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I Samuel

In the Hebrew manuscripts, the three “double books” of the Old Testament (Samuel, Kings, Chronicles) are actually three individual books. The divisions that give us two books of Samuel are again products of the Septuagint. With that being said, the divisions are helpful in breaking down the numerous historical movements that take place in these important books that trace the rise and fall of the Israelite monarchy. 

In the book of I Samuel, the last of the judges and (for all intensive purposes) the first of the prophets, Samuel, guides the people of God out of the malaise of the period of the Judges, and into the might of the Davidic kingdom. 

“The books of Samuel contain the history of the kingdom of God in Israel, from the termination of the age of the judges to the close of the reign of King David, and embrace a period of about 125 years…”

This period marked both an advancement and decline for the people of God. They advanced militarily, educationally, and financially as a nation, but they declined in their relationship to God by abandoning His theocratic rule.

“…I Samuel is the book of the transition from the theocracy to the monarchy; and the book of the three remarkable men – Samuel, the last of the judges, Saul, the first of the Kings, and David, the greatest of the kings.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Three of the most prominent figures in Israel’s history are the focal points of this historic book. Their leadership in Israel, for better or for worse, shaped the nation’s direction and future.

“Leadership is certainly addressed in the Bible, and it is addressed in few places more clearly than in the Old Testament book of I Samuel.”

-Mark Dever

In the lives of these three men, we find three different leaders. First of all, we see:

I. SAMUEL – ISRAEL’S FAITHFUL LEADER 

While his life overlapped that of both Saul and David, the first seven chapters of I Samuel are largely taken up with the life and work of the judge and prophet, Samuel. 

“One is not surprised that the Jews have esteemed Samuel second to Moses among their leaders.”
 The reason for the Jewish reverence and respect for Samuel no doubt stems from the godly influence and leadership he exerted upon the national life of Israel following the moral degradation of the period of the judges.

In the first of the books that now bear his name, we learn first of all about:


A. His calling

The first two chapters of I Samuel record Hannah’s prayer for a son, and then her prayer of thanksgiving is recorded in chapter two, upon finding that God had granted her request.

After his birth, Samuel was given to the Lord, and was raised in the house of God by the aged priest, Levi. In chapter three, the Lord calls young Samuel, and predicts the influential role he will play in Israel.

Samuel’s call comes in the midst of dark days for Israel. The days of the judges had plunged Israel into a moral mess, and even their spiritual leaders (Eli’s sons) were wicked and permissive. 

The significance and timeliness of Samuel’s call is marked by the opening verse of chapter three. It says, “And the word of the Lord was rare in those days, visions were infrequent (NASB).”

Into this dry spiritual climate, God raised up a leader and a servant who would direct and correct His erring people.

We learn not only about his call, but also:


B. His conduct

Much could be said about the way in which Samuel conducted himself as a leader in Israel, but it is his prayer life that sets him apart among his contemporaries. His name literally means “God hears”, and so often in the book you find him speaking to God on behalf of the people, and then speaking to the people on behalf of their God.

A wonderful summation of the prayerful conduct of Samuel is found in 12:23, where the prophet says to the people, “Moreover as for me, God forbid that I should sin against the LORD in ceasing to pray for you: but I will teach you the good and the right way.”

“Christian, follow the example of Samuel here. He is a tremendous example for us. Give yourself to studying, praying through, and obeying God’s Word. Can there be a more fruitful life?”

Notice not only Samuel’s call, and conduct, but notice also finally:


C. His contribution

Samuel’s contribution to Israel is chiefly found in his prophetic contribution, and his political contribution. 

As for his prophetic contribution, from Samuel, on through the remainder of the Old Testament, it is the office of prophet through which God speaks to His people. In Acts 3:24, the demarcation of Samuel as the first of Israel’s prophetic line is indicated. “Yea, and all the prophets from Samuel and those that follow after, as many as have spoken, have likewise foretold of these days.”

His political contribution is clear in that he was instrumental in shaping the monarchy that would lead Israel in the years to come. Though reluctantly, the “…government which Samuel sought to establish was that of kingly power in the hands of a layman, but acting in obedience to the written law of God, and to His will as declared from time to time by the living voice of prophecy…”

The next leader that comes onto the stage in Israel’s history is the tragic figure of Saul. In Samuel, we see Israel’s faithful leader, but notice also secondly:

II. SAUL – ISRAEL’S FAILED LEADER

In chapters 8 -15, the reader observes the meteoric rise and moral collapse of one Scriptures most disappointing characters. Though physically impressive, Saul was in many ways spiritually inept, and his leadership in Israel is marked by failure.

In I Samuel, we are given the breadth of his life, and we see first:


A. Saul’s rise

In I Samuel 8, the elders of Israel make a controversial and costly decision. They came to Samuel, and displeased with his sons leadership, requested that he give them a king to rule over them.

The danger and error of this request is clear in God’s words to Samuel in granting their request. In 3:7, God says, “…Hearken unto the voice of the people in all that they say unto thee: for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them.”

It is out of this unfortunate and unwise national decision that the figure of Saul arises. Though he had many, seemingly promising traits, could there be any doubt that his rule over the people would be miserable in comparison to that of Jehovah?

Note not only Saul’s rise, but also:


B. Saul’s reign

Saul’s first year of reign included a victory (ch. 11), but it was not long before Saul’s impetuous and impatient nature come out, and he sins by sacrificing to the Lord with his own hands (12:9-10). 

From this point on, Saul’s rule seems to be marked by sinful blunders that hurt the nation by courting the judgment of God. His reign over the people is best understood in the words of the Lord in 15:11. He said to Samuel, “It repenteth me that I have set up Saul to be king: for he is turned back from following me, and hath not performed my commandments…”

I Samuel records not only Saul’s rise, and Saul’s reign, but notice also:


C. Saul’s ruin

Chapter 16, and verse 14 records that, “But the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD troubled him.” The remainder of the book focuses on Saul’s successor, David, but the downward spiral of Saul’s life is visible until its conclusion with Saul’s battlefield suicide.

The tragic figure of Saul is best summarized by J. Sidlow Baxter, who writes, “In Some ways he is very big; in others very little. In some ways he is commandingly handsome; in others definitely ugly. He began so reassuringly, but declined so disappointingly, and ended so wretchedly, that the downgrade process which ruined him becomes monumental to all who will give heed.”

The third figure that arises in I Samuel is that of David. In this book, Samuel is Israel’s faithful leader, Saul is Israel’s failed leader, and thirdly and finally we see:

III. DAVID – ISRAEL’S FUTURE LEADER

The book of II Samuel is taken up with David’s life as Israel’s greatest king. However, in I Samuel, the one who would eventually elevate Israel is a primarily a fleeing fugitive.

As we study David in I Samuel, we note first of all:


A. His selection

In chapter 16, as the Spirit of the Lord is leaving Saul, a red-headed, wiry, freckle-faced shepherd boy is being anointed as the heir to the throne of Israel. All of Jesse’s older sons were inspected and subsequently rejected, and God providentially chose the young boy with a godly heart, a courageous will, and poet’s mind.

David’s selection displays both the grace and the wisdom of God. This unlikely boy, of whom Jesse did not think enough to call to the king selection ceremony, was the one God would use to lead His people, and the one through whom the Messiah would eventually descend.

Note not only His selection, but notice also:


B. His suffering

In much of I Samuel, though David has been given the throne by divine decree, he does not possess it because of the resistance of Saul. Therefore, throughout much of the book, David is persona non grata in the very land in which He is appointed to rule.

An insight into the suffering of David as he fled from the murderous rage of Saul is found in Psalm 142. The Psalm was written while David was hiding in a cave from Saul (I Sam. 22:1). David wrote of His experience, “Attend unto my cry; for I am brought very low: deliver me from my persecutors; for they are stronger than I (Psalm 142:6).”

In I Samuel, we not only find David’s selection, and David’s suffering, but also finally:


C. His submission

Though David had a rightful claim to the throne, nowhere in I Samuel is he found trying to overthrow Saul, or remove him from his position. In fact, David is marked by a fear of the Lord, and a reverence for Saul as Israel’s carnal but current rural.

“But let’s appreciate the portrait of David given here. He is presented as what a king should be. Indeed, he is the greatest king of Israel. David provides the picture of a man who is not consumed with himself but is instead consumed with the Lord.”

-Mark Dever

Though the rightful king, David submitted to the will and workings of God, and waited patiently for his day. 

Three leaders, one God – that is dynamic in I Samuel. Jehovah is the one consistent. Faithful leaders like Samuel live important lives, but eventually succumb to the grave. Men like Saul disappoint and degrade the people, but God’s presence remains the same. David rises by the grace of God, but he too will one day exit the stage. 

The once consistent for Israel and for all time is the sovereign workings of God. I Samuel reminds us that we must look to Him at all times, no matter who leads and rules. Through both national and personal transitions, we can rest in His decree: “…I am the Lord, I change not (Mal. 3:6)…”
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