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Opening up 1 ChrOniCles

4saul and  
now
(8:1–10:14)

A familiar failing caused both the exile of Israel 
into Babylon and the downfall of Saul: both 
committed a breach of faith. Before the writer 
lists those who were the first to return from exile 
he gives a pointed reminder: ‘Don’t forget why 
the exile happened—and don’t make the same 
mistake!’

Having gone through the tribes in turn (with 
the unexplained exceptions of Dan and 
Zebulun), the writer now balances the 
genealogy of David in chapter 2 with the 

genealogy of Saul in chapter 8. We then have the conclusion 
to the series of genealogies, which stresses that they were 
recorded before the exile. A now-familiar phrase explains 
the exile very simply. Just like Achan (in ch. 2) and the 
two-and-a-half tribes (in ch. 5), Judah also ‘broke faith’ 
with the Lord (see 9:1).

Then follows a roll-call of honour. Here were people 
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whose hearts were in the promised land and who returned at 
the first opportunity. This rather unimpressive group might 
not have looked much like a nation, but the writer is quite 
clear that this was still ‘Israel’, even if only four tribes were 
initially represented (9:3). He wanted to encourage them, 
much as the Lord Jesus encouraged his followers: ‘Fear not, 
little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you 
the kingdom’ (Luke 12:32). What was most important was 
that among the returners there were those who were ‘mighty 
men for the work of the service of the house of God’ (9:13).

We may find it hard to get enthusiastic about all these lists, 
but being found on this list said something important about the 
person behind the name: that person’s heart was in Jerusalem. 
In Revelation, John tells us about another list which actually 
predates the lists in Chronicles. It’s a list that we should all be 
desperate to appear on: ‘the book of life’ (Rev. 3:5; 13:8; 17:8). 
That was the book James Black was thinking of one evening 
as he took the register of his young people’s group. One of the 
girls, whose father was a drunkard, was missing, and Black 
commented sadly on her absence but expressed the confidence 
that she would be there when the book of life was finally 
opened. Later, he couldn’t shake the conviction that he ought 
to write a fitting song on the subject:

Let us labour for the Master from the dawn till setting sun,

Let us talk of all His wondrous love and care;

Then when all of life is over, and our work on earth is done,

And the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there.1

Phinehas (9:20)

As we are told about the Levites’ different roles, mention 
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is made of one man, Phinehas, who had a particular mark 
of distinction: ‘the Lord was with him’ (9:20). From the 
book of Numbers we know what made Phinehas special: he 
distinguished himself by being ‘jealous’ or ‘zealous’ for his 
God (Num. 25:7–13; the esv has ‘jealous’, while the niv opts 
for ‘zealous’). Rightly understood these two words amount 
to pretty much the same thing. There are two definitions of 
‘jealous’ that both apply here: ‘fiercely protective (of rights 
etc.)’ and ‘intolerant of disloyalty’. These ideas clearly 
overlap with the definition of ‘zeal’: ‘earnestness or fervour 
in advancing a cause or rendering service’.2 The origin of the 
Hebrew word has the meaning ‘to 
become very red’ as a sign of deep 
emotion. Phinehas had a burning 
zeal for the glory of God which led 
him to ‘stand up’ for holiness (see 
Ps. 106:30) among the people of 
God. He was prepared to deal with 
sin ruthlessly and decisively, just 
as the Lord Jesus encourages us to 
deal with sin in our own lives (see 
Matt. 5:29–30). Breaking faith has 
its punishment, but faithfulness 
equally has its reward: the Lord was with Phinehas. This was 
a blessing that Phinehas shared with David (11:9; 2 Chr. 1:1), 
Asa (2 Chr. 15:2, 9) and Hezekiah (2 Chr. 32:8).

Surely this is a reward worth seeking, especially in light 
of the coming of our ‘Immanuel’ (literally, ‘God with us’). 
Since the day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was poured 
out, God is with us in a different but no less wonderful way. 

Phinehas was 

prepared to deal 

with sin ruthlessly 

and decisively, just 

as the lord Jesus 

encourages us to 

deal with sin in our 

own lives.
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The Lord used an interesting word to describe the role 
of the Holy Spirit in the life of a Christian. It is most often 
translated ‘Helper’ or ‘Counsellor’ in our English Bibles (see 
John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7, where it is ‘Helper’ in the esv and 
nkjv, and ‘Counsellor’ in the niv) but literally means ‘the one 
called alongside to help’.

Translators working on the Karre language in Africa 
struggled to find the right word for the term Jesus used. 
Then, one day, they came across a group of porters going off 
into the bush carrying bundles on their heads. They noticed 
that in the line there was always somebody who didn’t carry 
anything. They assumed he was the boss, but then discovered 
that he had a special job. He was there in case anyone fell 
or became exhausted; then he would come and pick up 
the man’s load and carry it for him. He was known in the 
Karre language as ‘the one who falls down beside us’. The 
translators had found their word!3

Offices of trust (9:17–34)

A number of different responsibilities are listed in the second 
half of chapter 9. What the writer is keen to stress is that, 
whatever the role, it was a sacred duty. It was ‘an office of 
trust’ (9:22) that those holding it were ‘entrusted’ or ‘charged 
with’ (see 9:26), whether it was gatekeeping, looking after 
furniture or utensils, mixing spices or making cakes.

This picture of the smooth running of the temple is similar 
to Paul’s picture of a healthy New Testament church. Paul 
writes to Timothy about what Paul has ‘charged’ him with, 
and in turn tells Timothy to ‘charge’ others with particular 
tasks (1 Tim. 1:3, 5, 18; 5:21; 6:13, 17; 2 Tim. 2:14; 4:1). 
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Whatever our role in the life of our particular fellowship, it is 
a sacred duty that we have to discharge. Paul spent a good deal 
of time trying to hammer home this point to the Christians at 
Corinth. They had got hung up on which particular kinds 
of service are impressive and respected within the church. 
What Paul said to them is what this passage of Chronicles 
says too: ‘there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are 
varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers 
them all in everyone’ (1 Cor. 12:4–6). Paul goes on to point 
out that the church is like a body, with each part needing 
the other parts. Some may have a more prominent role in 
the functioning of the body, but even the overlooked have 
a crucial part to play. It was the same for those returning to 
Jerusalem after the exile. They needed one another, and they 
had all been ‘entrusted’ with gifts and responsibilities that 
they would need to use and fulfil if Israel, post-exile, was 
going to flourish.

The end of the house of saul (9:35–10:14)

At the end of chapter 9 we are given Saul’s genealogy 
again, this time in a shortened form. But Saul is no sooner 
introduced than he is written out of Israel’s history. Much 
of the account of Saul’s death in chapter 10 is taken straight 
from the account in 1 Samuel. One slight difference says 
a lot about how Chronicles interprets Saul’s role in the 
history of Israel. In 1 Samuel we read that Saul died with 
his three sons, his armour-bearer and all his men (1 Sam. 
31:6). Instead of copying Samuel at this point, Chronicles 
says of Saul that ‘he and his three sons and all his house died 

Opening up 1 Chronicles.indd   49 15/07/2011   15:34:14



50

Opening up 1 ChrOniCles

together’ (10:6, emphasis added). We already know from 
the opening chapters that it is the house of David which 
Chronicles focuses on. Before we get to the house of David 
the writer underlines the fact that the house of Saul came to 
an abrupt end. While David’s dynasty was to be traceable 
over centuries, Saul’s dynasty died with him. The nation 
of Israel was not founded on the house of Saul. There was 
no smooth transition or succession. David didn’t build on 
foundations that Saul had laid. Rather, the Lord put Saul to 
death and ‘turned the kingdom over to David’ (10:14). There 
was a clean break and a new start.

The reason? The same mistake that Achan made, that 
the two-and-a-half tribes made, and that Judah made. Saul 
‘broke faith’ with the Lord (10:13). It was the same mistake, 
and yet it was different. It wasn’t gold or other gods that 
were Saul’s undoing. Saul appears to have been undone 
by a less scandalous sin, and yet it was still disobedience. 
Impatience was the beginning of his tragic decline. Samuel 
had clearly told him to wait seven days until his arrival, but 
he couldn’t, or, more accurately, wouldn’t wait for Samuel 
to come (1 Sam. 10:8; 13:8–14).

A visitor once found the preacher and hymn-writer Phillips 
Brooks (best known for ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’) 
feverishly pacing back and forth in his study. ‘What’s the 
trouble, Mr Brooks?’ the visitor asked. Brooks replied, ‘The 
trouble is that I’m in a hurry, and God isn’t!’4 That was the 
matter with Saul, too. But sadly it didn’t stop there. It led to 
disobedience. Saul’s impatience meant that ‘he did not keep 
the command of the Lord’ (10:13). This failure would be 
followed by presumption, impenitence, jealousy, attempted 
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murder and all the rest, but impatience was the beginning of 
the slippery slope.

The writer reminds us that, at his lowest point, Saul, in 
desperation, consulted a medium (10:13). When people stop 
believing in God it is amazing what they are prepared to 
believe in. They will seek guidance in the strangest of places 
(10:13–14). This is the first time in the book that we have met 
the idea of ‘seeking’ the Lord. It is going to crop up many 
more times as we continue through Chronicles. The writer 
wants us to be wise and to do what is right, but Saul ‘acted 
foolishly, and … made a great mistake’ (1 Sam. 26:21). Saul 
shows us exactly what not to do—he was unfaithful and 
sought a medium. In contrast the message of Chronicles is 
‘Be faithful and seek God!’
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For FUrTher sTUdy

1. read numbers 25:1–13 and revelation 2:14. Can you piece together exactly what 

went on between the end of numbers 24 and the beginning of numbers 25? What 

does this teach us about Balaam, israel and the lord?

2. read psalm 37:1–11, 34–37. What does David tell us here that will help us to be 

patient and ‘wait for the lord’? What does he recognize makes such waiting difficult?

3. read romans 4:18–21 and 8:18–25. how do hope and faith help or hinder us 

when we need to be patient?

To ThInK ABoUT And dIsCUss

1. What does a zealous Christian, in the biblical sense, look like in the 21st century?

2. how would you judge whether the lord was with somebody, and can you back up 

your approach from scripture?

3. Which gifts are made too much of today, and which ones are commonly 

overlooked?

4. ‘patience in prayer is nothing but faith spun out’ (Thomas Watson).5 Do you agree? 

Why are patience and faith often found together in the Bible? in what way do patience 

and faith relate to trust and confidence?
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