or oriented toward the good (Adams, 1999). Such an account can avoid crude voluntarism. Yet it does so by
giving divine character substantive moral content. When a command seems radically opposed to that content, the
theory owes an explanation of the fit. Invoking authority alone abandons the feature that made the theory morally
attractive.

The bounded conclusion is therefore not that divine prerogatives are impossible. It is that prerogative is an
incomplete defense of goodness. A defender may say, “The deity had a right unavailable to humans”; the next
question remains, “What made exercising that right in this infant-inclusive way perfectly good?”

6. Mystery, Canonical Development, and Evidential Cost

Human cognitive limitation is undeniable. Ancient contexts are incompletely known, moral consequences ramify
beyond observation, and a finite person should be cautious about claims concerning an omniscient agent. Mystery
can therefore support epistemic humility. Its legitimate conclusion is usually modest: the available evidence may
not warrant certainty that no morally sufficient reason exists.

Problems arise when mystery is asked to do more. If the absence of an accessible reason blocks a negative
judgment about the attributed command, consistency also limits the corresponding positive judgment. One
cannot simultaneously insist that human moral cognition is too weak to assess the apparent atrocity and that the
same passage displays perfect justice. The first position suspends the relevant evaluative standard; the second
uses it.

This symmetry does not make all evidence neutral. A broader theology may provide independent reasons for
trust, and those reasons may justify a believer in interpreting a hard text through a favorable prior commitment. But
the passage then receives credibility from the broader theology; it does not independently confirm the goodness
that is being used to rescue it. The direction of support matters.

Canonical development offers a different response. Some Christian readings treat violent portrayals as partial,
culturally conditioned, or corrected by later revelation, especially the enemy-love and nonretaliation associated
with Jesus. Others preserve continuity by reading conquest as a unique judgment or a precursor to eschatological
judgment. The range of Christian positions is real and should not be compressed into one defense (Seibert, 2009;
Trimm, 2022). A later canonical norm can explain why Christians should not imitate Saul. It does not by itself
answer why the earlier narrative attributes the command to a perfectly good deity or why that attribution was an
appropriate vehicle of revelation.

There are coherent costs available. A defender can qualify inerrancy, distinguish the narrator’s theology from
the deity’s actual will, accept a developmental account of moral understanding, or defend a unique historical
judgment. Each preserves and relinquishes different claims. Evasion occurs when the benefits of several positions
are combined while their costs are denied: the command remains divinely authoritative when authority is needed,
becomes figurative when violence is counted, becomes culturally situated when morality is challenged, and
becomes mysterious when criteria are requested.

The evidential price of mystery
If inscrutable reasons make the attributed command compatible with perfect goodness, they may
prevent a decisive negative inference. They do not make the command positive public evidence of
goodness. Compatibility preserves a possibility; it does not demonstrate the favorable explanation.
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7. The Same-Standard Test

Public reasoning about sacred violence is especially vulnerable to asymmetry because traditions supply different
starting points. A Christian may reasonably possess background beliefs a critic lacks. The question is not whether
all priors must be identical. It is whether the offered criterion does any discriminating work beyond restating
those priors.

Consider a hypothetical rival tradition whose scripture attributes an infant-inclusive command to a revered
transcendent authority. Its defender says that totalizing language is conventional, the targeted people were deeply
corrupt, the authority owns life, and outsiders cannot grasp the full reasons. A Christian critic would properly
ask for textual evidence, moral bridges, and limits on mystery. The same requests remain proper when the claim
appears in 1 Samuel.

Table 2 is not designed to equate traditions. It tests whether the stated reason distinguishes them.

Table 2: Same-standard test for a Christian and a relevantly similar rival sacred-violence claim. Differences
may exist, but the criterion must identify them.

Proposed reason Christian use Rival use Discriminating question

War hyperbole Limits literal extent Limits literal extent Which textual and comparative
features govern this imperative?

Collective wickedness Supplies a judgment context Supplies a judgment context What establishes each infant’s
liability rather than adult guilt?

Divine ownership Grants exceptional authority Grants exceptional authority What independent reason
identifies the claimant and the
act as good?

Human limitation Blocks confident condemnation Blocks confident condemnation Does the same limit also block
praise and positive
confirmation?

Later revelation Reframes the earlier command Reframes the earlier command What noncircular standard
identifies correction,
fulfillment, or continuity?

The test permits relevant differences. A tradition may have stronger textual witnesses, a more coherent canon,
independent evidence for its revelatory authority, or a better moral account. Those advantages must be argued.
“Our source is genuine and theirs is not” may be true, but when genuineness is inferred from the very goodness
under dispute, the reasoning is circular.

The test also applies to critics. A critic who accepts nonliteral war rhetoric in nonbiblical texts but refuses
even to consider it in 1 Samuel would be asymmetrical. A critic who treats every depiction as a verbatim historical
command ignores literary mediation. The discipline is reciprocal: classify comparable evidence comparably, and
justify each difference rather than inheriting it from allegiance or opposition.

8. Moral Disengagement as a Risk Audit

Research on moral disengagement describes mechanisms through which harmful conduct can be cognitively
reframed, responsibility displaced, victims minimized, and acts linked to worthy purposes (Bandura, 1999).
Motivated-reasoning research likewise shows that directional goals can affect which reasons people seek and
accept while still operating through apparently ordinary reasoning (Kunda, 1990). These findings are relevant to
sacred-violence debate because identity, authority, and ultimate value are all at stake.

They do not license a diagnosis of named apologists. Argument form does not reveal private motive, and a
psychological explanation of belief does not show the belief false. The proper use is as a risk audit.
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For defenders, euphemism can make killing disappear into words such as “judgment”; displacement can place
all responsibility on divine authority; group labels can obscure individual victims; and higher-purpose language
can make means seem exempt from ordinary scrutiny. For critics, moral outrage can encourage selective quotation,
flatten ancient genre, ignore uncertainty, and treat any qualification as dishonesty. Both groups can search for
evidence in the direction they prefer.

The protection is procedural rather than psychological. State the proposition before evaluating it. Separate
historical, textual, moral, and theological conclusions. Identify which premise a reply addresses. Apply the same
criterion to a rival claim. Record uncertainty and evidential cost. These practices do not eliminate motivated
reasoning, but they make changes of target and standard easier to detect.

This symmetrical use preserves the earlier argument’s insight while avoiding a genetic fallacy. The claim is
not “defenders reason this way because they are motivated”. It is “the argument contains relocations that a stable
audit can identify, and known cognitive pressures give everyone reason to value that audit.”

9. Strong Objections and Replies

9.1 The ancient-war-idiom objection

Objection. Comparative conquest rhetoric shows that modern readers mistake conventional declarations for
literal extermination. Once the idiom is understood, the moral indictment rests on a false premise.

Reply. Comparative evidence can defeat a naive inference from totalizing language to a complete demographic
event. It does not by itself resolve the command’s imperative form, explicit target list, and condemnation of
selective sparing. The strongest idiom defense should specify the conventional meaning of those features and
distinguish the final narrative’s theological presentation from historical reconstruction. The present argument
allows that defense to succeed; it denies that the general existence of hyperbole is sufficient.

9.2 The exceptional-authority objection

Objection. A perfectly informed creator may authorize death for reasons and under prerogatives unavailable to
human agents. Applying ordinary human rules to such an authority is a category mistake.

Reply. Differences in knowledge and jurisdiction are relevant. The paper does not infer directly from a human
prohibition to an absolute divine prohibition. It asks what makes this exercise of exceptional authority perfectly
good. Without that bridge, the reply establishes a difference in status, not a moral vindication. If the bridge
is entirely inscrutable, the conclusion is compatibility or suspended judgment rather than positive evidence of
justice.

9.3 The corporate-identity and original-sin objection

Objection. Modern individualism misreads an ancient corporate world, and Christian theology denies that infants
are morally pristine. The criticism therefore assumes a disputed anthropology.

Reply. Corporate identity explains association but does not automatically establish punitive liability. Original
sin can describe a universal condition without erasing distinctions among personal culpability, combatant threat,
and modes of death. A defense may propose a stronger theological principle, but it must state that principle and
its limits. Otherwise group membership or universal fallenness becomes a bridge that would justify any inflicted
death.
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9.4 The afterlife-compensation objection

Objection. If the infants receive immediate blessedness or compensating goods, the event need not be a net harm
and may form part of providential justice.

Reply. The proposal depends on claims the narrative does not state and still requires a moral principle
linking later benefit to present lethal means. Christian moral practice does not ordinarily infer that assured
postmortem benefit licenses intentional killing. If divine authority changes that relation, the argument returns to
the exceptional-authority burden and must explain goodness rather than presuppose it.

9.5 The skeptical-theist objection

Objection. Finite observers should not expect to grasp every morally sufficient divine reason. The absence of an
accessible justification therefore carries little evidential weight.

Reply. Cognitive humility can undercut certainty and may reduce the force of a negative inference. Its cost
is symmetrical. If observed moral appearances are too unreliable here to count against perfect goodness, the
passage cannot simultaneously count strongly for that goodness. Independent evidence may support trust, but the
passage is then interpreted through that trust. The paper’s conclusion remains a burden allocation, not a proof of
impossibility.

9.6 The canonical-development objection

Objection. Scripture is a developing canon whose ultimate moral center is disclosed later. Isolating one ancient
command ignores that trajectory.

Reply. A canonical trajectory can govern contemporary Christian practice and support nonviolent rereading.
It may also motivate the view that an ancient narrator’s attribution is partial or mistaken. Those are substantive
answers. What it cannot do without further argument is preserve the earlier command as perfectly good, preserve
its attribution as straightforwardly reliable, and simultaneously disown its moral content. Development resolves
the practical question more readily than the retrospective one.

10. Criteria for a Non-Evasive Defense

The analysis is constructive. A defense need not persuade every reader, but it should make its commitments and
costs visible.

1. Classify the text. State whether 1 Samuel 15:3 is being read as a literal divine command, conventional
command rhetoric, a narrator’s theological attribution, or another category. Explain how the choice fits 1
Samuel 15:8–23.

2. Identify the historical claim separately. Do not infer directly from the narrative’s wording to what
occurred, or from uncertainty about the event to innocence of the narrative’s theology. Textual presentation
and historical reconstruction need distinct arguments.

3. Specify liability. Explain why each class of named target, especially infants, falls under the proposed moral
justification. Adult wickedness is not a substitute for this premise.

4. Define goodness with constraints. State what perfect goodness rules out and how the attributed command
satisfies the account. Do not use sovereignty, ownership, or power as synonyms for goodness.

5. State the interpretive trigger. Give textual and comparative reasons for hyperbole, development, or
correction that would remain reasons outside the present moral pressure.

6. Pass the rival test. Explain why the same permission would or would not apply to a relevantly similar claim
in another tradition.
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7. Keep mystery bounded. Identify which conclusion becomes uncertain. Do not use inscrutability to block
criticism while retaining the passage as transparent evidence of justice.

8. Accept evidential cost. If the defense qualifies inerrancy, clarity, moral accessibility, or the passage’s
confirmatory value, record that qualification rather than borrowing the benefits of the unqualified claim.

These criteria do not privilege a secular conclusion. A successful theistic defense could meet them. They
privilege accountable reasoning: the same claim, the same targets, and the same standards remain visible from
question to answer.

11. Conclusion

First Samuel 15 remains morally resistant because the final narrative does more than preserve the memory of a
brutal age. It presents an infant-inclusive command through a sacred authority and treats selective sparing as
disobedience. Historical context is indispensable for reading that presentation well. It is not equivalent to moral
exoneration.

The most common defenses each contribute something. Hyperbole can alter the expected extent of a reported
victory. Adult wrongdoing can explain why judgment is in view. Sovereignty can establish a difference between
divine and human authority. Mystery can counsel humility. Canonical development can explain contemporary
nonimitation. The error is to treat these contributions as though they answer burdens they leave untouched.

The three-burden test makes the remainder visible. A defense must fit the command, target list, and rebuke;
connect the treatment of infants to morally informative goodness; and offer standards that survive application to
rival claims. When a reply changes the proposition, moves liability from infants to adults, substitutes authority
for goodness, or suspends moral cognition only at the point of pressure, it relocates the problem.

This conclusion is deliberately bounded. It does not establish the exact historical event, prove that no morally
sufficient reason is possible, or infer the falsity of Christianity. It establishes a standard for what may count as
an answer. A believer may ultimately accept textual revision, theological development, exceptional judgment,
or unresolved mystery. Intellectual candor requires naming which position is taken and what it costs. Sacred
violence is not responsibly defended by making the violence, the victims, or the meaning of goodness disappear.

A. Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

Definitions

Let the textual burden be the requirement to explain what 1 Samuel 15 presents as commanded and why Saul is
condemned. Let the moral burden be the requirement to connect the infant-inclusive command to a constrained
conception of perfect goodness. Let the public-criteria burden be the requirement to state interpretive and moral
criteria that remain applicable to relevantly similar rival claims. A relocation changes the proposition, target, or
evaluative standard without discharging the original burden.

Plain-language argument

P1. A public defense of the command attributed in 1 Samuel 15 succeeds only if its combined reasons discharge
the textual, moral, and public-criteria burdens.

P2. A reason that answers one burden while leaving another untouched may contribute to a defense, but it does
not by itself answer the original problem.
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P3. General evidence of conquest hyperbole changes the likely literal extent of some war language but does not
by itself explain this narrative’s imperative form, explicit inclusion of infants, or condemnation of selective
sparing.

P4. Adult wickedness does not by itself establish the culpability, combatant status, or lethal liability of infants.

P5. Sovereignty or ownership does not by itself establish that a particular exercise of authority expresses perfect
goodness.

P6. An appeal to unknown reasons may justify withholding a decisive negative verdict, but without further
evidence it does not make the command positive public evidence of perfect goodness.

P7. A criterion that would vindicate an analogous rival claim equally does not discriminate in favor of the
Christian claim unless a relevant difference is independently established.

P8. Therefore, hyperbole, adult wickedness, sovereignty, and mystery do not, separately or merely by accumula-
tion, resolve the problem unless supplementary reasons discharge the burdens they leave open.

P9. When those moves are presented as complete answers without the supplementary reasons or acknowledged
costs, they relocate rather than resolve the problem.

Validity, support, and limit

The conclusion is deductive relative to P1–P2 and the case classifications in P3–P7: partial reasons do not
constitute a complete defense of cumulative burdens. The controversial work is in those classifications. P3 is
a textual and historical judgment; P4–P6 are moral and epistemic bridge claims; P7 is a symmetry requirement.
Each can be contested, and a defender can defeat the conclusion by supplying the missing textual, moral, or
discriminating premise. The reconstruction therefore does not prove that a coherent theology is impossible. It
identifies what the common moves do not establish alone and prevents their evidential reach from being overstated.
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