
A head start

1 Samuel 8:1 to 10:16

‘Saul, an impressive young man with no equal among the

Israelites—a head taller than any of the others’ 

1 Samuel 9:1–2.

The background to our story begins when God rescued from
slavery in Egypt the descendants of the patriarch Israel
(Jacob), divided into twelve tribes named after Israel’s sons.

He led them across the Red Sea and out into the wilderness where, for
forty years, he provided for them and protected them. At the ‘burning
bush’ (Exodus 3:14) God had revealed himself to Moses, their leader,
by a special name that the Israelites later refused to read out loud
because they considered it so holy and in order to protect it from the
pagan nations around. That name, sometimes read as Yahweh in our
Bibles though more often as LORD, probably means ‘I am’—Israel’s
God was self-existent, unchanging, infinite and eternal. With Moses as
the voice of God to the people, they were at this time a theocracy, that
is, under the direct rule of God. 

Around the year 1400 BC, with Moses dead and Joshua as the new
leader, the Israelites began the slow conquest of Canaan or ‘the
Promised Land’ which is what we know today as Israel and Palestine;
at that time it consisted of all the territory from the east bank of the
Jordan valley right up to the Mediterranean coast. The conquest took
around half a century and then followed three hundred years when the
people were led by judges. This was a messy and miserable period
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during which the unhappy cycle of events was that the tribes
squabbled among themselves, broke the laws of God and suffered the
penalty. Periods of oppression by their enemies were interspersed with
periods of peace led by one of the eighteen judges, including the well-
known figures of Deborah, Gideon and Samson. The last judge was
Samuel, and that is where our story begins.

Clamouring for a king
The book of Judges closes with the words: ‘In those days Israel had no
king; everyone did as he saw fit.’ Then Samuel came onto the scene,
and by the time our story opens Samuel has been the man in charge for
forty years. Included in this time was a period of significant spiritual
revival which drew the nation out of the dark days of the judges;
Samuel’s preaching had been effective and the land experienced a
period of peace and stability (1 Samuel 3:19–21; 7:13–17). However,
dark clouds of change were looming because recently things had gone
badly wrong.

The Philistines, a people living on the sea coast of the
Mediterranean and from whom we get our name Palestine, had always
opposed Israel. Although there is as yet no archaeological evidence of
them on the sea coast much before the 12th century BC (in 1180 BC the
Egyptian pharaoh Ramesses III records his decisive naval victory over
them), earlier settlements were clearly present in the time of Abraham
eight hundred years before this (Gen. 21:32,33 and 26:1,18). The
Philistines were a perpetual enemy of Israel whom they did not want in
the land—and three thousand years later nothing has changed! 

Somewhere around 1050 BC the Philistines (10:5) and the
Ammonites (11:1) were flexing their military muscles once again.
Added to this, the sons of Eli had been a living disgrace to the chief man
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in the land and two of his sons died as a result of their gross misconduct
in the office of priesthood (2:12–18; 22–25; 4:11); clearly Samuel’s sons
had learnt nothing from the example of their predecessors (8:1–5).

At this point the people came up with a solution: a change of
government was needed (8:4–5). Not a heart searching after God, or a
return to the laws of God, or repentance for sin, but a change of
government. That is so often the human solution to a problem. Israel
informed God that they needed a king like all the other nations.
Superficially their decision was neither irrational nor unreasonable—
it was simply unspiritual. Many of our decisions are like that! It was
the motive for a king that was at fault, not their request. They were
‘hostile to God’ and they ignored their history (10:18–19 and 12:7).

The Israelites were apparently fed up being led by a man or woman
drawn from their own ranks who was responsible to God as a prophet
and priest. They wanted to be like all the other nations with a king to
lead them. For them a political solution, not a spiritual one, was the
answer to their problems. Besides, Samuel was an old man and his sons
were no good, so a king of their own was the answer. This was a direct
rejection of God. It was not God’s perfect plan for the nation of Israel,
but of course it was not unforeseen by him either. Back in the time of
Moses, God had laid out careful directions for such an eventuality and
he set down rules that a king must follow (Deut. 17:14–20). 

More than this, God had already made plans for an unimaginably
more wonderful future that would result from the people’s
disobedience—but that must wait until the very end of our narrative.
For now, the time had come for the first king to be appointed. But
first, Samuel warned the people that a king would do all that
Deuteronomy had ordered he must not do. God never lets us run into
sin without a warning.
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Note: Critics have found irreconcilable contradictions in the story
of Saul which they suppose is the result of at least two differing and
opposing sources for the material: one sees the monarchy as a violation
of the authority of God and the other is more favourable. The failure
of these critics is their assumption that the idea of a theocracy had no
real basis in history and that the monarchy by definition was opposed
to the government of God. From Deuteronomy 17:14 it is clear that
God anticipated this very request. In fact, the people could have used
this passage in the Law as a reason for their request. Were they right in
their demand? The French reformer John Calvin says ‘no’, they should
have waited God’s time. The Hebrew scholar Delitzsch says ‘yes’, but
their motive was wrong. It is true that Samuel was old and his sons
were bad apples, but they made no enquiry of God; they assumed they
knew the answer, an answer they wanted.

With their demand for a king, God and Samuel were rejected and
Samuel prepared to appoint a king. That king was Saul. Tragically
Saul became the first of many great failures on the throne of Israel. His
is one of the saddest stories in the Bible. God knew this beforehand and
according to Genesis 49:10 the throne of Israel belonged to the tribe of
Judah and his descendants: ‘The sceptre will not depart from Judah,
nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it
belongs and the obedience of the nations is his.’ 

Therefore, when the first king came from the tribe of Benjamin it
was evident his dynasty could not last. God also knew that Saul would
be a failure. But we will see how many opportunities Saul was given—
and squandered. It is a story so familiar today. A rising star in the
world of entertainment, sport, politics, then something happens and it
is downhill from that moment on. It is sadly true in Christian work
also. Watch this happen with Saul.
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We may wonder why the detail of Saul’s appointment is far greater
than that of David, even though Saul’s was never meant to be the
dynasty from which the Messiah would come. Perhaps the reason is to
affirm that nevertheless Saul was God’s choice, and perhaps, in view of
Saul’s natural insensitivity to spiritual things, he needed more
persuading than David.

Dad’s donkeys
Our man to watch is busy looking for his father’s donkeys at the family
farm on the slopes of Mount Ephraim when we first catch up with him.
The story starts with a few straying animals. One morning they had
wandered off (9:3). There may appear nothing remarkable in that. But
there is. Perhaps an angel came and kicked them out of the corral. This
was providence. It was God’s way of getting Saul to Samuel. God
could have chosen a thousand ways, but he chose a few donkeys. Not
for the first time donkeys came into the providence of God, and not for
the last either. 

In addition to ‘fate’, ‘luck’ or ‘chance’, some dictionary definitions
manage to arrive at a better explanation of the word providence as
‘destiny’ or ‘divine intervention’. There is providence in everyone’s
life—not only the lives of Christians. Providence is those remarkable
or unremarkable coincidences and events that keep us from harm, or
lead us into it. Providence steers our course and directs our path
mostly without us knowing. It may be an obviously unusual
intervention—like the man who narrowly misses joining the flight
that comes down in the ocean, to the mundane—like a handful of
donkeys wandering off. Providence is everywhere and in the life of
everyone. Most people are entirely ignorant of it, and only the
Christian looks for it and learns to recognise it. Saul did not know,
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and we mostly do not know. Nothing is left to chance—God has a
plan for our life.

‘In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps’

(Prov.16:9).

‘A man’s steps are directed by the LORD. How then can anyone understand his own

way?’ (Prov. 20:24).

In the days when the word ‘prevent’ meant to ‘go ahead’ rather than
‘hinder’, the phrase ‘prevenient grace’ (preventing grace) was used to
refer to the secret and unseen work of God preparing the way for a
sinner to come to a knowledge of God. Even donkeys can be prevenient
grace. Our story starts therefore with a reasonable prospect of hope.
God is secretly at work in the circumstances of the life of Saul. And it
continues that way.

When in 9:16 God told Samuel ‘I will send you a man’, we peep
behind providence and learn that in the mundane of Saul’s search for
donkeys lay the hand of God. Also, in the phrase ‘I have looked upon
my people, for their cry has reached me’ there is an unmistakable echo
of Exodus 2:25. 

Does the God of the universe and eternity stoop so low as to meddle
with a farmer’s herd in order to fulfil his plans? Of course he does.
There is no room for deism here—a remotely distant God
unconcerned and unconnected with this world. Matthew 10:29–31
must be an embarrassment to every deist! As one commentator
observes, ‘God becomes a historian.’ God is the historian, the creator
of history. That is precisely the significance of the incarnation: ‘God
with us’. 
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