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“Long Live the King . . . .” 
Salado UMC—Preaching Text: 1 Samuel 8:4-11  

2nd after Pentecost: 6 June 2021 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“A lot of people would like to see the monarchy scaled down”—(Clive Lewis). 

    ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
 

Our lesson arises near the beginning of Israelite monarchy—part success and part failure—in 

the governance of Israel during biblical times. Samuel has been Judge of Israel until his death at 

the age of fifty-two according to classical rabbinical sources. Late in Samuel’s tenure, he made 

his sons judges over Israel. Regrettably, they were a sorry lot and the people became 

disgruntled—probably because Samuel’s boys, Phinehas and Hophni, took bribes and perverted 

justice. This circumstance prepares us for the next part of the story. Israel’s time of upright 

judges had run its course. Now appears a new thing in Israel. For several of our Sundays in June 

and July we will explore texts from 1 & 2 Samuel. Hear now our day’s lesson: 

4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah, 5 and said 

to him, "You are old and your sons do not follow in your ways; appoint for us, then, a king 

to govern us, like other nations." 6 But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, "Give 

us a king to govern us." Samuel prayed to the Lord, 7 and the Lord said to Samuel, "Listen 

to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but 

they have rejected me from being king over them. 8 Just as they have done to me, from 

the day I brought them up out of Egypt to this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so 

also they are doing to you. 9 Now then, listen to their voice; only—you shall solemnly 

warn them, and show them the ways of the king who shall reign over them." 

 

10 So Samuel reported all the words of the Lord to the people who were asking him for a 

king. 11 He said, "These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take 

your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen, and to run before his 

chariots; 12 and he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and commanders of 

fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his implements 

of war and the equipment of his chariots. 13 He will take your daughters to be perfumers 
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and cooks and bakers. 14 He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive 

orchards and give them to his courtiers. 15 He will take one-tenth of your grain and of your 

vineyards and give it to his officers and his courtiers. 

 

 16 He will take your male and female slaves, and the best of your cattle and donkeys, and 

put them to his work. 17 He will take one-tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. 

18 And in that day, you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for 

yourselves; but the Lord will not answer you in that day." 19 But the people refused to 

listen to the voice of Samuel; they said, "No! but we are determined to have a king over 

us, 20 so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go 

out before us and fight our battles." 

 

11:14 Samuel said to the people, "Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew the kingship." 

15 So all the people went to Gilgal, and there they made Saul king before the Lord in 

Gilgal. There they sacrificed offerings of well-being before the Lord, and there Saul and all 

the Israelites rejoiced greatly (1 Sam 8:4-11 (12-15), 16-20 (11:14-15). 

 

This text breaks agreeably into two parts: demand and warning. The demand exists because 

Samuel’s sons, Phinehas and Hophni, have not lived up to their fiduciary obligations as leaders. 

Thus, the people demand a new type of leader. The people note that, although Israel has 

judges, their neighbors have kings—and so this is the people’s demand: “we are determined to 

have a king over us, so that we also may be like other nations.” Samuel is both livid and 

annoyed with the request. Yet, we cannot blame the people after all. A telling part of the text is 

when Samuel and Yahweh talk. The Lord tells Samuel: “Listen to the voice of the people in all 

that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me . . . .” 

Consequently, Samuel is to warn them and then give them what they want. 

I have a theory. The theory is that the best way to punish someone is to let them do what 

they want to. Remember, a decade and a half ago during the Great 2008 Recession there was a 

credit crunch. Behind the credit crunch, there was a housing bust. Behind the housing bust, 
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there was an explosion in debt among low-income households. So, what was behind the ache 

of the housing bust? 

There are various economic theories, of course, but one explanation begins with inequality. 

The idea is that the rich-poor gap leads to credit booms—as the poor try to close the gap with 

borrowed money—and this over-extension leads to defaults, financial busts, and recessions. 

This story would make the “keeping-up-with-the-Joneses principle” key to understanding the 

great crash. It would also subtly shift some of the blame to low-income people’s being, well, 

jealous and greedy for the lifestyle of their richer neighbors (theatlantic.com/2014/01/the-

keeping-up-with-the-joneses-myth). This theory goes that, although people getting loans have 

little chance to be able to pay them back, let people over-extend themselves because who are 

lenders to deny people what they want? This is an application of “the best way to punish 

someone is to let them do what they want to.” 

But also, we recall that Samuel did warn the people. Samuel wanted them to trust him and 

to trust Yahweh. But . . . trusting God is difficult and occasionally seems unrealistic. Thus, 

Samuel warns the people. Samuel describes kings as predictably creating bureaucracies to serve 

their own interests. Kingship may be noble, but it also holds seeds of corruption. Kings will draft 

the nation’s sons and daughters, demand of farmers a substantial portion of their crops, and 

farm animals in order to supply standing armies. Not only these actions, but a sovereign will 

also call for laborers, stonecutters, supervisors (1 Kgs. 5:15-16) for various far-flung royal 

building projects. Later, a generation will fund not only the temple, but the king’s palace, civic 

improvements in Jerusalem, and, in wide-ranging regions, “storage cities, the cities for his 

chariots, the cities for his cavalry, and whatever Solomon desired to build, in Jerusalem, in 

Lebanon, and in all the land of his dominion” (1 Kings. 9:19). 

While people may recognize us as God-fearing people, only the most naive among us think 

it would be a good idea for our nation to lay down arms and trust that God will protect us. So, 

today we have questions such as these: What does it mean to trust God? Is human government 

necessary? How do we balance divine providence and self-sufficiency? In a nation that 

separates church and state, what accountability do our leaders have to God, and what 

accountability do Christians have to secular society and government? 
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In God’s freedom to create the world and make covenant with that creation, Israel was at 

liberty to abandon God’s experiment to make God’s own people unique. Now the people want 

to imitate the very systems that had exploited them—like Egypt—and those who will exploit 

them—like Assyria and Babylonia. But God has Samuel warn the people what their decision will 

ultimately mean. Our decisions then and now each have their implications. Our decisions hold a 

warning for us all! Amen. 
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