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Samuel and Saul

Bible Text: 1 Samuel 3:1–10; 8:4–9, 19–22; 9:27–10:1; 10:10; 15:26–28
Lesson Focus: God spoke and acted through Samuel as judge, priest, and prophet to bring Israel its first king, Saul.
Big Question: Is God still speaking and acting through us today?
Key Words: TRIBES, KING, MONARCHY

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Hannah prayed to God to give her a son, Samuel, who became the last of the judges, as well as a priest and prophet.
• The people wanted to be like the other nations and have a human king.
• God warned the people against having a king, saying that kingship would lead them back into slavery. Kingship ran counter to their very identity as God's people delivered out of slavery.
• The centralized power of kingship replaced a tribal confederacy led by a succession of judges.
• With the monarchy, God was no longer the people's sole ruler and only basis of unity.
• God chose and anointed Saul as Israel's first king.
• The institution of the monarchy gave rise to the roles of prophet and king, each assuming aspects of the leadership role formerly belonging to judges.
• God's presence with us doesn't mean that God abandons our enemies.


Deep Prep
Hannah had no children but bore Samuel as a gift from God in answer to her prayer. Hannah's song of thanksgiving (1 Samuel 2:1–11), echoed in Mary's song (Luke 1:46–55), tells of God's gift of a child and of God's righteousness and compassion. Hannah brought Samuel to the temple to live a life dedicated to God under the care of the priest Eli. First Samuel 3 tells the story of God's call to Samuel. Chapters 4–6 tell stories of the Ark of the Covenant, which symbolized the presence and power of God. The Israelites took the Ark into battle against the Philistines, who triumphed and captured the Ark. Although the Ark did not bring the Israelites victory, it brought its captors disaster and they returned the Ark. In view of Samuel's age and in view of repeated defeats, the people demanded a king to govern them. God warned that having a king contradicted who they were as people delivered out of bondage. The same concentration of power and wealth that might ensure military victory would also result in the people's enslavement. They persisted, and God made Saul king.

The institution of kingship was a crisis in the people's identity and their relationship with God. Saul was chosen from a humble family of the least of the tribes and anointed by God to save the people. Indeed, the spirit of God was with Saul; the people were unified and victorious. Yet kingship would mean slavery for the people and was an inherent rejection of God's sovereignty.
Hearing God's word and receiving visions of what was to come, Samuel spoke God's word to the people, but it was finally the words of the people that prevailed. The governance of the people changed from God providing judges as charismatic leaders for a confederation of tribes to God reluctantly anointing a king and establishing the monarchy as a strong, unifying institution. Though God instituted the king's power and authority, no longer was God the people's sole ruler and only basis of unity. In time, the people might become confused about the source of the king's authority.

The books of 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings tell the history of ancient Israel's monarchy. Saul, ancient Israel's first king, may have ruled approximately from 1020 B.C. to 1000 B.C. Divinely instituted kingship was the near-exclusive model of governance in the ancient Near East. Ancient Israel's kingship may have been unique in having been preceded by the tribal league or confederacy characterized by freedom, independence, and a more rural base. These provided an inherent critique of the centralized power and authority of kingship, a more urban institution. With the establishment of kingship in ancient Israel, the role of judge was split in two. The judges' leadership had both governmental and spiritual dimensions, which became divided between kings and prophets. The king was ruler, administrator, military leader, and civil judge. The prophet was spiritual leader speaking on behalf of Yahweh, championing the oppressed, pronouncing judgment for sin, and recalling the people to righteousness, compassion, and true worship.

The people thought that by having the Ark of the Covenant, the sign of God's presence, with them, they would have God on their side and would therefore be victorious. We sometimes hear people talk this way—as though God is on one side or another. We hear prayers for "our troops" but not prayers for others on the battlefields. We hear "God bless our country" without acknowledgment that the whole earth is God's and blessed by God. We hear even the bold statement that "God is on our side." When someone claims to have God's authority for what they're doing, it's tantamount to saying their actions are above question. When others accept such a claim to divine authority, they may defer without question, abdicating their human responsibility to stand against unjust rulers. Who may claim to have God's own authority behind their words and deeds? Can we believe in the justice of our cause without thinking that God abandons those whom we regard as enemies? The question, as Lincoln put it, is not whether God is on our side, but whether we are on God's side.


Adolescent Connection
Is God still speaking and acting through us today?

God uses people for God's purposes—young and old, male and female, and people with or without positions of power. Helping your students grasp the fact that God uses young and old alike will open their eyes to possibilities in their own lives and faith. Adolescents are capable of many faithful acts and often become highly motivated to do things for others. Once you hook them on working for God, young people can do amazing things with their boundless energy and enthusiasm. In order to be passionate about doing God's work, they must see the relevance of their actions. They may not readily respond to abstract issues, such as the hungry world, but they will go to great lengths to collect food for a specific family or for a cause they deem important. Just as God spoke and acted through young Samuel, God uses young people today in many amazing ways.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to live among God's faithful people" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

We want to believe that because we are God's faithful people, everything should always work in our favor. As today's lesson shows, that is not the case. As a loosely organized nation, the Israelites were experiencing inside turmoil and the constant threat of outside military violence. As had been their pattern, they rebelled against God and looked to their leader for help. When in stressful situations today, we need to look to God and to the faithful people God has given us for help. God still speaks to us today, maybe not directly, but certainly through others, including friends, family, teachers, and pastors.


