
Lesson 4: The Mockery of Dagon 

Text: First Samuel Chapters 5-6 

In the battle against the Philistines the Israelites had brought along the Holy Ark (4, 3-5). 

This caused consternation in the Philistine camp, but instead of despairing the Philistines spurred 

themselves on to fight courageously (4, 9): 

 

Be strong, and quit yourselves like men,  

O ye Philistines, that ye be not servants  
unto the Hebrews as they have been to you. 
Quit yourselves like men, and fight. 

ים֙  אֲנָשִׁ ַ הְי֤וּ לִֽ ִֽ תְחַזְק֞וּ וִׁ ִֽ  הִׁ

ים  ִּ֔ בְרִׁ ן תַעַבְד֣וּ לָעִׁ ים פ ֶּ֚ שְתִִּׁ֔  פְלִׁ
ֶ֑ם  ר עָבְד֖וּ לָכ  ֶׁ֥  כַאֲש 

ם׃ ִֽ לְחַמְת  ים וְנִׁ ֖ ם לַאֲנָשִׁ ֶׁ֥ ית  הְיִׁ  וִׁ

 

They dealt a crushing blow to the Israelite army and succeeded in capturing the Ark (4, 

10-11). 

Chapters 5 and 6 tell the story of the Ark in Philistine captivity. It is an interesting and 

charming story. Indeed, some modern commentators believe these chapters contain a homely and 

simple folk tale. But simplicity of style is not identical with superficiality. An illiterate person 

who is incapable of sophisticated thought would necessarily think simply. But the mathematical 

genius, too, would try to present the most complicated problem and solution in a concise and 

terse formula. The simplicity of the Biblical story is of the latter kind (5, 4): 

And when they arose on the morrow morning, 
behold, Dagon was fallen upon his face to the 
ground before the ark of the Lord;  

and the head of Dagon and both the palms of 
his hands lay cut off upon the threshold;  

only the trunk of Dagon was left to him. 

מָחֳרָת֒ וַ  ִֽ ר֮ מִׁ ק  מוּ בַבֹּ ֣  יַשְכִׁ
ל לְפָנָיו֙  ֤ פ  ֣ה דָג֗וֹן נֹּ נ   וְהִׁ

י֖ אֲר֣וֹן  פְנ  רְצָה לִׁ  ׳ האִַּ֔

י ׀ כַפ֣וֹת  ֣ אש דָג֜וֹן וּשְת  ֹֹּ֨  וְר
ן  פְתִָּ֔ ל־הַמִׁ יו כְרֻתוֹת֙ א   יָדָ֗

יו׃ ר עָלִָֽ שְאֶַׁ֥ ק דָג֖וֹן נִׁ  רֶַׁ֥

 

Literally the last clause in this verse read: "Only Dagon was left to him." That is to say: It 

is the same Dagon, the same block of wood, with or without head and hands. Dagon has a head 

with a mouth, eyes, a nose and an ear. He also has hands. But can Dagon make any use of them? 

In this simple story the Bible mocks the presumptuous “divinity” of Dagon, the god of the 

Philistines. The same idea is presented in a more abstract manner in a famous passage of Psalms 

(115, 4-7): 

Their idols are silver and gold,     ם׃ע י אָדִָֽ ֣ ה יְד  עֲש ֗ ב מַַ֝ ף וְזָהֶָ֑ ס  ֣ ם כ  יה   צַב 



the work of men’s hands.  
They have mouths but speak not. 
Eyes have they, but they see not. 

They have ears, but they hear not. 
Noses they have but they smell not. 

They have hands, but they handle not. 
Feet have they but they walk not. 
Neither speak they with their throat. 

רוּ  ֶ֑ א יְדַב  ֹּ֣ ם וְל ה  ה־לָ  ִֽ  פ 
וּ׃ רְאִֽ א יִׁ ֹּ֣ ם וְל ה ֗ ם לַָ֝ ינֶַַׁ֥֥יִׁ  ע 

עוּ  שְמֶָ֑ א יִׁ ֹּ֣ ם וְל ה  ם לָ   אָזְנַַ֥֣יִׁ

וּן׃ יחִֽ א יְרִׁ ֹּ֣ ם וְל ה ֗ ף לַָ֝  אֶַׁ֥
יה ֤  יש֗וּן יְד  א יְמִׁ ֹֹּ֬  ם ׀ וְל

כוּ  ֶ֑ א יְהַל  ֹּ֣ ם וְל יה  גְל   רַ 
גְרוֹנִָֽם׃ הְג֗וּ בִׁ א־י ַ֝ ִֹּֽ  ל

 

The story on Dagon carries an obvious prophetic message, only it is couched in an epic 

style.  

The pagans believed that each people has a god of its own. The victory of one people 

over another implied, accordingly, the victory of the strong god over the weaker god. In our story 

the Philistines represent this pagan view that was widely held in antiquity (5, 2): 

 

And the Philistines took the Ark of God  

and brought it into the house of Dagon  
and set it by Dagon.  

ים  ת־אֲר֣וֹן הָאֱלֹהִִּׁ֔ ים֙ א  שְתִׁ קְח֤וּ פְלִׁ  וַיִׁ

וֹן  ית דָגֶ֑ ֣ ת֖וֹ ב  יאוּ אֹּ ֶׁ֥  וַיבִָׁ
וֹן׃ ל דָגִֽ צ  ֶׁ֥ ת֖וֹ א  יגוּ אֹּ ֶׁ֥  וַיצִַׁ

 

To the Philistines the Ark actually was the Israelite god. When the Ark was brought to 

the battlefield the Philistines cried: “God is come into the camp” (4, 7). In their view the Ark was 

identified with the Israelite god in the same way as the image of Dagon was identical with the 

god Dagon. The Bible ironically describes the Philistines’ behavior, chiding them for their 

childishness. But the prophetic message contained in the Dagon story is directed to all idolatrous 

peoples. The utter ridiculousness of the god Dagon lying in his own temple (5, 4) conveys an 

important lesson to all pagans.  

 

What kind of idol was Dagon? Earlier commentators thought that it was a fish-god (fish = 

 and that it was imported to the Land of Israel by the Philistines when they invaded the ,(דג

country from the Mediterranean isles. This approach is not accepted anymore.  We now know 

that Dagon was an indigenous god, worshipped as the god of the land and of agricultural 

produce. It is reasonable to follow Philo of Byblos (1st century CE) who connected its name to 

corn (= דגן). Dagon’s fame spread to many ancient peoples. He was worshipped in Ur of the 

Chaldees before the days of Abraham. There were Dagon temples in Mesopotamia; magicians 



invoked his help in Mari, the great city on the river Euphrates; the inhabitants of Ugarit (in 

Northern Syria) set up monuments in his honor. The population that settled the “fertile crescent” 

stood in awe of Dagon who - they believed - taught their ancestors to till the soil. The priests and 

wise men were teaching that Dagon gave mankind the first plough. 

 

The hollowness of Dagon’s claim as a fertility god is strikingly brought home to his 

worshippers. After his supposed victory over the Israelite god the Philistines are smitten with a 

disease of the intestines (5, 6; 5, 9; 5, 11-12; 6, 1-6) and the land is overrun by mice who destroy 

the crops (6, 5). 

 

Underlying the Dagon story is the great prophetic debate with paganism and with the 

heathen notion of conquering and vanquished gods. The Bible teaches that the Philistine victory 

was due to the will of God, for the idols are nothing but “the work of men’s hands”. In the story 

of the Ark and Dagon we are taught that Israel’s failure, as well as its success, comes from the 

universal God who exists even within the temple of Dagon. 

 

What we read in these chapters is obviously more than a folk-tale; it is a popular 

presentation of a great principle of Biblical teaching (Deuteronomy 4, 39): 

Know this day and lay it to thy heart, 

That the Lord, He is God in Heaven above 
and upon the earth beneath; there is none else. 

ך֒  ל־לְבָב  תָ֮ א  בֹּ  וְיָדַעְתָ֣ הַי֗וֹם וַהֲש 

י ה׳ ה֣וּא הִָֽ  ֤ עַל כִׁ מִַּ֔ ם מִׁ יִׁ ים בַשָמַ֣  אֱלֹהִִּׁ֔
וֹד׃ ין עִֽ ֖ חַת א  תֶָ֑ ץ מִׁ ר   וְעַל־הָאָ֖

 


