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The Demand for A King – Be Careful What You Wish For


How many of you have ever wished for something, but when you received it you found it wasn’t really what you were expecting?


Around 1989 I decided I wanted a new guitar.  My guitar at the time was a 1969 Gibson Les Paul Custom that I purchased for only $300 in 1978.  In the late 80’s I was taken by the pointy-headed guitars that were in vogue at the time, and I had an opportunity to trade for one of them.  So I traded away my Les Paul, for something I believed was something great and it was something I really, really wanted.  It didn’t turn out to be what I expected.  It was a nice guitar, but I traded away something of far greater value, which I failed to understand at the time.  Last summer I was speaking with a vintage guitar dealer, and I told him about the deal.  I also said that I no longer kept up with the value of the Les Paul I traded away.  Unfortunately, he told me let me put it this way; you traded away your new Mercedes.

There are many illusions that promise to provide us with something great, but the reality can be far less than the promise.  In fact, sometimes we find that we are not only disappointed when we finally get something we want, we are worse off.


As we continue our study of The Bible You Should Know we are again studying an event that takes place during the life of Samuel.  Last week we studied his call from God, which took place when he was young; this week we move forward a number of years to an event that impacted the nation of Israel for centuries.


As chapter eight opens, we are told that Samuel is now old, and he has appointed his sons as judges over Israel.  For a number of years Israel has been ruled by a series of judges; you may remember that Samson was one of them.  Interestingly, the sons of Samuel were very similar to those of Eli.  The Scriptures tell us the sons of both Eli and Samuel were men of worthless character who sought dishonest gain, took bribes and perverted justice (1:12; 8:3).


So the elders of Israel come to Samuel and make a request.  They know it is critical to have leadership.  The leadership of Samuel is nearing an end, and they point to the problems with his sons as evidence that it is time for a new kind of leader.


What the people of Israel want is a king, like the other nations.  The elders tell Samuel appoint a king for us to judge us like all the nations (8:5).  You don’t have to read the Old Testament all that closely to see one of the problems with this request.  One of the constant themes of the Old Testament is God’s desire that Israel be different from the surrounding nations.  Israel is unique, and God’s desire is for them to remain different to protect their calling and to serve as a witness for what a nation can be.

There’s a little bit of humor in this demand as well.  Who do these elders sound like?  They sound like a group of children, don’t they.  Buy me this, get me that, so I can be just like everyone else.  The desire to conform to what surrounds us is a powerful and dangerous dynamic.


Verse 6 tells us that Samuel was very displeased with this request, but he prays about the matter and God answers him.  God tells him to listen to the people and grant their request.  God tells Samuel to grant their request not because it is a good idea, but to acknowledge the people’s rejection of God.  Listen to what God tells Samuel – they have not rejected you, but they have rejected Me from being king over them.  Like all the deeds which they have done since the day that I brought them up from Egypt even to this day – in that they have forsaken Me and served other gods – so they are doing to you also (1:7-8).


There’s a strong element of sadness in that statement, isn’t there?  Why did they need a king; they already had a king – God.  The desire for a king was not simply a request to be like the other nations; it was a rejection of God as their leader and a desire to break their covenant with him.  

But while God agrees with their demand, he tells Samuel to issue the people a solemn warning.  Samuel was to describe to the people how they would be treated by this king, and verses 11 – 17 are Samuel’s description of what they would experience under their king.  It is not a pretty picture.  Samuel’s warning can be summed up in a couple of areas –

1.  The people will become the pawns of the king to do his bidding in war and in labor – verses 11 – 13.  The king will take the sons of Israel into war, a different kind of war than they have known before.  It would be war decided by one man – the king – and it would not matter if the war was an act of folly because the king is the king and you will do what he says.


The king will also take their daughters for perfumers and cooks and bakers.  And none of this is by choice.  What the king wants, the king gets.

2.  The king will exploit them economically.  In verses13 – 17 Samuel tells the people of the economic exploitation they will face.  Own a good field, vineyard, or olive grove?  Guess what.  The king will probably take it.  Do you have any servants and animals to help with your work?  The king will gladly take those as well.  And even though you get to keep some things the king will now take a portion of those things for himself.  

3.  The people will come to regret their choice, but it will be too late.  Samuel tells the people you will cry out in that day because of your king whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the Lord will not answer you in that day (8:18).


That’s pretty tough, isn’t it?  You will rue the day, Samuel warns, that you made this choice.  And cry out to God if you want, but he will not answer you, because you have made your choice.  Getting what we want can bring to us a cruel justice.


If you were given all of those warnings, what would you choose?  Would we be any wiser?


In spite of Samuel’s warnings, the people are determined to have their king, and they are given their first king – Saul.  And guess what happens with Samuel’s warnings.  Every one of them and more come true.

Israel, very quickly, became a new Egypt and the king became a new Pharaoh (Jesus:  Uncovering the Life, Teachings, and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary by Marcus Borg, p. 85). 

Saul very quickly becomes a corrupt king and God chooses David as his successor before Saul’s reign is completed.  David does a lot for Israel, but his great sin is conspiring to have Uriah killed so that David could have his wife Bathsheba.  In many ways, David’s son Solomon was seen as the greatest king of Israel.  But even under Solomon there were abuses of power.  In order to build his opulent kingdom Solomon taxed his people very heavily, he gave away twenty towns to foreign powers, and every three months three thousand of his people were forced to perform slave labor for the King of Tyre.  Solomon’s abuses created an atmosphere that was so difficult that at his death the ten northern tribes of Israel revolted and split the kingdom into two separate kingdoms.  The great empire that was built by David and Solomon was gone, never to be seen again, and a hundred years after the death of Solomon Israel was but a pawn under the control of a succession of foreign powers.  Only the first three kings gave Israel any measure of success, but the failures of those three kings sowed the seeds of difficulty that cost the nation of Israel its freedom and its greatness. 


This episode certainly shows us what power can do to people.  Under the judges the people certainly had difficulties, but those difficulties were not imposed upon them by their own leaders. Power led to oppression and mankind was not meant to live in oppression.  Humanity was created to live in freedom, but the human desire for power so often strips people of the freedom that God desires us to have.

Power is also dangerous because freedom is dangerous.  Freedom is dangerous because people can abuse their freedom, and power-hungry leaders can use this as an excuse to take freedom away from people.


Power is dangerous because it so often exploits people economically.  The golden rule of the world is that he who has the gold makes the rules.  The powerful often write rules that benefit their own bank accounts.  Our economy is in a mess now because of rampant greed but also because powerful people sought to make rules that would bring them greater riches, but now it has backfired.

Power is dangerous because it seeks to use religion to justify power and to justify how power is used.  I am grateful that our nation was so heavily influenced by Christian principles, but I am highly suspicious of politicians that wrap themselves in religious language to score political points.  And I may be on thin ice at this point because one can’t peer into the heart of any political candidate, but religious language can be used merely to score political points.

There are few things that rile me as much as politicians campaigning in churches.  We are in the middle of a presidential campaign so politicians speaking in churches are not an unusual occurrence these days.  And it’s not just one side of the political aisle that is guilty; it is a sin of both major parties.  It is one thing to say in a church that people ought to be free; it is another matter entirely when a partisan candidate makes that statement in a church.  It is one thing to say that people ought to be free from economic exploitation, but it is another matter entirely when a church says that only one party or one candidate is able to save us from economic exploitation.

When a political candidate wraps the mantle of God around himself or herself and seeks to entangle their political platform with God’s will, watch out.  It is unwise and it is dangerous.  And when a church entangles itself in pushing a particular party or candidate, watch out.  It is unwise and it is dangerous.  

The Old Testament makes one thing very clear, and that is the prophets of old stood at a distance from political power so they could challenge those powers when necessary.  Samuel challenged Saul – the first to be anointed king of Israel.  Nathan challenged David when David brought about the death of the husband of Bathsheba.  It was only the false prophets who allowed themselves to be entwined with the political powers to the point that those false prophets failed to challenge the powers.  Challenging power is one of the most Biblical things we can do. 
5

