
First Scripture Reading 1 Samuel 8 

Second Scripture Reading John 18.33-37 

“King?” 

As we continue to follow Samuel through his ministry to God’s people, we have quickly 

moved through almost his entire life. Last week, we no sooner concluded the chapter with 

Samuel being named as a Judge over Israel, than this week we begin by being told he is now 

very old. Years have just been passed over without a word. Almost his entire life of ministry was 

skipped over, the text which has told us so much about Samuel, from his birth, to his prophetic 

calling, to his becoming a Judge, but as for the actual meat of his ministry, the daily care of his 

people, it is all passed over. The text quickly moves us to where it wants to lead us, not to 

Samuel’s daily routine, but this moment. And we find ourselves at the end of Samuel’s life and 

ministry, when he has made his sons Judges over Israel. These sons are no Samuels, the apple 

has fallen very far from the tree. Just as Eli was replaced not because of his own sins, but 

because of the sins of his sons, it is because of the sins of Samuel’s sons that something has to 

change. The system of Judges being appointed by God to deliver the people is no longer an 

adequate system for revealing God’s justice. This became so apparent that even the people of 

Israel began to realize that Samuel, is reaching the end and they do not want to be left with these 

two, perverters of justice, as Judges over them.  

So they meet with Samuel, and they say to him Samuel we appreciate your many years of 

service, but you are just too old, you cannot even keep your own sons in line, let alone these 

twelve tribes, maybe this Judge thing just isn’t working out. Maybe its time to try something 

else, the other nations around us have kings over them, and it seems to be working out well, we 



want one of those. We’ll take one. With Samuel all but gone, the people of Israel are asking 

themselves, where is justice going to come from? They know Samuel’s sons are not the answer, 

so they tell Samuel we want a king to govern us, or as the Hebrew more properly means they 

want a king to judge us, to guard God’s justice in Israel. They do not want to be left not knowing 

where God’s justice is going to come from, and they see an endless line of kings as the answer.  

They were looking for, what so many are desperately searching for, for a society which is 

governed not by Eli’s impious sons, or Samuel’s sons who perverted justice, but by perfect 

justice, by God’s justice. We want this because we are constantly reminded how unjust our 

justice is, where the weak are continually crushed under the strong, and the guilty become targets 

of vengeance instead of justice. No matter how many times acts of grave injustice are called 

justice, we know that we lack real justice in the world. In a world where we are continually told 

things are becoming more just, we increasingly find ourselves looking around and seeing 

anything but. In this mess we find ourselves, it can be hard, really hard to define what justice 

even is. We see our streets filled with those in need of justice, we see a world which is reeling 

from the attacks in Paris. We find ourselves living in a world where some define horrific 

violence as justice, and we find it hard to define what a just response would even look like. We 

are left asking where is justice going to come from, and wondering if we could even recognize it 

if we saw it.  

As we move closer as a nation towards electing a new president, we will hear a lot about 

how people define justice. At the core of every issue is some definition of justice, of broken 

justice, dressed up, to look like real justice. We will hear a lot about what they plan to do for the 

poor, what they will do about Isis, what they will do about inequality in education, and a host of 

other issues. We will hear a lot about how each candidate plans to bring justice for all those who 



feel like they have not received it. But none of their promises are justice, because deep down we 

do not ask for justice. They may satisfy our definitions of justice, but we know these definitions 

are horribly broken. We know just how unjust our justice is, so we desperately want someone 

else to judge us, to be a source of true justice for us, to let justice reorder the world around us, 

bringing us peace, but we never find it. No matter how many candidates we elect, no matter who 

we raise up to be judge over us, we lack justice, we still see continuing acts of revenge, violence 

perpetuating itself, and people crying out for the justice which they have been denied. We 

continue to be disappointed, we continue to left wanting real justice in our world. We look at the 

injustice of this world, and look for a source of justice that is not like our justice, because we 

have had too much experience with our justice. With the Israelites we continually ask ourselves 

“where is justice going to come from”. Whatever justice really means. 

Returning to the text, after years of faithful service, Samuel feels personally rejected by 

the peoples’ request, he still has enough life left in him to become upset over what he feels is a 

personal rejection. The Hebrew word used to describe his displeasure implies that he was 

trembling with anger. Samuel this man who was a paragon of justice to the people, is trembling 

with anger over being rejected by these same people. Not only is he being rejected but his entire 

office is being rejected, for an entirely different institution of leadership. Unlike the Judges 

before him, his career is not going to end with a sentence about how long they brought peace to 

their people. Instead, it is at the end of his life, in his old age when his most important task 

begins. Samuel is angry, and disappointed, probably with himself, and definitely with his people. 

So Samuel goes to God in prayer, and the Lord does not give him the answer he was hoping for. 

He does not tell Samuel, that the system of leadership he has been a part of will continue forever, 



that Judges will continue to be the source of God’s justice, and just to tell the people to get on 

board.  

He tells Samuel to listen to the voice of the people, because they have not rejected 

Samuel as Judge but God as their king. They have rejected what makes them set apart from other 

nations, not the fact that they have a Judge, but that they have God as their king, in desiring to be 

like other nations they have rejected what separates them from other nations. What is most at 

stake here is not Samuel’s hurt feelings but the ordering of their society around God, as their 

source and their king. But even though they have rejected God as their king, God tells Samuel to 

do as they have asked but only to warn them about the ways of a king who will reign over them. 

God tells Samuel to give them what they want. 

Samuel thinks this is a bad idea, the Lord also thinks this is a bad idea, but the people are 

persistent, and God gives the ok. The Lord tells Samuel to tell them what the king’s justice will 

look like, and Samuel does not shy away from this task. He does not pull any punches, he does 

not leave anything out, looking for anything that will strike a nerve, a king will take your sons, 

your daughters, your property, and finally just telling the people, you will become his slaves. 

Everything will be forfeit to this king, nothing will truly be yours, even your own lives, it will all 

fall under the king’s form of justice. This doom and gloom sermon did not have the effect that 

Samuel hoped for, the people still demanded a king to judge them, they are still desperate for 

justice. 

So Samuel again went to God, hoping maybe God would say, you’re absolutely right, 

don’t give them what they want and again God told Samuel, give them a king. Samuel sends the 

people away, and eventually it comes time to make good on his promise to raise up a king. He 

gathers the people together, and then casts lots, narrowing down the search to the tribe, the 



family, and then to the man Saul, naming him as king. When they announce that Saul is to be 

their new king, he cannot even be found, the Lord breaks into the narrative, which is so unusual 

and says that he is hiding amongst the baggage. Don’t we all. They pull him out from his 

baggage, and they all shout, long live the king. We hear from the text that Saul was handsome, 

he came from a rich family, he was taller than everyone else, and we even hear that he had 

prophetic visions. This is exactly the kind of king they wanted, aside from the hiding from 

leadership. He’s tall, he’s good looking, he comes from a good family, he has an active spiritual 

life, this is the kind of king that the people wanted. Not much has really changed. This is the kind 

of king, that that would make them like other nations. But like any other ruler, he is the kind of 

leader who cannot judge with perfect justice. He is not the kind of leader who can bring justice to 

an unjust world. And yet, he is anointed by God to govern this people, and we see God continue 

to anoint kings after Saul, we see David told that his house will continue forever, that his 

descendants will rule forever. We continue to see a line of rulers who pervert justice, who give 

out the same kind of justice which Samuel described. Even to this day we see abuses which even 

surpass what Samuel said, human rights abuses which dwarf any of Samuel’s warnings. So why 

does God ordain this change in institution? Why does God step aside so readily, giving up on 

Judges so that we can have these unjust earthly rulers judge us? Why does God leave us with 

these leaders who continue to promise us justice but leave us wanting? 

The answer to these questions can never be found in the people who are raised up to 

govern us, to judge us. The continuation of human justice is not the end God intended. The 

answers to these, the answer to our cries for justice in this world come not in the form of the king 

we want, handsome, and dignified, but in the form of the suffering servant. The descendant of 

David, who is both God and man, the king appointed by God, and the king who is God. The king 



who pours out justice on His entire kingdom. The king who is not tall and handsome, with 

prophetic visions, but the king who is a frail and weak infant, the king who is poor and lowly, the 

king who is rejected, beaten and killed. The king who does not stand high above us, but reigns 

from the cross, the king who is the victim of human justice, and uses it to bring God’s justice. 

The throne of grace our king sits upon, is the cross which bears the just punishment of all of our 

deeds. The world is being mutilated and hemorrhaging, calling out for justice, but God’s justice, 

the justice of Christ our king is the love which takes the demands of justice upon Himself, taking 

on the punishment of the oppressor, taking on the violence of the violent, so that our justice no 

longer has to be defined by human justice. So the oppressed do not have to punish their 

oppressors, so the victims of violence no longer have to seek vengeance on the violent, endlessly 

cycling. As Christ says in our John passage, our king, does not rule a kingdom that is from here, 

a world which calls injustice, justice. Christ’s kingdom, is the world transformed by His death, 

where we no longer have to struggle for some perverted justice, but have God’s perfect justice 

and God’s perfect mercy. Christ is the not the king we want, but the king we need, the king who 

makes sense of all the mess Samuel warned his people about, the king who redeems this mess we 

are living in. So let us no longer call out for someone to stand as judge over us, let us serve the 

justice of our king, let us go into the world as people who have been released from restraints of 

human justice, let us rejoice in the love of Christ our king. 


