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No. 1
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 9 July 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 1 April 2001
1 Samuel 1:1-28
Faithful God.

In 1 Corinthians 10:11 Paul says "These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for
us..." With these words, Paul indicates that we have much to learn from the Old Testament. Jesus came into the world
that was expecting Him. There was a passionate longing among the Jews for the coming Messiah. Mary's surprise was
not that the Messiah was finally about to be born but that she, of all people, was the one chosen to be His mother. God
was doing a great deal before the birth of Jesus. There is a long history to all that God has been doing in this world of
His. We even have a special term for it, "Salvation History".

1 Samuel is a book of history. But not any old history, it is Salvation History. It is the history of the people of God from
about 1050 - 970 BC. We are not told who wrote the book. What is almost certain is that the author was more of a
compiler than a true author. Long after the events this man gathered together the various recorded stories and laid them
out in the book we have here today. At first 1 & 2 Samuel were one book. It seems that it was split into two books about
200 years before the time of Jesus when the book was translated into Greek. Greek takes up a lot more room then
Hebrew and two scrolls were needed, hence two books.

In this book we will read the stories of Hannah and Elkanah, Peninnah and Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, Samuel and Saul,
David and others. Each of them a human being and each of them therefore has to deal with God. What these stories
show us is that you cannot be a human being and not deal with God. Even Hophni and Phinehas, who are not the least
bit interested in God, will still be effected by God. What these stories will show us is what it is to be human in a God
made, God ruled world. | cannot be all that a husband should be if | ignore Anne. To be a husband | have to adjust to the
fact that | have a wife. You cannot be all a human being should be if you ignore the fact that there is God. In this book we
see that God is in on everything. Even when the characters think He is absent, we know that He is not.

This last week | had a chap come and see me. He has never been to this church. In fact | do not think he has ever been
to church before. He said he wanted to talk about spiritual things. It soon became apparent that what he was trying to do
was get in touch with what he called his spiritual side. He was a delightful man. | enjoyed chatting to him. But what |
failed to get him to understand was the fact that God is not just a vague spirit. God is a person with personality,
character, plans, energy and a will. We Christians do not simply get in touch with some sort of spiritual side to our lives,
we Christians submit ourselves to a living loving Father.

The Jews loved their history. They wrote it down and they poured over it. While some of their neighbours were absorbed
in gazing at the stars hoping to discover their fate in the signs of the zodiac, the Jews were studying their history. Other
people were attempting to decipher animal intestines for omens regarding what fate would bring. Not the Jews they
studied the stories of those who had gone before them. This they did because they believed God was active in their
history. What is God about? Well we will find out if we look carefully at what He has done in the past. We will discover
much about the nature of God by reading of His encounter with a woman called Hannah. God is a person, and He is
revealed as He interacts with people.

For the Jew there was no such thing as, what might be called, secular history. For the people of God everything that
happened, happened in a world ruled over by God. Hannah was not just infertile, she was a woman with her womb
closed by God. When Hophni and Phinehas both die on the same day; it was no tragic coincident it was an act of God.
When an epidemic breaks out among the Philistines it is nothing less than the Lord's hand. God dominates everything; it
is God who closed Hannah's womb, it was God who heard her prayer, it was God who remembered her and caused the
conception, the child is called "Samuel" because he is the answer to a prayer.

So, ultimately these are stories about God. These are stories about a world in which God acts, judges and saves. As
God interacts with these various characters we see His character. For instance, if | were simply to stand here and say
nothing, and do nothing, you would know nothing about me. But that is not the way it is. Everyday you see me with
people. You see what makes me sad, what makes me angry, what makes me pleased, what makes me excited. More,
you see how | react in anger, in pleasure, in excitement and so on. So my personality is exposed only as it is revealed in
interaction with others. God's personality is revealed as it is exposed, as He interacts with the characters of the Bible.

Hannah's is a sad story. But, it is set in the midst of an even more tragic story. The two gloomy stories however are going
to be linked together.

Hannah and her husband Elkanah lived at the end of the period that we know as the Judges. The tribes of Israel were on
the verge of extinction. Two hundred years previously they had marched into the land of Canaan with flags waving,
trumpets blasting, and swords flashing in the sun. The conquest of the land had been a marvellous victory. The Promised
Land was theirs. But the ensuing years had not been good. The 12 tribes did not stay united. The surrounding tribes
were a constant source of threat. They had known terrible times of oppression from their neighbours. There was no
central government and everyone pretty well did what was right in their own eyes (Jud 21:25). If this was not enough,
the most powerful of all their neighbours, the Philistines, were moving to annex them. To top it all off the priesthood was
thoroughly corrupt and godless. The people of God were within a hair's breath of becoming extinct. Israel is impotent to
change the situation, as impotent as a sterile woman is to conceive. Israel is as troubled as Hannah is. If Israel is to have
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a future, and Hannah a baby, then God will have to act, for there is nothing else anyone can do. Common sense would
tell us that Hannah would never have a child, and common sense would tell us that Israel would have no future. But
common sense would tell us that there is no such thing as the supernatural.

When we see Israel emerge out of barrenness it will be only because God has acted. The power that will deliver Israel, is
first pictured in the life of lowly Hannah. This woman who had no claim on God, no special virtue, and no capacity to
make herself pregnant.

It will be God who saves Israel from being absorbed by the Philistines and turned again into slaves. And the process will
start with a man called Samuel who is nothing less than a miracle. If it were normal for sterile women to fall pregnant
then Samuel's birth would not be supernatural. But it is not normal, there are thousands of women who suffer and have
suffered infertility.

Here is a story of hope. Here we see that God overrules in human affairs to accomplish His purposes. But this is the
point; God is accomplishing His purposes, not ours. Those who want what God wants can always be full of hope, for God
always works all things together for good. Hannah wanted a baby, but God wanted one too. Things were so bad in Israel
there would be reason for thinking that God had abandoned His people. But no, God was quietly at work. An unknown
sterile woman gives birth, years later against all the odds her son will rise to lead the nation into a new day.

Hannah's depressing story is set in the hill country of Ephraim, a very fertile and beautiful place (Deut 33:13&14). The
opening words of the book are "there was a certain man". But this is no story about Elkanah. It is the story of his wife,
Hannah. Her husband, Elkanah, has the four generations before him listed. This was a respected family. The fact that he
has two wives would indicate he is quite prosperous. Polygamy was not the norm. The taking of a second wife was
normally only the outworking of the first wife's inability to provide an heir and a family (This is the logic behind Deut
21:15-17). This seems to be the case here with Hannah, mentioned first obviously being the first wife and the most loved.
Hannah was the love of Elkanah's life. Peninnah having been married for no other reason than to produce children.
(Monarchs also had multiple wives, but that was a different situation).

The story moves from a prosperous family living in a fertile land to an infertile woman whose sterility causes her to feel
anything but prosperous. Her sterility brings us into the world of longing, frustration, tears and agonising prayer.

There was no temple as such. Following the conquest, the ark had been taken to the village of Shiloh. There some sort
of structure had been put over it in place of the tent. There the priests lived and the sacrifices were carried out.

Elkanah made it his business to go to Shiloh with his family every year. When a family presented to God a thank offering
they were entitled to have back a large proportion of the gift in order that they could have a party together (Lev 7:11). It
was a meal at which the goodness of God was celebrated. These gatherings were supposed to be very joyful (Deut
16:14). They were meant to be occasions of great fun. For the Elkanah crowd they were anything but.

There was something about these trips which intensified the dynamics of that family. Perhaps it was the holiday
atmosphere. The everyday routine was switched off and what was really bubbling away underneath had the chance to
come to the surface. Whatever, this we know, at the family feast when husband, wives and children all sat down
together, things were not good. Peninnah could not help herself needling Hannah. Peninnah, surrounded by her children,
relishing in her role as mother of her husband's heir, feeling good and superior, just had to remind Hannah of her failure.

We might ask from where does such nastiness come? Was it because she had to live everyday with the fact that the
head of the home loved Hannah more than herself? Elkanah obviously did not hide the fact that Hannah was his special
one. He made sure she got twice the size share of the goodies than did Peninnah. Did she victimise because she herself
felt a victim? This we know, those who have been hurt use that as an excuse to do some awful hurting themselves. You
and | are most vulnerable to being unloving while feeling unloved. We are most likely to hurt others, while suffering hurt
ourselves.

The negative pressure on this woman is intense. She drops into depression. The classic symptoms are there, the
weeping, the loss of appetite, and the need to withdraw from the party.

Meanwhile Elkanah tries to comfort Hannah in her infertility by suggesting that having his love is more than
compensation for not having any children. He is incapable of feeling her pain. We should not be surprised, does any
other human being fully understand your pain and anxiety?

Hannah has needs that no human being can meet. Those needs she takes to God. She sees God not only as the One
who can help her, but also as the One who produced the problem in the first place. There was no doubt in anyone's mind
as to why Hannah was sterile, "the Lord had closed her womb" (1:5). She asks God to look upon her "misery", she sobs
in her prayers. She wrestles with God. Now here we see something. She exposes all her emotions to God because she
has no doubt that God loves her. She did not interpret her infertility as God having abandoned her. There are many who
the moment things do not go their way assume that God is against them. There is an assumption that God will always act
in the best interests of His people.

Notice how she goes to the heart of the problem with God. It would have been so easy to have sat there thinking of
spiteful Peninnah or unthinking Elkanah. But these two were not her real problem. | think she had enough brains to know
that there will always be the spiteful and the unthinking in her life. Her misery was not them, but her infertility.
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Her prayer becomes a vow. She both asks for something and offers to give something. She asks for a child but at the
same time she offers to give her child back to God. Her prayer is about getting and giving. What she receives from God
will always be for God. When she says, "no razor will ever be used on his head" she is implying that if she has a son he
will live under the Nazarite vow (Num 6). A person under such a vow considered himself totally dedicated to God for the
period of the vow. By her words, Hannah is saying this child will always be dedicated to God. In other words, she has no
plans for her son other than he be a gift to God.

This is some vow in that it means the son will not take a share of his father's estate and will not be there for her in her old
age.

She is not going to idolise him. She does not want the child to take the place of God in her life. She does not want the
child more than she wants God. Deep in her heart she knows what Jesus meant when He said, "Anyone who loves his
father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of
Me" (Matt 10:37). Be very careful about who or what you love the most. For the one you love the most must provide you
the most emotional fulfilment. You put a very heavy load on the one you love the most. There really is only One who can
bear that load. In fact, God has not put in the creation anything or anyone who can meet your deepest needs. He has
designed the creation in such a way that there is nothing in it which can meet our deepest needs.

But we must not think that Hannah manipulated God. Hannah may very well have wanted a son, but God wanted one
also. The answer to Hannah's prayer was part of God's plan. God wanted young Samuel just as much as Hannah longed
for him. God gives Hannah a son for Hannah will give God a son.

In her prayer, we have our first clue as to why her son was to become the powerful man that he later became. She will do
everything in her power as mum to make him nothing but a man of God. She has no other goal for him, than him
becoming a servant of God.

She prays in solitude and silence. She thinks she is entirely alone. But she is being observed. There was something
about the intensity of her praying that the one who was watching her thought she was drunk. The followers of Jesus will
have the same response on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:13). She was not praying in an acceptable way. She was not
praying the way respectable people pray. She was overcome with her emotions. Eli no doubt thought that she was
violating the decorum of the worship centre. She is not doing things the proper way. But she is a deeply troubled lady,
and believes that God is One who listens to the troubled.

It is Eli's assurance that her prayers have been heard which marks the decisive turn in the story. With the assurance,
Hannah knows, that God will act. Her emotions respond accordingly. The depression lifts and her smile returns. She
believes, and everything changes. The sobbing, the misery and the bitterness are gone in an instant.

Where did the faith come from to believe? Well she is not the first infertile woman that God has dealt with. She knew the
story of Sarah, Abraham's wife. She knew that she conceived very late in life. But more importantly years before God
had promised that she would, and in time she did. The point is Sarah's story was living proof that God keeps His word.
But. there was more to the story. In time God asked Abraham, and by inference Sarah, for the lad back. "Take your son,
your only son Isaac and sacrifice him" (Gen 22:2). It was no different with Rebekah, she too was infertile (Gen 25:21). In
answer to prayer she too conceived, and in time she too had to give up her beloved Jacob (Gen 27:43). Then in the next
generation there was Rachel and she too was infertile and in answer to prayer she conceived (Gen 30:22). Her son was
Joseph and at 17 he too was taken away from the family. It is the old story; God will not have us idolise what He gives
us.

When we read "So in the course of time Hannah conceived", the writer assumes that we will not be in the least bit
surprised. Before a year had passed and it was time for the family to return to the sanctuary Hannah had her son.

During the child's infancy Hannah keeps him to herself. Weaning, in that culture, lasted until the child was at least three
years old. She will not even take part in the annual trip up to Shiloh. She pours her life into preparing him for the life to
which she is going to hand him over. But she has an even more important task. She must wean him off dependency on
her and Elkanah, and teach him to be dependent on God. His relationship with his mother must take second place to his
relationship with God. Something that Jesus' mother found much harder to do than did Hannah (Luke 2:48). We wonder
was Jesus at that moment longing for a mum like Hannah who would leave Him at the temple?

This God is so trustworthy that Hannah is willing to hand over any child He gives her to Him without reservation. So
confident is Hannah in God's ability and willingness to act for the good of His people that she has no hesitation in
allowing her son to come and live at Shiloh. Shiloh was a moral nightmare. The sons of Eli were so depraved, they were
sexually abusing the servant girls. They were plundering the offerings being brought to the sanctuary. Yet Hannah was
willing to place her son there believing that God could and would protect him.

We must be very careful of protecting our kids from God. God will deal with our kids. He will bless and/or He will judge.

Hannah knew that when she took her lad to the temple it would be forever. This was the terms of the vow. He would not
be coming home again. Mary probably knew too that when Jesus left it He would never come home again. In fact after
He had gone, she happened to be a fellow guest at a wedding with Him and she sought to influence Him there. But He
would not have a bar of it (John 2:4)
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So hard was this vow going to be to keep, that when Hannah told Elkanah she was not going to go up to the temple until
the lad was weaned, Elkanah replied "may the Lord make good His word". Or "your" word. The point is the "word" in
question was the vow, and Elkanah could see right from the beginning that the keeping of the vow was going to be so
hard that Hannah was going to need divine help. There was always the real danger Hannah would so fall in love with the
son God had given her that she would not be able to resist the temptation to keep him for herself.

When she and Elkanah brought Samuel to the temple they brought with them a special sacrifice. As this was her first visit
to the temple following the birth of her son, there is little doubt, this would be the sacrifice all new mums were to offer.
Normally a lamb would be required (Lev 12:6), if the couple were poor they could bring two pigeons or doves, this it
seems is what Joseph and Mary brought (Luke 2:24). That Hannah and Elkanah brought a bull, a very expensive animal
shows the depth of their gratitude for their child. The cost of the sacrifice of the bull, however, would be nothing alongside
the cost of the sacrifice of their son.

Hannah left that temple as childless as she was at the beginning of the story. In fact she did go on to have more children.
But that was later. That day she went home with no little boy holding her hand. God had given her everything, and now
she gives God everything. She did not go home with her little boy, but she did go home with God. A God who had given
once and who would in time give again. In fact this is how God would have us live. Receive and then give, and then
receive again, and give again.

Jesus said it was more blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35). Whatever joy Hannah felt at the time of falling
pregnant would have been less than the joy she felt at the time of sacrificing her boy. In fact the joy she would have felt
can only be experienced by those who give sacrificially.

There really is only one story, the story of our relationship with God. This is not a story of Hannah's infertility, it is a story
of Hannah and God. The story of Hannah and God included her infertility, it included Peninnah and her nastiness, it
included being misjudged by Eli, it included a husband who did not really understand her misery. But all these people
were extras to the two main players, Hannah and God. For all of us there is only one story. The story of us and God.
That story will include many events and many other characters, but none of those events or characters will ever be
centre stage. Only God and ourselves will ever be centre stage. And when all the events are over, when all the other
players are gone, it will be just you and God left to do business.



No. 2
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 23 July 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 8 April 2001
1 Samuel 2:1-26
Sovereign God

The society in which Hannah lived people always gathered and sang when a baby was born. The village would gather
and celebrate the birth with songs of joy and thanks to God. Here we have the song that Hannah sang. It was not sung
on the day the boy was born, but on the day the boy was given away. This is a story which began with Hannah weeping,
and ends with her singing. It started with her in misery and ends with her rejoicing.

The song starts off in a very personal way. It is "my heart..."; "my horn..."; "my mouth..."; "my enemies..."; "I delight...". As
we said last week this is the story of Hannah and God. The story is played out in the context of Peninnah and sterility and
Elkanah and Eli, but they are not the main players. They are never on centre stage. Only Hannah and God are on centre
stage. We too need to understand that the story of our lives is also the story of us and God. That story will be played out
in the context of our families and our work; in the context of our joys and our sorrows; in the context of our successes
and our failures. But always the main story is us and God. In each new situation we find ourselves the first thing we need
to ask is "what does God want of me?" "How does God want me to react?" "What is God's purpose for me in this?"

It is the moment her son is given away, and not the moment she fell pregnant, that is the moment which is the most
emotionally charged. It was otherwise with Mary. Mary sang at the moment of conception (Luke 1:46-55). A song, by the
way, which was modelled on this one. For Hannah it is not the moment of receiving that is the high point, but the moment
of giving. This moment of sacrifice explodes with joy. Why? Surely the answer is, in the sacrifice she has a deeper
encounter with God than she had in the conception. The conception brought joy, yes. But nothing like the encounter with
God that took place when she gave Him her most precious possession. With that act she was saying God was more to
her than literally anything else in all the world. Note what she said. Not "my heart rejoices.” But "my heart rejoices in the
Lord". In giving her child to the Lord something deep was going on between her and God. Something that brought her
deep joy and peace. The link between her and God was deeper than the link between her and her boy. And that is not to
make light of the mother son link. This song is about the giver, not the gift.

Richard Foster in his book Freedom of Simplicity (Triangle/SPCK pl107), describes the joy that washed over him
following a particular sacrifice he made. In his case it was a matter of refusing to accept some money. Money he really
needed and that he was very much entitled to. "The moment | finished (formally refusing to accept the money) there
rushed into me an unspeakable joy. Though outwardly | tried to remain calm, | was being filled with an overwhelming
sense of the glory of God. Once alone in the car | shouted and sang and blessed God. | did not have to be controlled by
money! | could live in obedience! It was wonderful, jubilant ecstasy, and although the profuse exuberance lasted for
perhaps twenty minutes, the sense of deep warm joy flowed over me all day long."

I wonder, did Hannah have any idea of the implications of her sacrifice? Hannah left her little boy at Shiloh and probably
thought that he would spend his days there as a helper to the priests. She would have had no idea that God was going to
take the lad and turn him into the most influential person in Israel.

The song does not hover around the issue of the conception of her son. The song is about God, and God is on about
much more than just that one issue. All the things that intimidate us, biological circumstances, political oppression,
economic devastation, military activity are nothing in comparison to our God. None of these things disturb God and
therefore they should not cause us to have panic attacks. Hannah is singing that not only can God deal with infertility but
with every and any issue. Hannah sings for now she knows that she can live without anxiety. Jesus taught the same
thing. Those who "know" God as Father need have no anxiety (Matt 6:25-34).

The song is a proclamation of the character of God, which is what most of our songs of praise are. When we sing praises
to God, what is it that we sing? We sing of God, and His ways, and His power and His goodness. All week we spend out
there in the world facing grotty situations, dealing with difficult people, and often feeling overwhelmed by it all. Then we
come in here and sing of our God and His power and love. In our songs we "own" the faith. We proclaim what we
believe. Our songs are not simply nice breaks in our services. No, no, no. We come to our feet and proclaim with mouths
open wide "How great Thou art", and we sing "Praise to the Lord the King of creation", and "Praise my soul the King of
heaven", and "Now thank we all our God", and "Great is Thy faithfulness", and "What a friend we have in Jesus".

And not just here either. When we get a bill that would cause us to feel flat we stop and sing "Great is Thy faithfulness",
and when we are treated badly at work, or school, or wherever we sing "What a friend we have in Jesus". There are so
many songs, and there is always one to fit whatever situation we are in.

Because God is who He is, nothing has to remain the way it is. In a world ruled by a sovereign God nothing is set in
concrete. Note verse 2, Hannah wants us to know that there is "no one" like God. Three times she says it, "no One is
holy like the Lord", "there is no one beside the Lord" and "there is no Rock like God". The very foundations of the earth
are God's (2:8). He has set the world up and He and He alone is in complete control of everything. If Genesis 1:1 is true
then our God can do anything. The power that holds the whole cosmos together is the power which is at work on behalf
of God's people. It is no wonder that Hannah sings.



Hannah's God is One who intervenes on behalf of His people. This song is sung in spite of the fact of all the realities that
would mitigate against us.

The longest section of the song deals with reversals. Warriors have their weapons broken and the weak find strength; the
satiated become hungry and the hungry are full; the infertile have children while the mother loses her family. All this is
because the Lord is active. It is He who sends poverty, and wealth, it is He who exalts some and humbles others, it is He
who takes those who are sat on the rubbish tips and elevates them to sit with the princes. Ultimately, it is He who brings
death, and it is He who brings life.

The rubbish tip is actually the "ash heap". This is where Job sat (Job 2:8 & 13:19). Anyone sat here must be in deep
trouble. It was the mountain of ash, rubbish, and even dung that accumulated outside the eastern village. Beggars used
to hang around the ash heap.

It is because this is so that the hungry and the sterile, and the poor and the marginalised can have hope. Things will not
stay the way they are. It is God who will feed the hungry, it is God who will give children, it is God who will lift out of
poverty, it is God who will elevate, and ultimately it is God who will lift us from death. "It is not by strength that any one
prevails" (2:9).

The wicked however will be silenced in darkness. The wicked are not those that we might immediately think of as being
wicked. The wicked are none other than those who rely on themselves and not on God. They are those who live
independently of God. Those that do not know God and do not want to know God. Peninnah may be haughty now but
her days are numbered. The Philistines may be arrogant now, but they will be short lived.

The contrast to the wicked are the saints. Who are the saints? They are the ones who do the opposite to the wicked. The
wicked live without God. The wicked rely on themselves and their own strength to do all that they want. Not so the saints,
they are the ones who rely on God. They are the ones who live by faith, faith that God will, in His good time, meet their
every need. The saints do not manipulate and strive. The saints wait on God. The saints believe that God keeps His
word and will not fail them. So, they do not panic in their hunger, or their poverty, or their weakness. Part of Hannah's joy
was knowing that God knew about her misery all along. His tardiness in changing her situation was not lack of care it
was all to do with His timing.

The song ends with the assertion that God will strengthen His king. Many commentators get quite stressed over this as
there was no king in Israel at that time. It will be Samuel, of course, who will anoint the first king, Saul. But who is the
king? Hannah tells us, He is the "anointed" one. Who is the anointed one? Of that there is no doubt. The Messiah is
Jesus. What she is saying is that God will strengthen His Messiah or King to do the work of caring for His people. And
who is our Shepherd who cares for us, none other than Jesus. It is Jesus who will meet our every need, but we need to
know, in this life, not our every physical need.

Verse 11 picks up the story line from the end of chapter one. Hannah left her son in a situation which was anything but
ideal. The sanctuary at Shiloh was seething with corruption. Samuel had been left in a very unholy, unhealthy
environment. Everyday Samuel lived with, and worked with, two very perverted men. Their actions demonstrate the sort
of men they were. These were greedy, self-seeking bullies.

Moses had laid down in the Law provisions for the sustenance of the priests (Lev 7:28-36 and other places). This
legislation is somewhat convoluted but the basic principles are straightforward enough. From what the people brought as
offerings to God a portion was to be set-aside for the priests to live on. There were two sides to this transaction. From the
priests' side there was never to be any sense of "asking". No one asks for a gift. It was the peoples' privilege to "give".
From the other side there was a responsibility to maintain the priesthood. If people wanted priests then they had to give.
They could not expect the priests to suffer deprivation. If the priests were not supported, then they could not blame the
priests for leaving their work and heading off to earn a living.

The offering of a sacrifice was normally connected to celebrating the goodness of God with a meal, which took on the
feel of a party. It is assumed that most of the families boiled their meat in big bowls over open fires. Now at Shiloh the
custom was for the priests to be allowed to plunge their pitchfork into the cooking pot at random and whatever came out
was to be taken as a gift from the worshipper.

Hophni and Phinehas were not going to have a bar of this method. There was no telling what might come up. More, they
wanted roast meat, not boiled meat. So they would get their servants to approach people before they had put their meat
in the pots and demand the best cuts. More, they wanted the meat even before the fat had been cut off. Now the fat was
considered to be the best part and at a meal at the sanctuary was always offered to God. In other words, the fat was
always sacrificed (Lev 17:6). That Hophni and Phinehas should demand meat, and meat with the fat still on it was a
shocking thing. They were milking their position of privilege for all it was worth.

At the sanctuary there were servant girls (Ex 38:8). These women were not free agents. They were in the employ of the
sanctuary. We do not know just how big a team worked at Shiloh. But we do know that no one had more authority than
Hophni and Phinehas other than Eli. Eli was the only one in a position to police them. Apart from him they were a law
unto themselves. And how did they use their freedom? They used it to seduce some of the girls working for them. These
girls were vulnerable to their advances. The girls would have known that what they were being drawn into was wrong.
But to have resisted would have been the end of their jobs. They were victims.
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Samuel grew up in this atmosphere, yet he was unspoilt by it all. The story swings back and forth. We have a picture of
Hophni and Phinehas and then we have a picture of Samuel sandwiched in between. What was it that kept Samuel
straight in the midst of such influence? Well, what was it that kept Joseph straight in the midst of the Egyptian influence?
It is one thing to do good, it is another thing to do good while everyone else around you is doing evil.

Joseph, too, had been taken from this home at a young age. He too had come out from under his parents influence and
been placed in a very hostile world. When the opportunity was there to have an affair what kept him back from what must
have been a powerful temptation? Well what keeps you pure and innocent in the midst of all the temptation that you face
week by week? It is the same power. Joseph never lost sight of the dream God had given him. He knew that it was his
destiny to one day lead the clan. He knew that he had a most remarkable future in front of him and he was going to do
nothing to spoil it. Samuel's mother had told him from birth that he was to be a servant of God. Samuel believed her. He
believed so strongly that he was going to do nothing to spoil his future. The pleasures of the servant girls, and the huge
meals, and the other favours he had access to were nothing compared to his future. It is the same with us, Peter says,
"So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at
peace with Him" (2 Pet 3:14). It is our conviction of all that God is going to do with us in the future, which holds us back
from doing the stupid now.

When | was at college we once had a visiting lecturer who spoke on the topic of the "Child and the Church". He had
some very good things to say. But one thing he said | now believe was wrong., although at the time | thought he was on
to something. He said that the call to become a Christian was so profound it was wrong to call anyone to it under the age
of 18 years, unless there was parental permission. | now believe no human being is ever too young to start obeying the
voice of God.

| have been reading Darrell Paproth's biography of C.H. Nash (Failure Is Not Final, Library of Australian Christian
Biography, p48). Back in the days when Nash was pastoring a church in Sydney, at about the turn of the century, he
preached one hot summer's night from Isaiah 6. In the church that evening was a six year old girl. Many years later Nash
received a letter from a young woman who was just about to leave Australia. She said, "It will interest you to know that
tomorrow | am leaving for missionary work in China; and | was led to this first by what | heard you say as | nestled in my
father's arms. | have never forgotten through the years the vow | registered to Him in my childish way". That girl had
mastered enough of what the preacher was saying to understand that Jesus really wanted somebody, and she registered
there and then in her father's lap the quiet resolve, "When | grow up Jesus shall have me for whatever he wants". The
child heard the voice of Jesus and responded. But she was blessed to have a father who took her to church that hot
Sunday night instead of to the beach.

You have to ask why is it that Samuel is so different to Hophni and Phinehas. On a day-to-day basis Eli was father to all
three. | would say the things that formed the framework of Samuel's life must have been learnt very early in life. Before
Samuel was handed over to Eli. | would say that the home of Elkanah and Hannah was one who lived by Deuteronomy
6:7 "Impress (the things of God) on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the
road, when you lie down and when you get up". If you want your child to know God then you need to be intentional about
it. It is not that hard to have a short bible reading at dinner each night. It is not that hard to say a short prayer with your
kids each day, it is not that hard to get them to Sunday School each week.

It has been said that children ignore 90% of what their parents say and copy 90% of what their parents do. If the things of
God are important to you then your kids will pick it up without you having to say too much.

With verse 22 the story moves back to Hophni and Phinehas. Hophni and Phinehas' wickedness is being talked about
more and more. Eli tries to remonstrate with his sons, but they know his words are empty. His words have obviously
never been backed up with action. And they are not backed up with action this time either. Eli was the boss. He should
have sacked his sons. They should have been publicly stood down from leadership. Eli's sons were an offence to God.
But Eli was not willing to pay the price. To put his sons aside would have been to lose them. They would have been
publicly humiliated and would have had to leave Shiloh. That which Hannah did Eli will not do. She wanted God more
than she wanted her son; Eli wanted his sons more than he wanted God.

Finally, and it is finally, those waiting for God to do "something" would have all but given up hope by now. But "finally"
God announces judgement. The time to sort out Hophni and Phinehas has arrived. Eli has failed to discipline his sons.
He has allowed them to think that they could do as they thought fit. But now they will discover that they are under God's
authority and God will deal with them. Eli failed to draw the line, but that does not mean a line will not be drawn. It will be,
God will do it.

We are told that it was the will of the Lord to put them to death. This is our God. Eli may have been able to sit and do
nothing while many a young girl's sexuality was abused; Eli may have been able to sit and do nothing while the offerings
were plundered; but not God. He will banish from His presence all who do wrong. The wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23).

All of us have to do business with God. Whether we come to God as a Samuel, or we have God come to us as a Hophni
and Phinehas. The choice is ours. The only thing there is no choice about is the fact that we all have to deal with God.
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A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 6 August 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church 29 April 2001
1 Samuel 2:27-3:21
Hearing God

The contrast between Samuel and Eli's sons is sharply drawn. While Samuel served and obeyed, Hophni and Phinehas
"grabbed" all they could. While Samuel matured, Hophni and Phinehas became more and more decadent (v 22). As
Samuel continued to grow in favour with God and with everyone else, Hophni and Phinehas' wickedness is being talked
about more and more. The words used to sum up Samuel are not light words. They are the same ones used of Jesus
when he was a boy (Luke 2:52). Hannah's family grows and develops, but Eli's family is about to be destroyed. This is
the story of life. Life and death are tied up in God. Samuel finds a fulfilling life for he follows after God. Hophni and
Phinehas find nothing but death for they rejected God. The principle: "those who honour Me | will honour, but those who
despise Me will be disdained", we will now see worked out (2:30).

Hophni and Phinehas are two men who had no internal restraint at all. They lived as if there were no God at all. They
lived as if they would never be called to account. They lived as if there was no judgement day.

But it is not as if Eli did not know right from wrong. Eli was quick to act at what he thought was Hannah's drunkenness.
But as we shall see he chooses to ignore the despicable behaviour of his sons. Just the thought that this woman was a
little out of line and he was on to her, but the behaviour of his sons was so wicked that everyone was talking about it
(2:23). "Do not take me for a wicked woman" were her words to Eli. Eli does not seem to be able to hold himself back
from addressing her "wickedness", but the "wickedness" (2:23) of his sons he fails to deal with. The "wickedness" in mind
in both situations was the "wickedness" of not respecting the sanctuary of God. The point is Eli could never say that he
did not know right from wrong. He did. The moment he thought Hannah was out of line he disciplined her. If we have
ever pointed out wrong in another person and then committed the same offence ourselves we have at the same time
condemned ourselves. If we have ever called anyone a "gossip" then by our own mouth we have condemned ourselves
if we ever gossip. | think this is what Jesus was saying when He said, "But | tell you that men will have to give account on
the day of judgement for every careless word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your
words you will be condemned" (Matt 12:36&37).

Is it not interesting how much harder we are on the sins of others than we are on our sins, or the sins of those we love? |
do not think that Eli stands alone when it comes to watering down the sin in his own house while magnifying the sin in the
house of Elkanah. | do believe that we have all done it at some time or another.

So in time an unknown spokesman for God comes on the scene. Eli should have sensed when God was speaking. But
what God has to say to him has to come from an unknown "man of God". | think Eli had heard God many times. | think
Eli knew deep in his heart that God would have him take radical action with his sons. But for too long he had resisted
what he knew was the right thing to do. The end result was that he was incapable of hearing God. Way back in Genesis
(6:5) God had said that He would not contend with man's indefinitely. There comes a point when God stops speaking.
Paul in Romans 1:24 speaks of God giving us up to our sins.

We know nothing about this "man of God", other than the fact that he has heard something from God which Eli needs to
know. His message starts by reminding Eli of the grace and kindness of God that he has enjoyed. The priesthood was
hereditary. Eli had not earned his exalted position. It was a gift. It was nothing but God's goodness that Eli's family was
chosen to be the priests.

But the grace of God must not be presumed upon. Eli seemed to have no idea that the God who had given him
everything could just as easily take everything away. Eli seemed to think that he could do whatever he liked with what
God had given him. He seemed to think that the privileges of the priesthood were his to do with as he thought fit. Eli too
had plundered the offerings of God's people. Eli was fat (4:18) and we are told his fatness was a product of his greed
(2:29).

Eli and his sons may have had honoured places at the sanctuary, but they were not men of God. The things of God were
the last things on their mind. Gourmet food and extra marital sex dominated their thinking. They may have worked in a
holy place, but there was nothing holy about their lives. Their status in the community was a good cover for their unholy
ambitions. And, as one commentator says, "they were not the last clergymen to act this way".

Yet God will not be without a priesthood. If Eli will not serve Him then God will call someone else to serve Him. Someone
who will "do according to what is in My heart and mind". Someone, that is, who will do what God wants. Someone who
will seek out the will of God and do it.

The message ends on a desperate note. The descendants of Eli will all live in poverty. They will hang around the temple
seeking odd jobs, such will be their position. None of Eli's descendants will live a full life. They will all die long before old
age (2:33). It is not just that Eli is losing his position, it is much more. All his descendants too will lose out. His sin is
going to cost his descendants much.

Chapter 3 opened by telling us, "the word of the Lord was rare in those days". Why was it rare? Because those charged
with bringing the word, Eli and his house, were incapable of doing so. Hence the people suffered the loss of the Word of
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God due to the sin of Eli and his house. None of us can sin without it affecting others badly. Your sin will always hurt
others. If you are hurting someone else you are sinning; if you are sinning then someone else is being hurt in one way or
another.

This man of God then gives a sign by which the veracity of his message can be tested. Both your sons, he said, will die
on the same day.

Shortly we shall see the fulfilment of these words. In just a few years Hophni and Phinehas will die on the same day.
When Eli hears the news it so shocks him that he himself dies. A few years later, all the descendants of Eli's house,
except one, are killed in a massacre (22:6-23). The one man who survived the massacre, Abiathar, and who should have
become the chief priest is sacked by King Solomon and replaced by a man who is not a descendant of Eli, Zadok (1
Kings 2:26&27, & 35). And as the man of God said "his house will be firmly established". The house of Zadok were the
priests the whole time that Israel had a king on the throne. Hence, by the way, the proof that the man of God did not have
young Samuel in mind. Samuel's sons did not follow him.

However in the short term what all this means is following the death of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, and the loss of the ark
there is a vacuum into which Samuel will step, but not as a priest, but as a preacher. And as we shall see, it will be his
preaching that brings a transformation in the land.

Samuel's call to preach came before he reached manhood. Samuel is often pictured as a very young chap in this scene.
But there is nothing childish in the whole episode. The message that Samuel is given is anything but child's stuff.

Samuel's struggle with the voice of God is somewhat common to all who have sensed God speaking to them. "Is this
really God speaking?"

Samuel slept in the sanctuary, the place where all Hophni's and Phinehas' atrocities were being committed. We are told
that the lamp of God had not yet gone out. This lamp was kept burning all night long (Ex 27:21). So this comment would
indicate that it was not long before dawn.

So in the predawn darkness Samuel is awakened by the sound of his name being called. Hophni and Phinehas may
have ignored their father, but not Samuel. We are told that he "ran" to see what Eli wanted of him. In fact, it was this
obedient and willing attitude that was the exact qualification necessary for hearing from God. Eli may not have been the
best of bosses, but he was Samuel's boss and Samuel will have nothing to do with rebellion. Samuel's subservience to
God is expressed in his subservience to Eli. In the same way, Hophni and Phinehas' rebellion against God, is expressed
in their rebellion against Eli. How else does one express submission to God other than by being submissive to those that
God has put in authority over us? (Rom 13:1&2).

It is this subservient attitude that makes Samuel so responsive to the gentle voice of God. For surely a rebellious attitude
is like the sin of witchcraft (1 Sam 15:23) and there is no attitude more likely to cause us to be spiritually deaf. While you
are railing against the one that God has put in authority over you, you will be in no mood to hear His voice.

By the end of the chapter there has been a complete reversal of power and without any coupe or act of rebellion. At the
beginning Samuel is at the beck and call of Eli, by the end of the chapter Eli has lost his significance and Samuel is the
one to whom all Israel comes.

As Samuel grew there must have been so many people who were putting pressure on him to act. The abuses were in
front of him everyday. The people were angry. Many must have realised that if there was going to be any hope of change
then this young man would be the one to bring it. But Samuel makes no move to usurp Eli. Samuel understands that God
is active. That God will deal with Eli. His life will be a model for David, who like Samuel will have to live under an
incompetent leader. There were many who were longing to be rid of Saul and have David on the throne, but David would
not move. It was God's business to get rid of Saul and God's business in God's time. 1 Peter 5:6 is ever true, "Humble
yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that He may lift you up in due time".

At the start of this story it is Eli who needs to instruct Samuel on how to listen to the voice of God. By the end of the
chapter it is Samuel who has to tell Eli what God is saying. Eli ends up completely dependent on Samuel to learn what
God has to say.

The power shifts, and God is the one who does it. God does indeed raise up and bring down.

As with Abraham (Gen 22:11), and Moses (Ex 3:4), and Saul (Acts 9:4), God called his name twice (3:10). Samuel, we
are told, did not know what was going on because he "did not yet know the Lord" (3:7). Well we all have to meet God for
the first time. As in all relationships, there is a first meeting and then a growing together. The one who helped him
connect with God was one that he would outstrip in his own relationship with God. And so it is with many of you. You will
go on to have deeper encounters with God than those who were at first your teachers in the things of God. But we thank
God for our Eli's. Those who were there for us when we were first getting to know God.

Who are those who seem to know God and what God is saying? Surely it is those that work at knowing. The Christian life
is a life of discipleship. It is a disciplined life. It is a life of study. God has spoken. Here in the bible are 66 books and we
need to work at them. As Jesus said, "let anyone with ears listen" (Matt 13:9). The command to listen is given again, and
again to the churches in Revelation 2:7, 2:11, 2:17, 2:29, 3:13, 3:22.
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"The Lord came and stood there" (3:10). It seems that Samuel actually saw something as well as hearing something.
What he heard in the predawn darkness was not nice. So heavy was the message that God Himself said it would "make
the ears of all who hear it tingle". This was a phrase used when a very severe judgement was pronounced (2 Kings
21:12 and Jer 19:3).

The heart of the message is that all the unknown man of God had said is about to come to pass. This is a damming
message and it is an old message. Samuel was to enforce that which Eli had obviously pushed to the back of his mind.
That which Eli had chosen to ignore, as if in some way it would go away. That, perhaps, Eli was hoping God had
forgotten about too. The message that Samuel brings is "God always keeps His word". What Samuel heard God say
was "l will carry out against Eli everything that | spoke against him" (3:12).

It is no wonder that Samuel made no effort to go back and see Eli. But in the morning no sooner had the day begun than
Eli called him aside and wanted to know what God had said to him. Eli sensed that Samuel was in no hurry to convey the
message. So Eli threatened him. "May God deal with you, be it ever so severely, if you hold anything back". For the last
time Eli is Samuel's teacher. If you have heard from God do not interfere with the message. No matter how hard it is, still
give it all. If Samuel had watered down that message he would never have become the preacher he became. We do not
do anyone any favours when we water down what God's word says.

This incident is more than Samuel hearing a word from God to do with Eli. It was the start of his work as a preacher of
God's word. The chapter may have started with one message for one man, but it ends with Samuel speaking many
words and they were not just for one man, but for all Israel.

Samuel was never stuck for something to say. We are told that God revealed Himself through His word. Samuel was one
who knew the word. In other words he was one who knew the things that Moses had written down. His bible was the
Pentateuch. It was this word that he both knew and preached. In fact anyone who knew the Pentateuch would have
known that in time the house of Eli would have collapsed. God had said there would be a curse on anyone who did the
sort of things Eli and his family were doing (Deut 27:14-26).

That God speaks is the basic reality of our faith. The fundamental conviction of our faith is not so much that God "is", but
that God "speaks". And God does not speak in general terms. He speaks to people like Abraham, Moses, Isaiah,
Jeremiah and Paul. And what He has to say to these men, He also has to say to us.

The message that he had to bring to all Israel would not have been easy either. They too would need to know that their
suffering was the product of their sin. They too would have to hear the message of judgement. What Samuel learnt that
morning was, if one is going to speak for God then one has to say what God says without fear of the consequences.

Eli had ignored the word from the "man of God". Perhaps if they had believed that first message they would have
repented. Obviously they did not really think there was a judgement coming. Obviously they did not believe God was
going to strike them down. They heard the warning and carried on as normal.

When God spoke again there was an extra piece of information, the most unnerving piece, "the guilt of Eli's house will
never be atoned for by sacrifice or offering” (3:14). The time for repentance was now past. The implication is that Eli
could have repented and been saved from the judgement if they had responded to the man of God. But they did not and
now there is nothing left but to face the inevitable judgement.

The sacrifices that could have atoned for their sins were the very sacrifices they had treated with such contempt. There
was no other means of atonement.

There is no atonement for sin that is not repented of. You cannot be forgiven for sin that you will not stop committing. For
sin to be forgiven, there must come a time when you repudiate the sin and abandon it. The psychiatrist, Scott Peck,
when a young man, was involved in a very sordid affair. He and two of his friends planned to stay over-night in a motel
with their girl friends. They all knew that what they were planning was wrong. When they all arrived, and just before each
went off to their rooms, one of the chaps asked the receptionist to arrange an early morning wake up call to his room.
The others all looked at him and asked "what on earth for?" "Because”, he said, "l need to get to church in the morning to
confess this sin". There is no forgiveness for sins committed in that attitude.

What we shall see is that Samuel's preaching is so powerful the whole nation comes to a place of repentance. The
moment Eli, Hophni and Phinehas were out of the way Samuel started preaching. He was the "man of God" to Israel. He
was to the nation what the unknown "man of God" was to Eli. But the nation responded to Samuel's preaching and some
20 years later Samuel had the joy of seeing the nation repent and seek God again (7:2&3).

Eli, Hophni and Phinehas refused to listen to and heed the Word of God. Samuel, meanwhile, was all ears. Eli, Hophni

and Phinehas lived in the lap of luxury. Samuel meanwhile was a servant of God. The story calls us to choose. Who are
we most like?
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Trying to manipulate God

Last week we looked at Samuel's call to be a preacher. Samuel comes to the fore as a preacher following the terrible
destruction of the shrine at Shiloh. The next three chapters ignore Samuel while the narrator tells us the story of what
happens to the ark and Shiloh.

The ark was a box. It was about four foot long, about two feet wide and about the same in depth (Ex 25:10). It was
constructed of wood and gold plated. The lid of the box, or ark, was solid gold and called the mercy seat. At either end of
the lid were statues of cherubim or angels. These were made of beaten gold (Ex 25:10-22). The ark contained three
items. The two stones on which the Ten Commandments were written, a jar of manna and Aaron's rod. Each of these
objects were powerful examples of the relationship that existed between God and His people. The law was what God
expected of His people. The manna was a reminder that God provides for His people, and the rod was a sign that God
protects and saves His people. The ark had always been the symbol that God was present with His people (Ex 25:22).

Following their settlement in the Promised Land nearly 200 years previous, the ark and the tabernacle had been kept at
the village of Shiloh. There the priests had maintained the religious life of the nation and to Shiloh the people had come
to offer their sacrifices. As a result of this, the village of Shiloh had become a town of some substance. It was almost a
defacto capital.

In the message that Samuel brought to Eli there was an ominous note. Although the heart of the message was to do with
the way that God was going to judge Eli and his descendants, nevertheless the message contained the words "l am
about to do something in Israel that will make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle". This was a phrase used when
a very severe punishment was pronounced (2 Kings 21:12 and Jer 19:3). The point is, the judgement is not simply on Eli
and his house but also on Israel. It is not just in the life of Eli that God is about to do something, but also "in Israel".

When Eli heard what God had to say his only response was "He is the Lord; let Him do what is good in His eyes" (3:18).
So complacent. What is the matter with the man? Did he simply not believe? We are told that God let none of Samuel's
words fall to the ground (3:19). Samuel had said a terrible calamity was going to fall and now we see that it does. We are
not surprised for we know that whatever God says will happen, does happen. But Eli seems to think that God is as
indulgent as he is. Eli thinks God is as easy going with His children as he is with his boys. Eli may have 'turned a blind
eye' to his boys' actions, but God never turns the blind eye.

To read the first verse you would think it was Israel who was the aggressor. "Now the Israelites went out to fight against
the Philistines”. It was not quite like that. The Philistines were a very aggressive war-like tribe. They had migrated across
the Mediterranean Sea from somewhere in what we call Europe (Amos 9:7). This migration had taken place at the time
of the Exodus. At first the Philistines had tried to settle on Egyptian soil. However, the Egyptians were too strong for them
and they were pushed back into the sea. They followed the coast eastward and came ashore on what we call the Gaza
Strip. So at the very time Israel was entering the land of Canaan from the east via the Jordan River the Philistines were
entering from the west. The Philistines built five cities on the coastal fringe, but this was not enough for them. For the
last 40 years, and more, they had been slowly but surely encroaching further and further into Israelite territory. Many a
battle had already been fought. The tribe of Dan had been pushed out and had been forced to migrate to the north of the
country (Jud 18).

The Philistines were a constant source of anxiety for the Israelites. They were anything but peace loving neighbours!
Prominent among the artefacts archaeologists have uncovered in the Philistine cities are beer jugs. These were hard
drinking, fierce fighting coarse and crude people. Military might was important to them. Their long-term goal was to
enslave the tribes of Israel and take control of all Canaan. The very name Palestine comes from the name Philistine. But
this was Israel's Promised Land, surely God was not going to let these Philistines take it from them?

The Philistines, we are told, brought their army up to Aphek. Aphek was in the hill country to the West of Shiloh. The
Philistines lived down on the coastal plain and the Israelites in the hills. If the Philistines were up in the hills to the west of
Shiloh we can safely assume that they are attempting a raid on Shiloh. The Israelites did not have an army in the true
sense of the word. When under threat, men would get what weapons they had and would rally together. With the
conclusion of battle, the men would all go home and get on with their work. It seems that the Philistines took war a bit
more seriously and actually had some men who were full time soldiers.

Battle was joined, Israel lost, and 4,000 thousand casualties were reported. The word "thousand" can also designate a
unit of soldiers. So, what we are being told is that four units were lost. Just how big a military unit was in those days we
do not know. Whatever, Israel was driven from the battlefield, but they did not break their ranks. The troops went back to
camp defeated and humiliated, but they were still ready to go back into battle.

That night as they sat around their camp fires they did some very deep thinking. The elders of Israel asked the right
questions. The loss was not seen in terms of military strategy, the loss was not seen in terms of weapons, the loss was
not seen in terms of the size of the armies. There was no doubt about the reason for the loss. It was because God had
brought the defeat upon them. So the only question was why? Why, did God bring this defeat upon them?
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If they had taken notice of what Samuel had been saying they would have had their answer. But the last thing to enter
their mind was the fact that God was punishing them. It normally is, is it not? | must confess that when | get sick the last
thing | consider is 1 Corinthians 11:29&30 "For anyone who eats and drinks without recognising the body of the Lord
eats and drinks judgement on himself. That is why many among you are weak and sick...".

You can almost hear the thinking of the elders. "We are the people of God, and He loves us. He brought us out of Egypt.
He has given us the Promised Land. All He ever does is love us". True! But how does God show His love?

Jude 21 says, "Keep yourselves in God's love". Well if we have to keep ourselves in the love of God it must be possible
to come out of the love of God. Jesus said much the same when He told His disciples to remain in His love (John 15:9).
Now we know that nothing can separate us from the love of God (Rom 8:28). So what does it mean to come out of the
love of God? The answer lies in Jesus' words "If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love" (John 15:10).

A simple illustration can be drawn from the world of parenting. Anne and | have brought up two girls. Our love for them
knew (and still does know) no bounds. It was our delight to pour our love on them and bring as much joy as possible into
their lives. We loved Christmas and birthdays when they would receive some long awaited gift, at such moments they
would know that they had parents who loved them and treasured them. At such moments, they would relish our love.
They would be "in our love". But there were other moments during their growing up years when they had to taste another
side of love. | remember one evening in particular. Our girls were responsible for the setting of the table each evening for
dinner. To this day, | have no idea what got into our youngest girl's head, but when Anne called her, she totally ignored
her. 1 was home so | said to her in a cheerful enough voice, "Come on, Mum's called, go and do your work". She looked
across and said, "You can't make me". | got up and gave her the hardest hiding that she ever had in her life. Now at that
moment, was | loving her? Yes, of course, | was. But was she experiencing love? Well not as she liked to experience
love. At that moment she was experiencing punishment and discipline.

The elders were not wrong when they deduced that God had brought about the thrashing. But what they did not seem to
understand is, that God will discipline a child He loves (Prov 3:11&12). Having realised that God had brought the
calamity, they should have dealt with the reason why He had. They should have looked for the sin that caused God to
have so dealt with them.

They had the story of Achan before them (Josh 7:6). They were not without a guide. When Joshua had been the leader
Israel had suffered a bad defeat. Joshua pleaded with God. Why, why, why? Why has life turned against us like this? It
was not long before the reason became apparent. Someone in the camp was living a lie. Someone like Hophni and
Phinehas was disobeying God's Law. Joshua did not sleep until the matter was sorted out.

When the bible tells us to fear God, it is because God is not to be taken lightly. Hophni and Phinehas did not fear their
dad. We make a terrible mistake if we do not fear God.

Our God is no passive onlooker. He is a God who will take little interest in the prayers of men who are offending their
wives (1 Pet 3:7). He is a God who wants to talk about confession of sins when we want to talk about healing of sickness
(James 5:13). He is a God who wounds as well as heals.

This is not to say that every time we fall ill, or things go wrong, that God is punishing us. No, there are many reasons for
sickness and things going wrong. But we would be poor students of the bible if we did not at least consider the fact that
God may have something to do with our difficulties in life. We would be poor Christians if we did not at least ask the
question, "Has God brought this sickness upon me for a reason?"

Once upon a time there was a man who met an angel. The angel offered to tell him whatever it was that he would most
like to know. The man said he would most like to know when he was going to die. So, the angel promised him that he
would not die without first being warned. The man went happily on his way safe in the knowledge that death would not
overtake him by surprise. The man lived to an old age and then one night in his sleep died. He found himself in heaven,
and the first thing he did was seek out the angel that he had met all those years ago. "You promised me | would have a
warning before | died" he said to the angel, anger in his voice. "But you did have a warning" replied the angel. "Your hair
dropped out, your skin developed wrinkles, your sight grew dim, your strength diminished, your joints grew stiff. How
much more warning did you want?" The very question of why we have to die at all is well worth asking. The answer is
not hard to find, Romans 6:23!

The elders were quite right in concluding that God was responsible for their defeat. They were absolutely wrong in
concluding they could manipulate God to change His mind.

They set out to get God to help them win this battle. They would have the ark brought down from its home in Shiloh and
take it into battle with them. The ark represented the presence of God. They would use the ark just as Joshua had when
he carried it into battle. If the ark was so effective on the day they took Jericho (Josh 3:6) surely it would be just as
effective against these Philistines. On that day, they simply grabbed God and brought Him along to fit in with their plans.
They were doing nothing more than trying to use God. It is very dangerous to ever think, "When we have done this, then
God must do that". God does not have to do anything!

We must never think that God will bless us simply because we have joined a church or such and such a pastor has
prayed for us. Blessing from God comes from only one source, obedience to His word. They honestly thought that
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carrying the ark with them would compensate for their totally ignoring what God was asking of them. Dealing with
externals is never the answer when it comes to God. God wants to deal with our hearts. If our hearts are not right before
God then no matter how nicely we have arranged the external matters of our lives we will still know no blessing.

Did bringing the ark make them feel more religious? Did they see it as a godly thing they were doing that God was sure
to bless? Religious activity is a waste of time while we are deliberately pulling back from God. As Isaiah said (58:3&4)
even fasting is of no value while one is ignoring what God has said in His Law. God simply will not be manipulated.

The ark was sent for. Hophni and Phinehas accompanied it back to the camp. One wonders how much pleasure they got
from marching into camp with the ark and hearing the great shout that went up. Here they were, the centre of attention.
Here they were, the ones who controlled the ark. Here they were, the ones in charge of the ark and therefore the ones
who were about to bask in the glory of the inevitable victory. These men trusted that ark with all their hearts. They had no
doubt the ark would save them and give them victory.

Well the shouting and jubilation was so full on, it was clearly heard in the Philistine camp. They were very curious to
know what was up. Fear gripped them when they realised what was going on. Their understanding was primitive in that
they think in terms of "gods", but their understanding of what God did at the Exodus was very accurate. They were fully
aware of the fact it was as a result of supernatural activity that these Hebrew slaves ever left Egyptian control.

Note how they call them "Hebrews". Most unusual. Abraham was a Hebrew. The term refers to racial stock. It would
seem that it is being used here in a derogative way. They see themselves as racially superior to Hebrews. The point is
that these free Philistines are not going to become subject to Hebrews who are nothing more than ex slaves.

The Philistines were almost expecting defeat as the Israelites were expecting victory. The Philistines were in fear that the
blows which fell on Egypt, were about to fall on them. But the blow which fell that day, fell on God's people.

The battle commenced and in just two verses the narrator sums up the extent of the defeat. The defeat was much worse
than in the first battle. At the end of the first battle, the men gathered back at their camp. Not this time. This time they all
fled for their homes. In other words, there was no army left! More than that, this time 30,000 men or 30 units of men died.
Whatever the number of actual casualties, it was seven times greater than in the last battle. But more tragic than
anything else, the ark was taken away by pagan Philistines. This ark so lovingly made in the wilderness. This ark that
had been the centre of Israelite life from the time of Moses. This ark which represented the very presence of God. This
ark is now gone.

The judgement of God is vicious. Thousands of the best of Israel's young men lay dead. The chief priests, Hophni and
Phinehas are dead.

It is 34 kms from Aphek to Shiloh most of it uphill. So for a runner to have covered that ground the "same day" means he
must have been in very good shape. He arrives in the town looking a mess. But not simply from the rigours of the run.
The torn clothes and the dust on his head were the signs of his sorrow. Before this runner opened his mouth people
would have known he was carrying bad news.

Despite the fact that he is blind, Eli is described as "watching". The narrator means he was straining every nerve for
news from the battle-front. But the runner does not go immediately to Eli as he should have, Eli being the community
leader. It seems that he goes into the town before going up to the sanctuary. Before he gets to Eli he blurts out the story
to all and sundry. A cry of panic goes up. Eli hears the howl and wants to know what is going on. The runner hurries over
to the blind, 98 year old father of the community, and tells his tragic news.

Eli was blind and so could not see what the others saw. One look at this man was enough to indicate bad news, but Eli
had to ask, "What happened my son?" The man answered in four statements, each one more appalling than the one

preceding. "Israel fled before the Philistines"”, "the army suffered heavy loses", "your two sons are dead" and "the ark of
God has been captured".

Eli knew that judgement was coming on his family. But he had no idea that the whole nation was to be crushed by the
Philistines. He had no idea that Shiloh was to be swept aside. The extent of the judgement literally killed him. Eli is
shocked to the point of collapsing. He fell backward and due to his weight the fall produced a broken neck, which killed
him.

Then we have a little postscript. There is another death, which we need to know about. Phinehas' wife also died that day.
As a little child is about to start life without either a mother or a father so Israel is about to start living without God. God
has abandoned Israel to the Philistines. Who knows what they will do with them.

Phinehas' wife was pregnant. The devastating news sends her into premature labour. Labour, so traumatic that it takes
her life. But not before she was able to name her son. "Ichabod" which means "the glory has departed". That which gives
Israel her glory, her strength, her reason to live has gone. Israel without her God is nothing.

The exodus has been reversed. There God's supernatural activity was so potent that mighty Egypt was swept aside as

God led His people out of bondage. Now it is all reversed. Now there was no supernatural activity. Now Israel is made
subject to the Philistines. The terrible conclusion is that God is weak; God cannot be relied upon; God has left.
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But has Israel got it right? For her it was a matter of no ark, no God (Num 10:35&36). But who has moved? What the
preaching of Samuel will bring home is that God is always there for those who come to Him in repentance and
submission. The loss of the ark does not mean the loss of God. The same as the presence of the ark does not mean the
presence of God. The main point of this story is that the ark makes no difference. There was defeat, then there was the
ark, then there was defeat again. The introduction of the ark made no difference at all. The only thing that ever matters is
you and God.

Putting faith in buildings, religious objects or even people who we think are more holy than we are, is nothing more than
superstition. To know God intimately, to know more of His presence in our lives, to know more of His power all we have
to do is find out where we are disobeying and deal with that. The woman from Samaria wanted to know the correct place
to worship God, Jesus told her there was no special place. To know God is all a matter of the heart (John 4:23&24).
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No. 5
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 20 August 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 20 May 2001
1 Samuel 5:1-12
God at work

The last chapter closed on a very distressing note. The Philistines had driven the forces of Israel from the battle-field.
The ark had been taken captive. The three senior priests were dead. The Philistines had now made major inroads into
Israelite territory. Phinehas' widow summed up the situation "the glory has departed from Israel". She saw Israel as bereft
as her new born son. As that baby would have to grow up without parents, so Israel would have to live without her
Father. She believed that God had abandoned His people.

God had not abandoned His people at all. But He was punishing them. As Samuel will point out, when they are ready to
come back to God, God will be ready to receive them and remove the punishing Philistines. We make a terrible mistake if
we think that God has failed us, or stopped loving us the moment things go wrong in our lives. There are many reasons
why things go wrong, including God disciplining us. But in none of them is God anything less than active. In our pain, and
in our joys, it is still God with whom we need to deal. One thing is certain, God is no passive onlooker.

Last Thursday evening Anne and | went to the theatre. We saw a play about an aspect of the life of one of William
Shakespeare's daughters. In it one of the characters, a Vicar, attacks Shakespeare's son-in-law, who is a doctor, for
seeking to alleviate the diseases that God has quite properly brought. Well, here is a caricature of the truth. If | have read
Matthew 25 correctly, God praises those who care for the sick. As in most things, truth lies between two extremes. Of
course, we are to set out and seek all the help we can get when we are sick. But at the same time we are also to ask
God what He would teach us in our iliness. A question which must be asked is, "Has God brought this upon me for some
specific reason?"”

Well we leave the people of God and we move over to see what is happening among these pagan Philistines. The
Philistines went home from the battle victorious. They were full of themselves. Although we are not told here, Jeremiah
(7:12) leaves us in no doubt about what happened to Shiloh. It was destroyed. So not only did they win the battle on the
field, they followed through and went up to Shiloh and pulled the place down. Goodness knows how many died in that
episode. So home they went knowing that they had killed enough Israelite men to stop them putting together another
army for some time, they went home knowing that the Israelites number one town was decimated, they went home
knowing that they had the Israelite God under their control. They went home feeling very pleased with themselves. But
they are about to discover that even though the God of the Israelites is nothing to them, they and their actions mean
something to God.

They took the ark back down to the Gaza Strip where they lived, and headed for their number one city, Ashdod, one of
the five cities that made up their country. In Ashdod there was a temple to their god Dagon. We do not imagine that the
shrine was very big, but inside was an image of Dagon. Some say "Dagon" means "fish" and others that it means "grain".
Whatever, it had to do with food. We think the image was that of a fish's body with the head and arms of a man.

Dagon was a Canaanite god. This was not a god that the Philistines had brought with them when they migrated from the
other side of the Mediterranean Sea, this was a god they simply took over from the original inhabitants of the land, the
Canaanite people. When we think of a fish god we think, these people were primitive beyond belief, but they were not
stupid. The first thing they did when they arrived in Canaan was find out how things operated. What is the best way of
growing crops in this land? How better to discover that than from the Canaanite tribes? What they learnt was that
Palestine was not a country in which one could rely on irrigation. Here one was dependent on rain. How does one
guarantee rain? The answer to that question was easy. You worship the gods that have to do with fertility. Canaanite
religion was all to do with fertility. They understood that it was the coming of the rain which made the ground fertile, and it
was fertile ground which made the crops grow. So all one had to do was keep the rain coming and all would be well. How
does one do that? For the Canaanites it meant idolising and worshipping anything to do with fertility. The rain was seen
as semen, ground as the womb, and the crop as the fruit of the union. Promiscuous sex was therefore seen as helpful to
the environment.

As an aside may | say that | think the more extreme branches of the Green movement today have reached the point of
worshipping the environment. They live in a panic that if we catch too many fish, or cut down too many forests, or pollute
too many rivers then we will all starve to death. This planet does not have to be self-sufficient. There is a God who
sustains it. There will never be a day when there are no fish to eat, and no crops to harvest. God has promised that until
the end of time there will be harvest times (Gen 8:22). That is not to say that we do not have a responsibility to care for
the environment. We certainly do (Gen 1:28). But our confidence is not in this planet but in the God who created this
planet.

The Philistines took the ark and set it up in the temple of Dagon. The temple where Dagon was worshipped.

Dagon was their god. But what is god? Who is god? Every human being has a god in the sense that the most powerful
force in your life is god to you. In other words, if you believe that money is the most powerful force in the world, money
will be god to you. If such is the case then money will be worshipped, honoured and obeyed. Money will be idolised, it will
be more important than anything else in your world. It will be honoured, it will make you feel safe and secure. It will give
you your sense of self-esteem. It will be obeyed. The laws by which you live will be laws of making money.
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Should, your health and physic be your god then you will worship, honour and obey good health. Your fine physic will
give you your self-esteem. Your strength and energy will make you feel secure. The laws you live by will be the laws of
diet and exercise. You will not do anything to interfere with keeping your body in perfect condition.

It is not hard to work out who your god is. Where does your self-esteem come from? Where does your security lay? For
us our self-esteem comes from the fact that we are the children of God. Our security comes from knowing that God will
never leave us or forsake us. Hence we will never do anything to offend God, we seek to live in constant obedience to
His Word and laws.

Now the Philistines worshipped Dagon. But they were not so silly as to worship a statue. Dagon represented fertility. It
was fertility that they worshipped. Abundant crops, lots of little lambs, and lots of children.

Into the temple of their god Dagon they brought the ark. There it would sit in Dagon's temple demonstrating to all the
world that the God of the Israelites was no match for Dagon. The God that the Israelites worshipped was now well and
truly under control. And all the Philistines went off to bed feeling very safe and secure. Dagon had triumphed and there
would be no end to the harvest of all good things! Little expecting that God's surging power was about to bring their world
crashing down.

The first ominous sign that all was not well, came with the morning. There was the statue of Dagon laying face down
before the ark. Here is supernatural activity. Some force had been at work during the night and had pushed over Dagon's
statue. But accidents do happen; perhaps this is nothing more than a coincident.

The good folk of Ashdod immediately got to work and re-established the proper order in the temple. Dagon was put back
in his superior place.

The very fact that they have to do this work should have brought home to them the nature of their god. He is a god with
no personality or power (Isa 44:14-20 & 46:6&7). Buckets and buckets of fertility and abundant harvests would make
these Philistines feel secure and significant. But all the fertility and abundance in the world would not meet their deepest
need, the need to be loved. Only a person can meet that need. You cannot relate to wealth, or health, or any other thing.
The novelty wears off quite quickly.

Do you know why God gave you your heart? It was in order that you could love Him (Deut 30:6). Whatever you love
more than God is an idol; whatever you trust more than God is an idol.

God has a way of knocking our idols down. He has said, "You shall have no other god's beside Me" (Ex 20:3). When we
put other gods there, He destroys them. Be careful what you have as your god, for in time it will fail you. It has to, that is
the way God has designed the creation. He has put nothing in the creation that can meet your deepest need.

So it is this hedonistic world of ours discovers that you cannot live promiscuously and not suffer AIDS. Or, that no matter
how well our economy is doing giving us a country that has an abundance of everything we still have one of the world's
highest suicide rates. Having lots of good things does not save anyone from despair. But there is nothing like lack of love
to bring on despair.

A little piece of history that illustrates something of what | am trying to say. From 1973 on the country of Afghanistan has
been in turmoil. Today life in the country under the Taliban is rigid and harsh. It is a country of sadness and depression.
On the night of 17 July 1973 the government was over-thrown in a coup. The 227 year old monarchy was replaced with a
republic. This government was then over-thrown in another coup in 1978 this one led by the communists. This event was
followed by the Russian invasion in 1979. Millions have been displaced and thousands have died. But something else
happened during the day of the 17 July 1973. Back in 1959 the American president, Eisenhower had asked the Afghan
government, which is Muslim, to give the Christians permission to build a church in Kabul. Permission was granted. It
was a fine building and a healthy church worshipped in it each Sunday. Then in 1973 the Muslim government decided
that it would be happier without a church in its capital. One of the members of the church, who had access to the
government, warned the authorities that if they touched the church, God would overthrow their government. On the 17
July the bulldozers demolished the church and that night the government was overthrown. That night the Christian
influence was squashed. That night Afghanistan decided God could be totally rejected. The result has not been a pretty
sight. (The Witness, December 1993, p4).

Well in Ashdod the following morning the matter is much worse. This time the statue is down again but also his hands
and his head are missing. They are laying on the threshold of the building. Dagon has been humiliated. His head is gone,
so he cannot think, and his hands are gone, so he cannot do anything. Dagon's statue now represents the real thing.
Dagon has no power. Perhaps last night could be dismissed as an accident, but not this.

They find his hands on the threshold. The threshold means nothing to us, but it does to them. They believed that all sorts
of spirits lived under thresholds. That is why in the ghastly account of the pack rape of the Levite's concubine in the book
of Judges (19:22) she dies with her hands on the threshold of the house. It is as though she uses the last of her strength
to grab it seeking whatever help she could get. The prophet Zephaniah (1:9) tells us to have nothing to do with such
nonsense. But in this story the point is, Dagon is so desperate that he even reaches out to whatever powers reside under
his own threshold.
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The story moves from statues to real life. This god of theirs who they thought had power to do them good is totally
incapable of doing any good at all as the One with real power sends a terrible plague upon the city.

When the Philistines marched home singing their songs of victory they had no thought other than that they would go on
from one success to another. Israel too thought the Philistines were now a power they would have to be subjected to
indefinitely. But now God will act. The Philistines will see they are not quite so invincible as they imagined, and Israel will
see that the enemy which crushed them, can just as easily be crushed by God. And this without them even praying. It will
be some 20 years before they start to ask God to save them from the Philistines. But when that moment comes they
need have no doubt God will be able to answer their prayers.

We have just been told that Dagon has lost his hands. Now we are told that the "Lord's hand was heavy upon the people
of Ashdod". We are going to be left in no doubt that there was nothing wrong with God's hands.

What God does is send a plague upon the city. From the next chapter (6:4&18) we understand that it was a plague
brought on by rats. Anyway it was of epidemic proportions and a large proportion of the population came down with
tumours.

It is not just the god Dagon who will be humiliated, the dignity of these Philistines will now be taken away. The tumours
were probably haemorrhoids resulting from dysentery, which had laid those affected prostrate. The word for "tumours" is
very obscure and the chances are it was deliberately left obscure in order not to be vulgar.

The Philistines had heard about the plagues that had come upon Egypt (4:8), now they are going to taste first hand
something of what the Egyptians had suffered.

The Philistines reasoned that the plague was probably not coincidental to the arrival of the ark in their town. The rulers of
the Philistines all gathered for a meeting to discuss the situation. Like the elders of Israel, after the first battle, they tried
to reason what is going on to bring such distress on their people. They will test the matter. They will move the ark to
another of their towns, Gath.

Things were no different in Gath. God's hand was now against that city. The plague broke out there and both the young
and the old were affected. The picture here is worse than the picture we had of the trouble in Ashdod. Not only are we
told that the young and the old were taken ill, the phrase "an outbreak of tumours" could just as easily be translated "the
tumours broke the surface of the skin". Another translation says that the tumours broke out in the groin area. These were
very sick people.

We do not know how many months the ark was at Gath, but when it became obvious to everyone that life was not going
too well they sent the ark on its way. No meeting with the rulers this time. Without consultation it was sent packing to the
city of Ekron.

Now the Philistines in Ekron had heard all about the events and suffering at Ashdod and Gath. Upon the arrival of the ark
they went into a panic. For them the ark represented death. And with the ark death came.

At Ashdod, we were told that the Lord's hand was heavy, at Gath the Lord's hand was against the city but at Ekron God's
hand was very heavy. Obviously people had died in the other cities but here the matter is made specific. We are told that
not only did people break out in tumours but also many died.

Finally, in the panic at Ekron some straight thinking took place. First they concluded they had no right to have the ark and
that it had better be sent back to Israel. Secondly, they cried out to God in their misery, not Dagon, but to heaven.

With this cry the Philistines were admitting their defeat and desperation. But it is to heaven that they cry. Not to God, for
they do not know God.

Israel saw all this and with what they saw came a message. The only one to be feared in this world is God, certainly not
the Philistines and their ilk. What the Israelites saw was that the Philistines were anything but invincible. They saw that
the Philistines could easily be brought to their knees.

But they saw something else too. These Godless people were not living in the lap of contentment. They had as many
problems as anyone else. The answer to life did not lie with Philistine military and economic power. This is a lesson that
the Israelites need to learn. The last thing they needed to be thinking of was modelling on the so called victorious
Philistines.

The answer to all their problems was before them all the time, God. It was to God they needed to look and not the
Philistines. And as we shall see, as the preaching of Samuel penetrates, this truth will slowly dawn on them.

The Philistine victory was only an illusion. Do you ever get disheartened when you hear people talking of the church as
finished? As belonging to a bygone era? Do you get disheartened when people tell you that the bible has been proven
false? That it is now a proven fact we all evolved and talk of a personal creator is childish? Does it disturb you that there
are thousands of millions of Muslims and Hindus and animists all of whom think we Christians have it hopelessly wrong?
Do you ever wonder if the answer to life does not in fact lie with the materialism of our society? The so called defeat of
the church is only an illusion.
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Tell me, why was Israel defeated by the Philistines? Because the Philistines were so much stronger? When Israel was
defeated, it was never due to the strength of her enemies, it was always due to her own internal weaknesses.

If the church is in decline today, it is not because the forces of secular society are stronger than they have ever been
before.

When Israel was right with God, she was always victorious. But it was never the strength of her enemies that mattered.
Equally when she was defeated it was always because God allowed her to be defeated. Without God's power, she was a
very ordinary company of people. And every time she pulled back from God she discovered that fact.

The same principle applies to the church. If the church is weak and declining in numbers it is not because all the forces
that are anti Christian are stronger today than they have been in other generations. The truth is God will allow His church
to become weak and ineffectual and even shrink in order that we might learn the lesson that we can do nothing without
Him.

The church does not have it within itself to perpetuate its own life. All the seeker sensitive services, all the brightest of
music, all the clubs for every age group and every need, although all are good and to be commended, will nevertheless
bring no spiritual life to anyone.

Only one thing makes a church grow, God and His supernatural power. From our angle there is only one thing we can
do. That is pray.

The answer to the deepest emotional needs of every human being lies in knowing God. And we are the ones that know

Him. It is when people see, and hear that message that they will abandon whatever other gods they may have and come
and worship our Father.

19



No. 6
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 3 September 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 3 June 2001
1 Samuel 6:1-7:2
The Ark goes home

After seven months of nothing but trouble the Philistines decide that the ark had better go. Following their victory over the
Israelites and the capture of the ark the Philistines had thought that all was going to go well for them. In fact the opposite
happened. They had taken the ark to their capital city, Ashdod, and a plague had broken out on the place. They moved it
to Gath, and Gath suffered the same fate. From there they moved it to another of their cities, Ekron, only to see the same
result. Such was the distress in the Philistine community that an outcry went up to heaven. Theirs was a community in
which everything was going wrong.

When things had first started to go wrong in the city of Ashdod, it was the political rulers who had been consulted. They
had recommended moving the ark to Gath. But rather than making things better, moving it to Gath had only made things
worse. Now the people of Gath were suffering too. So this time it was not to the rulers that they looked for guidance but
to their religious leaders. They had diagnosed correctly that this matter did not have a political root but a moral and
spiritual one.

Guilt is abroad. There is a growing awareness that the taking and the keeping of the ark was wrong. Their spiritual
leaders had no doubt about that, and the populace were fast coming to the same conclusion. The feeling of guilt was not
nice and they were keen to be guilt free.

So they ask their religious leaders, what they should do with the ark. The answer was obviously "send it back to the
Israelites” but the next question was, "how should we send it back?" There was no doubt about that, it was to be sent
back, with an expensive present, a guilt offering. The thinking is, if the ark is returned, if a gift is given to make up for the
wrong done, then there should be no reason why healing should not come. There will be no reason for the hand of the
God of Israel not to be lifted from them.

The gold was to pay for the wrong they have done. In fact the word "return" (v3) carries the implication of returning
something wrongly taken. When king Abimelech took Abraham's wife, God came to him in a dream and demanded that
he "return" Sarah to Abraham immediately, for she was not his (Gen 20:7).

This advice leads on to the next question, what sort of gift should be given to make up for the wrong they have done?
What sort of gift would cover their guilt? The gift is to be five gold tumours and five gold rats. Five, because there were
five Philistine cities, and five Philistine rulers.

Here is the first mention of rats. This information tells us that the tumours are all to do with some kind of plague brought
on by the presence of rats. It is rats who have been the source of the devastation which has struck the land. This vermin
has brought terrible sickness and suffering to both the elite and the lowly in the land. The whole Philistine community was
facing ruin. So here is a desperate struggle to be clean both physically and emotionally.

These very expensive gifts are an expression of defeat and subjection. They are admitting that Israel's God is to be
feared and respected. But such thinking does not come out of thin air. They are not unaware of the story of the Israelites
coming out of Egypt. They know Egypt suffered plague after plague. They know Egypt was blighted to the point of being
broken. If the Egyptians had had any sense, they would have let the Israelites go after the first plague. They are not
going to make the same mistake the Egyptians had. They had been suffering for the last seven months. The first plague
which hit Egypt lasted seven days (Ex 7:25).

Egyptians did not send the Israelites away empty handed there was a sense that they owed the Israelites for all the
labour they had given. When Israel went up out of Egypt she went up loaded with the wealth of Egypt (Ex 3:22). The
departure of Israel must have had a devastating effect on the Egyptian economy. Nevertheless, in the midst of the
confusion of Passover night there was a willingness, deep in the Egyptian soul, to give to the Israelites.

During the late 1940's, when the State of Israel was being established, the German government handed over billions of
dollars to the new state. That money played a small part in helping the German people come to terms with their terrible
guilt for the holocaust.

Right now our society is agonizing over whether or not we should say "sorry" to the original inhabitants of the land.
Obviously we say "sorry" in the sense that we are genuinely sorry for the way things have gone for Aboriginal people
during the last 200 years. But do we say "sorry" in the sense that we are taking responsibility for all they have suffered.
Are we to say "sorry" in the sense that we are responsible for their plight? If we are going to say "sorry" in the latter
sense then we must be willing also to make some reparation. Hence many are against saying "sorry".

The Principal of St. Joseph's Catholic College in Geelong has just made a public apology for the sexual abuse of some
of the pupils at that school (The Age 26 August 2000). But an apology is not enough and the principal, Paul Tobias,
knows that. Hence there has been an undisclosed sum of money paid over to the victims. No victim will feel satisfied until
they know the culprit has "paid”, until they know the culprit has been hurt even if it is only financially. In fact the gift must
be big enough for the victim to say "it's over".
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For a culprit to be able to look a victim in the face again there must be some kind of restoration. Some kind of pay-back
for the wrong done to the victim. The culprit has taken from the life of the victim, and for harmony to be restored there
must be some sort of giving back.

Zacchaeus knew he could not be whole until he had paid back all those from whom he had extorted money. Zacchaeus
actually gave back four times what he had taken from others (Luke 19:8).

Instinctively we know that wrong needs to be paid for. People in jail are referred to as those paying their debt to society.

Michael Frost (Jesus' Offer to the Foolhardy p182) tells the story of a young man who lost control of his car and killed a
little girl. He was charged with manslaughter and due to his unblemished record was given a good behaviour bond. The
parents of the girl were outraged at the leniency of the sentence. They took the matter back to court and sued for
damages incurred by the loss of their little one. The judge decided to fix the sum of $1 per week to be paid to the family
by the young man for years to come. But the money had to be paid by cheque made out in the name of the deceased
and paid each week on the day she had died. Again, the parents were angered at the lightness of the sentence. But
when the TV news showed the boy on TV it was a pitiful sight. As he faced the camera, he sobbed with an uncontrollable
remorse and through his tears he wailed, "It's not having to pay the dollar | object to. In fact, I'll pay anything. I'll spend
the rest of my life in prison. I'd sacrifice anything rather than write those cheques". Those cheques were a constant
reminder to him that he wasn't yet, and never would be, forgiven for his mistake. "I just want to know that they forgive
me!" he wept. "I would do anything for that". But sad to report the parents had no intention of ever doing that. The girl
could not be restored and so the debt could not be finally paid.

We cannot come to a subject like this and not think of our debt to God. We who have offended a holy God have a major
problem. How will we ever pay for the wrong we have done? How will we clean our consciences? We know the answer.
We can't. But we have a Deliverer who will pay for us. What kind of satisfaction does God require for the kind of sin that
you and | have committed? Look at the cross.

The gift is no casual matter. Only after careful and deliberate reflection is the gift chosen. It will be of gold. When Egypt
sent the Israelites out of their land it was with much gold (Ex 3:21, 11:12, 12:35, Psa 105:37). This gift is going to cost
them something. The gold will be moulded into items that represent what they have suffered, tumours and rats. The
infestation of rats and the effects of the plague had all but destroyed the land. The high death toll and the massive loss of
income due to the effects of the mice and rats had left the country as crushed as was Egypt at the end of the plagues
that came upon her. The models will be in groups of five to represent the five cities of their country.

What they are doing is sacrificing their gold to make up for the wrong they have done. The gold will pay for the wrong
that has been committed. They have a conscience and their consciences are working very well. They know the wrong
done cannot simply be forgotten. What they are proposing is that a swap takes place. The wrong they have done is
costing them and they have no doubt it will have to go on costing them. But they want to swap the cost from physical
suffering to monetary suffering. They would rather be without their gold than without their health.

Having made their decision they now set up an experiment to see if the Israelite God was personal or whether this
plague was simply a coincident. This was some experiment. Their god, Dagon, was not living. Certainly there were
principles to do with fertility that they perceived him as involved in. But they were not silly enough to think for one
moment that Dagon actually thought and acted and had feelings. It was the fact Dagon did not have thoughts of his own,
or did not act that was part of his appeal.

When in the wilderness the Israelites decided to have a gold calf for their god, the first thing they did after making it was
go wild. We are told the most gross, disgusting orgy broke out. The freedom to drop into such bizarre behaviour was an
outworking of the fact that they all knew the golden calf could not see, or feel, or, more importantly, act. They were free to
do, as they liked.

On the 19 August 2000, Dick Gross wrote an article in The Age in which he praised the church. Gross does not believe in
God. But he thinks the church is wonderful, the beauty of its music, its magnificent buildings, the history of its almost
unbelievable humanitarian efforts. All these things move Gross. What Gross would like is a church without God. | must
say when | read the article | thought to myself that needs an answer and | know what the answer should be. | did not
have to wait long, the following Saturday Rowan Forster had a masterpiece in the paper. The heart of his argument
being, that remove God and, like it or not, there would be no church. What Gross saw in the church was not the product
of nice people. It was the product of the living God. It is because of what God has done in the lives of His people, they
write the kind of music they do, and build the sort of worship centres they do, and give the way they do.

The experiment was quite straight forward, the ark and the gift were to be placed on a cart. But there was to be no driver.
The ark would be sent on its way without anyone to steer. But to make the experiment even more telling, the animals
used to pull the cart are to be two cows both of whom have dependant calves, which are still nursing. The calves are to
be put in a pen and the cows hitched to the cart. Logic would dictate that the cows would simply not leave the calves.
Here is a formula for chaos, two cows who have never before been hooked up to a cart, and who have full udders, and
hungry calves lowing after them.

We are not told, but we can guess, they would have been almost hoping nothing extraordinary would happen. They
would have been hoping that the cows would have done the natural thing. They would have been hoping that at the end
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of the day their plague was nothing more than a natural occurrence. The thought of dealing with a living, feeling, acting,
all powerful God, is frightening.

They make every effort to act reverently. The cart they are going to use, must be brand new, only the very best. The
cows to be used are also likewise, new in that they have never been yoked before.

The closest Israelite town to where they were was Beth Shemesh. If the cows leave their calves and head straight toward
Beth Shemesh then something a lot more profound than chance is at work.

Contrary to nature the cows desert their poor distressed calves and move directly toward Beth Shemesh. It seems as if
the animals headed in a dead straight line toward Israelite territory. They did not move to the left or the right. They pulled
that cart over rough country-side and resisted their natural instincts to go the easiest way. When it says "on the road" it
means the most direct way, not necessarily following "the road". God overruled all the natural instincts of those animals.

The phrase "not turning to the left or the right" was a common phrase to indicate total obedience (Deut 5:32). These
cows are operating in total obedience to the will of God.

Does God invade the thinking of animals? Well does God invade our thinking? We know He does. In fact we long for Him
to do so. We are constantly inviting Him to do so. Ken Davis (Lighten Up, Zondervan, 2000, p132) tells the story of a
friend of his called Joel Morgan. Joel was going to take a few weeks off and visit some missionaries working in Eastern
Europe. He would be backpacking and was a little uncertain as to what to take, so he sought advice and was advised to
make sure he had some extra food in the bottom of his pack. There would be a good chance that he would sometimes
have to spend a night in a village where he had no contacts, and in the more remote villages there would be no shops or
any other way to get food. He headed down to the supermarket not having a clue what sort of food he should slip into the
bottom of his pack. He asked God to guide him. The first thing that caught his eye was peanut butter. He did not have a
particular liking for peanut butter but felt constrained to pick it up. The next thing that grabbed his attention was a tinned
pudding. Again it was not something that he felt any affinity with, but following his hunch he bought it. Then he came
across some canned fruit. Again not something he felt excited about but which he nevertheless he should get. Off to
Romania he went. Less than a week into his trip he arrived at the home of a missionary couple with two young teenage
girls. They were doing it tough. For two days he stayed with this family and shared the hardships of life in this
desperately poor country. As he was going he asked the girls casually "if they could have whatever they liked from home
what would it be?" The answer "peanut butter". Well, all of a sudden, he decided a hungry night further on in his trip was
a small price to pay for giving these girls a treat. Then he turned to the mum, "what about you" he said. "Oh", she said, "I
would love some fruit". Well he said, "I think | can help". Then not daring to believe what was happening, he said to the
dad, "What do you miss most from back home?" The guy said, "you know those canned puddings, | used to love those,
you know". Moving down a supermarket aisle God had been at work.

The town of Beth Shemesh stood on a small rise. Crops were always grown in valleys. As the cart was making its way
toward Beth Shemesh it had to cross the valley that lay at the foot of the rise on which stood the city. It was harvest time
and there were lots of men working out in the field. They looked up to see the sight of this cart with no driver making its
way in a straight line across their fields heading for their town.

With the cart safely inside Israelite territory, it came to a standstill in the middle of the field of a man by the common
name of Joshua. We know nothing about this chap other than the fact that in his field was a large rock. It was by this rock
that the cart finally came to rest.

Well, as can be imagined, all work ceased and everyone crowded around the cart. The first thing they did was to take the
ark and the gifts of gold off the cart and place then on the large rock.

The second thing they did was to offer a sacrifice. The cart was chopped up and used for fire wood and the two cows
were killed and burnt. So the cart and cows which were of some significant monetary value were totally sacrificed to God.

The Philistine leaders had been following the cart to observe its destiny. Seeing it safely back into Israelite territory they
believed they had done all they could and so went home. Their consciences clean. Their gift received.

So the return of the ark has two audiences. Both the Philistines and the Israelites watch it travel the last part of its
journey. Both see that God has had His way. God wanted the ark back in Israelite territory and that is where it ended up.
For those taking notice here is the clearest message that God is absolutely sovereign.

In the account of the plague only three of the Philistine towns were mentioned. But the gift to cover their guilt specifically
mentioned all five of their cities. Obviously the plague went wider then the three cities mentioned in the account of the
plague.

It is interesting that God did not stop the ark from being taken into the land of the Philistines. He did not stop the
Philistine victory that made Him look weak. But He did not leave the matter there either. He did not stop those who
humiliated His Son on the cross. But He did not leave the matter there either. There was a resurrection. He will not stop
much of the suffering that will come into your life. But He will not leave the matter there either. This we must learn. God is
never ultimately defeated. What is more His church is never ultimately crushed either. There must have been many who
saw Jesus on the cross dying and thought that this was the end of Him. So broken and weak did He look that there was
no thought this was not the end, but they were wrong.
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We must not be frightened of our days of suffering, and our days of humiliation, and our days of weakness, for they will
surely be followed by days of exaltation. In the world, said Jesus, we would have trouble, but He also said to be of good
cheer for He has overcome the world (John 16:33). The story of the ark among the Philistines is the story of a God who
can always do something new, even in the midst of the most terrible defeat. Unlike the women going to the tomb, we
must not expect things to be as they were the night before. With God the dead do not stay dead, the lame do not stay
lame, and the poor do not stay poor. No matter how bad things may be God can always do a new thing.

Romans 5:3 says our suffering does not destroy us. It does the opposite. It produces perseverance and perseverance
produces character.

C.H. Nash was an outstanding Anglican clergyman. He had studied at Cambridge. He emigrated to Australia just before
the turn of the century. He pastored a church in Hawthorn (Melbourne) with a weekly attendance of some five to six
hundred, big numbers in those days. Nash and his wife had five children. They had a servant girl and one night Nash
walked her home alone. They needed to walk through some secluded gardens in order to get to the girl's home. Tongues
wagged. Although Nash was never convicted of doing anything wrong his actions were anything but wise. To cut a long
story short the incident led finally to his needing to withdraw from the ministry of the Church of England. Failure. But as
he said many years later "with God failure is never final". At 50 years of age Nash set out to establish a Bible Training
Institute. And he did, MBI the forerunner of the Bible College of Victoria, a college today with well over a 100 students.

Those Israelites of old were very foolish, and also very naughty. They should never have taken the ark into battle. It was
their own fault they had lost the ark. It would have been their own fault if they had never seen it again. But God is full of
mercy, and without any effort on their part at all the ark comes wandering home. It is no wonder that they rejoiced when
they saw it coming toward them. It was more than simply the ark coming home. It was that God was blessing them.

The big rock in the middle of the field was going to be a constant reminder to them of God's kindness and grace. It was
to be a perpetual witness to the fact that God is kind. They would need a reminder for they would forget so soon. And we
need such reminders in our lives. There are many things which happen to us that would cause us to think God is perhaps
not so kind. So we need reminders of the fact that He is.

Probably the best reminder that we can have is a daily dose of His Word.

The ark is back in Israelite territory. The people of Beth Shemesh are particularly blessed, the ark is now in their town.
The gold presents are under their control. All is looking good. But then disaster strikes.

A number of them start to poke around the ark. They decide to lift the lid and have a look in. They feel that the ark is
theirs to do with as they think fit. They conveniently forget all God had ever said about the way the ark is to be treated.
God had given strict instructions about who and who could not touch the ark. Only members of the tribe of Levi could
ever handle the ark, they and no one else.

But one thing Eli had learnt was that God is not indulgent. And now these folk discover the same truth. They are free to
treat God's instruction about the ark in a cavalier way, but they are not free to avoid the consequences of their actions.

No details are given as to how God acted. All we know is that God moved and 70 of them died. So God deals as firmly
with His own as He does with those who do not acknowledge Him.

They ask a potent question "Who can stand in the presence of the Lord, this holy God?" The answer is, of course, no
one.

All of a sudden, the folk of Beth Shemesh wanted the ark out of their town. All of a sudden, they were not that keen to
have the ark in their community.

Twenty-four kilometres further into Israelite territory lay the town of Kiriath Jearim. They sent a messenger to this
community asking them to come and fetch the ark. This they did. It could not go back to Shiloh, of course, as the
Philistines had decimated that place.

At Kiriath Jearim a certain Eleazar was set apart to look after the ark. This is where the ark stayed until it was moved to
Jerusalem under king David.

There are those who can stand in the presence of the ark, in the presence of the Lord, the holy God. But those who do,
do so on His terms and His terms alone. Eleazar is consecrated and then he is allowed. The next time the ark is moved a
certain Uzzah decides to help by grabbing hold of the ark when he thought it was about to fall off the cart it was travelling
on (2 Sam 6:6). Immediately God took his life. So Eleazar was able to come close to the ark and Uzzah was not.

God does not just let anyone into His presence. God does not just let anyone get close to Him. Eleazar could come close
because he came on God's terms. Uzzah was rejected, because he thought he could just wander up and touch God's
ark.

There are terms on which we can come to God. If we do not come on those terms, we will be rejected by God. Jesus has
said "No one comes to the Father but by Me" (John 14:6). Who did these people of Beth Shemesh, think they were?
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What presumption! And what presumption we have if we thought for one moment that God would have anything to do
with us. God is not interested in dealing with any of us. We are all far too rebellious and self-centred for Him. But that is

not the end of the story. There are terms on which we can come to Him. There is a way in which we can be made
acceptable to Him.

It is Jesus. There is no way to God other than through Jesus.

24



No. 7
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 10 September 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 17 June 2001
1 Samuel 7:2-17
God never fails

Chapters 5 & 6 are centred on the Philistines. In chapter 6 we see that for all their military power, for all their exotic gods,
for all their so-called strength, things were not good in their land. The people of God had no reason to be jealous of their
godless neighbours. Life for them was anything but a party. There must have been times when the Israelites wondered if
living under the laws of God was not squeezing all the fun out of life. Well a close look at life in the Philistine community
would have been enough to convince them that living a life of so-called freedom did not save anyone from plagues and
misery.

In the seventh chapter we see the Philistines deal with the guilt they were feeling for having taken the ark. We see them
seek to redress the problem. A wrong has been committed and a price has to be paid. Their guilt will not go away until
the wrong is owned up to and some kind of restitution made. Well they return the ark, they hand over a fortune in gold,
gold that is moulded into symbols of their suffering. What they were trying to say by these actions is, "we have paid the
price for the wrong we have done". We have paid our debt and we do not have to feel guilty any more.

In our dealings with God there comes a point where we do not have to feel guilty any more. How bad is your guilt? What
sort of restitution should be made? What sort of punishment should you under go? Well the only way to get a handle on
that is to ask the people whom you have failed. What kind of punishment would they want you to under go? What would
they want of you before they would say, "its okay, you are forgiven"?

Would it be as much as being crucified? Well that is what God would require. And that is the price Jesus paid as He
stood in your place, which is why we can say, "who shall bring any charge to God's elect?" (Rom 8:33). Whatever debt
needs to be paid for your guilt has been paid.

This means we have to be careful about charging people double. If the wrong that someone has done to you has been
paid for by Jesus, we need to be very, very careful about setting out to punish them again.

With chapter 7 we return to the Israelites. It has been nearly 21 years since Shiloh was demolished, since Eli and his
sons were killed, since the Philistines asserted themselves, since the ark was taken away. The ark was back within the
year. But things were not as they were. There was no Shiloh, no more priesthood, and the Philistines may have handed
the ark back, but they had not left Israel alone. Israel still lived under the heel of the powerful Philistine army. There were
many in Israel who felt that God had abandoned His people.

But for the last 20 years Samuel had been preaching, and slowly but surely what he was saying started to dawn on his
listeners.

The first effect of Samuel's preaching was to produce a longing. These people started to mourn. Samuel's preaching
produced a certain grief. Grief is what you feel when you have lost someone or something. | think Samuel's constant
preaching reminded them of what they had lost. They had lost the closeness with God that they had had in by gone days.
They sensed that there was something missing from their lives.

Many years ago, there was a knock at our front door. | answered and there stood a young lady who used to be a part of
the church's youth group. It was a while since | had seen her. She came in and after the usual chitchat; | asked her what
was on her mind. She said she was not sure. Well | started to dig around and it soon became obvious that the real
problem was a certain emptiness. She was a very intelligent girl. She was very well educated. She had a live-in lover.
She had a fulfilling job. On the surface, there was no reason for her feelings. But underneath there was a very good
reason for why she was feeling the way she was. It was not long before we found the issue. This was a girl that had had
a very real encounter with God as a teenager. A relationship she had walked away from. What she knew of God as a
younger person was so vital, and was so real, and had affected her so much, and had brought her so much fulfilment
that now the relationship had gone stale she was missing it without even knowing what it was she was missing.

It is interesting that they see their present troubles in life as an out working of being distant from God. Many years ago |
read a book by a Christian counsellor named Charles Solomon. In his book, he argues that it is wrong to help anyone out
of their difficulties until they have sorted out their relationship with God. He says that people come to him again, and
again with all sorts of things amiss in their lives. Relationship problems, money problems, lack of motivation problems,
career problems and so on. But before discussing their present problem he sits and talks through where they are at with
God. He points out that their problem is just the kind of issue God brings into their life to force them back to Himself. He
then goes on to say that he has not the slightest interest in helping them through their problem until they are right with
God. His approach may seem a little harsh and even perhaps a little strange, but he is on to something real.

Samuel's preaching had produced the longing in their hearts, his preaching also showed the way back to intimacy with
God. They did not simply have to have the longing, they could have the reality, but at a cost. Time that was once spent in
prayer, energy which was once spent on struggling to live the sort of life God desires, gifts which were once given to God
have all been going in another direction. It is not as if these folk who had given up on God simply sat at home and did
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nothing. No, energies had been going in a new direction. The warm, emotional feelings which closeness to God had
brought, were now being found in new pursuits. The sense of security that knowing God is your Father brings, was now
being found elsewhere. These people had found substitutes for God.

Samuel's point was that they could not have Baal, the Ashtoreths, and God. They were going to have to choose. If they
want to be intimate with God then there can be no time left to enjoy what the Baals and the Ashtoreths brought them. If
you are going to love God with all your heart, and soul, and mind, then lots of other things will have to be loved less
(Deut 6:4&5). The people of God are to look to God for all they need. They are to trust that God's way will meet their
emotional needs in a way nothing else can.

Baals and Ashtoreths were Canaanite gods. They were all to do with fertility. Indeed the god Ashtoreth was normally
pictured as a naked female. Baal worship was all to do with fertility. Fertility was seen as the "be all and end all" of almost
everything. Fertility of the ground depended on rain. Rain was pictured as male semen. Rain was produced by honouring
and worshipping sexual activity, so sexual activity, no matter how bizarre, no matter how outrageous, and no matter with
whom, was encouraged.

So here was a world view that made them feel safe because they felt they had some control over the rain and it was a
world view that allowed them to indulge in whatever form of sexual activity they liked and not feel the least bit guilty. Here
was something that looked a little more promising that anything God had on offer. These things looked a little more
attractive than God's rather narrow way. More, they were under the subtle pressure to conform to the cultural norms.
There was a certain pressure not to be different to the neighbouring tribes.

When we are told that they put away these gods and served only God, we are being told that they made a major
adjustment to the way they lived. All of a sudden, the ten commandments dominated their lives. They would have had
no other God but God, which means that they would have become completely dependent on Him and Him alone. They
would have trusted Him to send the rain, and would have trusted Him when the rain did not come too. They would have
given up adultery in all its forms. They would have been totally committed to their wives again. Their first goal would not
have been sexual fulfilment, but being a loving husband or wife.

God is a jealous God and demands that we have no other allegiances. On the other hand God is a faithful God and
never fails those who belong to Him. God demands all, but He also gives all.

This change among the people leads to a huge gathering at Mizpah. Mizpah was a town in central Palestine some 8 kms
north of Jerusalem. Samuel is not interested in going to the ark. It is as if Samuel would rather be without the ark. What
Samuel wants the people to understand is that they did not need any ark. They do not need anything except a heart
open to God.

These were people who were keen to do business with God. They would have all travelled, they went without food during
the day they met, they all openly confessed that they had sinned. Knowing what we know about Baal worship, some of
those confessions would have been pretty rich! It would have been AO material.

The abandoning of interest in Baal and Ashtoreth is not driven by a desire to abandon immorality, although gross
immorality was connected with Baal and Ashtoreth. Morality was not the issue, but Godliness. These were people that
were seeking to come close to God. God's people live God's way, which means celibacy out of marriage, and
faithfulness within marriage. It is not that adultery, fornication, the use of temple prostitutes was wrong morally, (although
it was) but that God's people did not do those things for no other reason than God said so.

At a meeting | attended last Tuesday | heard that the Eros Foundation is about to publish a list of ministers who have
been known to have committed adultery, and paedophilia, and any other skulduggery which they can dig up. The Eros
Foundation is a lobby group for the pornographic distributors in Australia. Some of their most outspoken critics have
been ministers of religion. They are hoping to silence, or at least weaken, the voice of the ministers by this action. But
even if every minister in Australia is found on their list the church would still speak out. Even if every minister who ever
preached is found to be a hypocrite, the church would still speak out. It is not that ministers think pornography is wrong. It
is not that the church thinks pornography is wrong. God would have His people faithful to His word and therefore all
sexual activity outside of marriage is wrong for the people of God. Therefore, the ministers of God will never be silenced.
Even if they have to condemn themselves as they speak out.

During the day they drew water from the well and then poured it out on the ground. There were a number of symbolisms
in this, one being the notion of washing. They saw themselves as being washed clean, even as the ground was being
washed as the water flowed over it. Another is that of seeing the contents of the heart as water. The picture is of
everything being poured out. Nothing being held back (Lam 2:19). Another is that of utter defeat, or utter final resignation.
A sign of being humbled. When water has been poured on the ground it is finished. It cannot be collected and used for
anything else (2 Sam 14:14).

Now the name Mizpah means "watchtower". Militarily it was of some significance because one could see such distances
from there. It sits at about 2,400 feet above sea level. It is not surprising therefore that the Philistines were concerned
when they heard so many Israelites were gathered at this rather strategic place. The Philistines were bent on keeping the
Israelites weak and suppressed. Such a gathering was seen as a sign of Israelite rebellion. The Philistines marshalled
their forces and marched up to do what they did very well; kill. It has been 21 years since the last Philistine Israeli battle,
and in that battle the Israelites had been so soundly beaten they had been under Philistine oppression ever since.
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The last time the Philistines had marched out, Israel had been full of herself. They had grabbed the ark and had charged
into battle sure of their victory. This time there is a completely different mood abroad. This time they did not go and get
their weapons. This time they did not go and grab the ark. This time they did not ask the priests to lead them into battle.
This time they did nothing but ask Samuel to pray for them. This time they did nothing but continue in their worship
service. They had abandoned their other systems. It was now God or death at the hands of the Philistines. They had
removed all other ways of saving themselves. They stood there, totally dependent on God. If God failed they were done
for. They are not going to take the Philistines on themselves.

This time they have a simple confidence in the power of God to save them. Why did they not have this same confidence
last time? Well there was no doubt in their minds that God could have saved them, but, last time there was a doubt that
God would save them. It was this guilt matter again. Last time they were not close to God. Last time they knew they were
not worthy of God's care. Last time they must have come to the conclusion that God was not going to act on their behalf.

We are told they said to Samuel "do not stop crying out to the Lord our God for us, that He may rescue us". Here is the
very core of what Samuel had been preaching. God deals with sinners and failures. The history of these people is a cycle
of being close to God, dependent on God, obedient to God followed by drifting from God and disobedience. This is
always followed by periods of trouble and heartache, and it is in the periods of pain that they seek God again. And when
they seek Him God always cares for them. So God's care is not dependent on a perfect life, but on simply seeking His
help. God knows that there will never be an end to this cycle. God is not surprised that they drop their standards. The
wonder of God is that the moment they turn to Him He is ready to receive them. The Christian life is not that much
different. You do not honestly think do you, that you will last a week without sinning? We all go through phases where we
are quite distant from God. In those times your conscience would tell you that God has had enough of you, but that is a
lie. The truth is that God is ever ready to receive us. There is never any need to stay in despair. The core issue is not
being good enough, or not good enough, but being independent of God or dependent on God.

As part of their worship, they sacrifice a whole burnt offering, a baby lamb. No part of the animal was kept back. The
whole of the carcass was burnt, a symbol of total dedication. As no part of this animal was kept back for any other
purpose, so they too are not holding back any part of themselves.

So here they were in the middle of worship, and here were the Philistines coming up the hill with their swords drawn.
Here is faith. To stay at worship in the face of this advancing army; to stay calm when there is every reason to be
anxious was an act of quite some faith. These people had believed Samuel's preaching.

Is it not interesting that it was at the point of coming closest to God that the greatest trouble came upon them. Being
close to God will not stop your Philistines marching upon you. Knowing God intimately will not save you from attacks in
all sorts of areas. "Fear not, for | have redeemed you; | have summoned you by name; you are mine. When you pass
through the waters, | will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you
walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze". (Isa 43:2). God does not promise to
save us from the heat of the fire or the wet of the water, only that we will not be consumed, or drowned.

Samuel had promised that God would not fail, now all that he had said was about to be put to the test. Would God keep
His word and save His people? Would God answer prayer? Is prayer enough?

It was while Samuel was actually sacrificing the lamb that the Philistines troops "drew near". What does "drew near"
mean? It means that they had reached the top of the hill and were just about to thunder into the defenceless Israelites,
but at that very moment, the very last moment in fact, God moved and He thundered from heaven. There was an
almighty clap of thunder. A clap of thunder so violent, and so loud and so unexpected that the Philistines were caught off
guard. They broke their ranks and within minutes chaos reigned. In the chaos, panic took hold. Before the officers could
restore order, the men were running back down the hill, all order and discipline gone.

The Israelites’ ancestors had been here before. This is just like the moment after they had left Egypt. There they were
camped on the shores of the Red Sea. Then the news came that the Egyptian army was thundering across the desert
bent on their destruction. The people were thrown into a panic. And what did Moses say? "Do not be afraid. Stand firm
and see the deliverance the Lord will bring” (Ex 14:13). And at the very last minute God did move and in the most
unexpected way the Red Sea opened up and they were able to move forward and away from the approaching army. God
moved at the last minute. The wait was a very real test of faith in the willingness of God to save them.

So there can be no doubt. God does answer prayers. God is faithful. God has done something supernatural, but then
God does the supernatural. Notice that Samuel did not pray for a thunderstorm. He simply prayed that they would be
delivered, God happened to choose to use a thunderstorm to deliver them. We too in our prayers are often much better
laying our problems before God rather than trying to tell God how He ought to fix them. So often God has plans for us
that have not even entered our brains. There is something very special about allowing God to determine the various
outcomes in our lives. Letting go of self-control is not easy but when we have done it, it makes life very easy.

By the way there was no doubt in anyone's mind about the connection between the thunderstorm and Samuel's prayers.
But there could have been doubt. If they were not expecting an answer to their prayers the mighty clap of thunder could
have been seen as a happy coincident. On 30 July 1588 the huge Spanish Armada sailed for England. Thirty ships and
30,000 men, the Spanish were launching an invasion. Protestant England was about to be crushed and forced back
under the heel of Rome. The English put to sea a hopelessly out numbered fleet. It was a disaster waiting to happen, but

27



then a massive storm whipped up the English Channel. The Spanish Armada was ripped to shreds. Fifteen ships were
lost and over 5,000 men drowned. Queen Elizabeth | had a special medal struck to commemorate the victory. It bore the
inscription "God blew with His winds and they were scattered". There was no doubt in England that God had done
something. This was no freak turn of the weather.

The action of God that day could be played up or down. The story could be told in such a way as to suggest that purely
coincidently, at that very moment there was a huge crush of thunder. Or, the story could be told as it is stating that God
caused a crash of thunder at that very moment. It is the same with our lives. We can play up or down the action of God in
our everyday lives.

Scott Peck in his The Road Less Travelled (Century 1987, p218) tells the story of a man called Ted. Ted had had a
number of bad things happen to him in life and he put it all down to God. It was God's fault that this had gone wrong, it
was God's fault that the other thing had gone wrong and so on. In fact much had gone wrong in his life. During his time in
therapy, he told Peck that one day he had had the most awful and yet remarkable experience. He loved storms and one
day when a particularly bad storm was blowing, he decided to go and stand out on the end of a jetty and enjoy the wind
and the rain and watching the waves. He miscalculated the ferocity of the weather and was caught unprepared for a
particularly big wave that crashed over the jetty. It sent him flying into the cold swirling water. He panicked thinking his
life over. Then there was a back push as the surging water receded. By a million to one chance, he was washed back up
to the jetty. He grabbed hold and pulled himself up. He was saved. He described the incident to Peck as a lucky break.
Peck would not have it and pushed him on the point. Surely there was more than "luck" involved, Peck said. "No", said
Ted. It was just luck. Peck pointed out to him he could not have it both ways. If it was God who was the author of the
disasters in his life then God would also have to be the author of the good things in his life.

The Israelites immediately went into action. Using the advantage of height, they charged down the hill after the fleeing
Philistines. At the end of that day the Philistine army was in tatters.

When the ark came home, they used the rock by which it stopped as a permanent reminder of the fact that God is good.
Now they do the same again. But this time they go and find a stone or a rock and set it up as a memorial stone. Again
the aim was the same. They are determined to have a reminder of what God has done for them. They call the stone
"Ebenezer" which means something like "help". "Thus far" says Samuel "the Lord has helped us". The point is that if until
this point in time God has helped us, why should we ever think He would fail to help us in the future. These reminders of
all that God has done in the past are not there simply in order that history is not forgotten. But in order to encourage them
in the future. The next time you are up against it, think of sometime in the past where God brought you through some
difficulty. The remembrance of what He has done before will be a great help to your faith that He is not about to let you
down this time.

It was in fact at a place called Ebenezer that the Philistines crushed the Israelites and took the ark (4:1). Every time they
thought of Ebenezer, they would have had a nasty taste in their month. The word Ebenezer would have conjured up
feelings of shame and defeat. You would have thought that Samuel would have given the stone some other name. But
no, he deliberately uses the same name but fills it with new meaning. The word Ebenezer no longer means shame and
failure, but victory and pride. Here it is again. With God failure is never final.

The two encounters with the Philistines are intended to be seen in relation to each other. The two totally different
outcomes are to vividly illustrate the difference God makes.

Following this day it was to be many years before the Philistines were strong enough to start bullying Israel again. But
something else was different from that day on. We are told Samuel continued as judge, that is, he continued to lead
Israel in the ways of God. We are told that Samuel made it his business to move around the country. What was he doing
as he moved around, what did it mean for him to be the country's leader? Samuel spent his days urging people to live as
the people of God. The moment that Israel was free of Egypt God gave them His laws. They were not freed from slavery
in order to wander around the Promised Land doing their own thing, they were freed from slavery in order to be God's
people, but the drive to be the people of God was born of gratitude. It was out of gratitude that they gave God their
allegiance.
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No. 8
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 17 September 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 1 July 2001
1 Samuel 8:1-22
A king please

The matter of leaders for His people has always been of the utmost importance to God. Back at the beginning it was a
pretty straightforward matter. For the first three generations the father was the leader; Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but the
moment the family reached clan size, about 70, there was a need for an appointed leader. Long before Jacob died and
the need for a leader was obvious, God moved and selected the next leader; Joseph. While still a teenager God made it
very obvious to Joseph that he would be the next leader of the clan. The other clan heavies, his brothers, were not the
least interested in having Joseph as leader and set out to be rid of him, but against all the odds, in time, Joseph did
become the leader of the clan.

In Joseph we see the marks of a good leader. At the time that Joseph took control of the clan there was nothing in it for
him. In fact Joseph was very well established as the second most powerful man in Egypt. He, and his wife and children,
were very well settled, and moved in the most exulted circles. Looking after Jacob, his eleven brothers, and all their
sheep was nothing but an extra job he could have well done without. The last thing that Joseph got from the task was
any sense of glory.

But Joseph took up the role because he knew that he would be able to save the clan from famine. Here we see the
second mark of a good leader, leadership is all about serving. At quite some considerable cost to himself, Joseph set out
to make provision for the clan and in so doing saved them from hunger and poverty. Every leader worth his salt is only
there to help. There is something badly amiss when a leader is more interested in what they can get from the job than in
what they can give.

Following the death of Joseph no one took his place. The clan lived happily in Egypt, they were well off and very secure.
But then, in time, things took a turn for the worse. The Egyptians started to abuse their guests and turn them into cheap
labour. This leaderless group cried out to God for help and God heard them. What did he do? He gave them a leader. A
brilliant man called Moses. Moses was brought up in the royal court of Pharaoh. Moses was a man with all the best
training that Egypt had to offer. At the age of 40 he was described as "educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and
powerful in speech and action” (Acts 7:22).

Again we see the same traits as in Joseph. There was nothing in being the leader of the Israelites for Moses. Moses was
part of the royal household. It was not in his best interest to become involved with these second class citizens. We see
the second issue too. Moses was keen to save these people from their suffering. The only reason that he got involved
with them was to help. As we know his first attempts at helping were a failure. It led to him murdering a man, having to
abandon everything he knew and starting a new life as a lowly shepherd in the desert. Moses ran from Egypt a shattered
man. But he was God's choice for a leader and in time God brought him back, and Moses led the people. It seems as if
he had some sort of break down after the murder. We are told that he was mighty in speech but in fact when he came
back to Egypt 40 years later he had a stutter. But break down, stutter, murder none of these things stopped God using
him to be the leader of God's people. In fact God used all these things to make him a great leader.

Having settled in the Promised Land things repeated themselves. Each time things became difficult for the people they
cried out to God for help, and each time, without fail, He sent a leader to save them. These great men and women;
Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah and Samson all took up leadership at some personal cost and all were used
of God to save His people from some peril or another. They all were known as judges. The point is, God never ever
failed to send a leader. It is not just that the people needed a leader, but God Himself wanted His people under good
leadership.

Samuel was a leader of this same order. After the fall of Shiloh he could have quietly gone off and lived a nice quiet life
somewhere. But he did not. At some cost to himself, he gave his life to being a leader. And when the Philistines launched
their great attack at Mizpah he showed just what kind of leader he was. God used him to save His people yet again.

This chapter opens with Samuel an old man. It was obvious he was not going to live forever and that soon the people
would be coming out from under his leadership and protection. In fact he went on to live a long time after this, but that is
another story.

There is about to be a vacuum at the top. The people are about to become leaderless and no one is happy about the
fact. Samuel responds to the situation by appointing his sons as leaders. Joel and Abijah. The two were useless leaders.
The first mark of a good leader is that there is nothing in it for them. Good leadership is all about giving. Leadership for
these two lads is all about getting. They were into the 'perks' of office. Leadership for them meant an opportunity to rip off
the people under their authority.

A couple of years ago we had the travel rorts affair. The travel accounts of our federal politicians were made public. What
came to light was the way in which too many of them had fiddled the books in order to put more money in their pockets
than was appropriate. Our politicians have to travel a great deal in the course of their business. When travelling they are
given generous sums of money to cover accommodation costs. But we had sad cases of politicians at home and yet still
putting in for travel money. Now the sort of money involved when compared with the cost of running our country was
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minuscule. Nevertheless, the whole country was up in arms. The matter stirred some very deep emotions. It was not the
money. We all know that governments waste and misuse huge sums of money. It was the principle. These men and
women had been sent to Canberra to look after us, not look after themselves.

Sallyanne Atkinson is not a name we hear much of these days, but back in the 1980's she was reasonably well know as
the Mayor of Brisbane. She was admired as a very competent politician. In March 1991 the council elections were due to
be held. According to a poll taken a week before election day Sallyanne Atkinson had a comfortable 53% of the vote.
There was little doubt in anyone's mind that she would be re elected. Then her opponent let it be known how much she
was earning as Mayor. It was more than the Prime Minister. People were shocked. Atkinson was seen as someone
feathering her own nest. Her opponent committed himself to a drastic drop in salary should he be elected. There was an
18% swing against Sallyanne Atkinson on election day. The people chose a leader that they sensed was more interested
in running the city than in taking home a fat pay cheque.

Samuel's sons were not in the same league as their father. So here is another good dad whose sons went astray. We
assume that there was nothing wrong with his fathering. We assume there was nothing wrong with the fathering of the
father of the prodigal son. We assume there was nothing wrong with the fathering of Adam yet he had one son murder
another son. And we know there was nothing wrong with Adam's father, yet Adam still rebelled. Being a good parent
does not guarantee your kids will turn out fine. Although it does help!

Well the elders of Israel had been giving this matter some thought. They came to the conclusion that the best way
forward was a king. Just like all the other nations have. Samuel was dumb-founded. A king! But they already have a king!
God is King.

Here they were seeking a king who would fight for them (v20). But they had God who also described Himself as One who
would go out and fight for them. "The LORD will fight for you" we are told in Exodus as the Egyptian army launched its
attack on Israel (Ex 14:14). During the conquest, following the great victory against the southern coalition, Joshua, said,
"Surely the Lord was fighting for Israel” (Josh 10:14). Again at the end of his life, as he summed up the various
campaigns that had been fought under his leadership, Joshua said, "it was the Lord your God who fought for you" (Josh
23:3).

God is king and what God does is provide them with leaders. More, God has never failed to provide them with leaders.
Whenever they have been leaderless and have prayed, God has always answered and given them a leader. What is
more the leaders God provides have always been good. Their history books are full of the sort of leaders that God
provides.

But waiting on God is an act of faith. With kings there is never a moment when a king is not on the throne. We all know
the phrase "the king is dead, long live the king". The moment the king dies his successor is king. The very instant he dies
in fact. Our Queen Elizabeth was on tour in Africa back in 1952 when her father King George VI died. The very second
the king died, Princess Elizabeth was Queen Elizabeth. England and the commonwealth were not without a sovereign for
even one moment.

These people want something a little more secure than simply waiting for God to move. God's way is not the way that
they wish to go. They want a monarchy. They want a system in which they never have to trust God for the next leader.
But they are deluded. It is not a king who can give them what they want, but God. At the end of the day, only He can
keep them secure.

Gideon had been a most remarkable leader and the people could not wait to set up a dynasty. They wanted to make
sure that this man's son was there to take over when he died and his grandson after that (Jud 8:22). They felt very safe
under his leadership and were keen to make sure that it did not come to an end, but Gideon would not have a bar of it.
The reason being it must be God and God alone who rules over them (Jud 8:23). They must trust God to save them in
the future. A dynasty will not guarantee that all will be well at some later date. The only thing which guarantees that, is
knowing God will be there in the future.

Their anxieties about the future are well founded. Many and varied will be the trials that lie out there in the future, but
installing a king as the way of alleviating those anxieties is myopic. The stone at Ebenezer should have been enough to
remind them that no king was necessary.

As you know | have joined the BUV Advisory Board. This is the Board that helps churches find pastors. Last Monday
evening a contingent of Board members, including myself, went out to visit a small church that is without a pastor. We sat
with their Pastoral Search Committee and listened as they expressed their need for a pastor. Although not said in these
words the feeling was "will anyone come and be our pastor?" "Is there anyone who will come and live among us and care
for us?" The real question was "will God provide us with a pastor?" The answer to that question was "there is no doubt".
But we, the members of the Advisory Board, could give no guarantees. We concluded the meeting with one of the
members of the Board pointing to prayer as the way in which the right person will be found. At the end of the day it would
be God, and God alone, who would provide that flock with a shepherd. And therefore it must be to God, and God alone,
that the church looks for its pastor. Advisory Boards and the like can help, but they must never be seen as a guaranteed
way of securing a pastor.

The church will always be in need of good leaders. We need to understand that there is no way of guaranteeing future
leaders. Always we will need to do what Jesus told us to do "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers" (Matt 9:38
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& Luke 10:2). In other words, we will always be dependent on God for leaders. Each new generation must trust that God
will provide them with the necessary leaders.

Israel thought that a dynasty was a fool-proof system of guaranteeing a leader for the next generation. We must be
careful of trying to set up a fool-proof system to guarantee us leaders for the next generation. We must face each new
day with a confidence that God will provide the leaders we need.

These elders were so keen to be just like the other nations. Israel was a very odd nation at this point in her history. She
was basically nothing more than a collection of 13 tribes. There was no capital. There was no central government. There
was no king. There was no taxation system. There was no police force. What held the tribes together was their
allegiance to God and His law. This did not look very spectacular. In fact it look rather daggy. The elders wanted Israel to
look a little bit smarter and more with it. They were embarrassed by their lack of sophistication. They did not like their
precarious position in the world.

But what did God want. Did God want a super-dooper nation? Or, did He want a group of people who followed His laws
and lived together in harmony? God wanted them to be different from all the other nations. They were to be His "peculiar
treasure” (Ex 19:5 KJV and also Deut 4:2, 26:18, Psa 135:4 & 1 Pet 2:9). They wanted to be like the rest, God wanted
them to be different. They want to be a nation and God wants a people. Here is the grief for Samuel; these people were
not satisfied with simply being God's people. It is interesting to speculate as to how Israel's history would have unfolded if
she had refused to live like the other nations.

These are important questions, because we need to ask them again and again in the church. There are those who think
the church needs to look a little better, smart buildings, huge gatherings, one denomination all under one great leader.
Certainly, the church would look a lot better if these things were in place, but is it what God wants? What did Jesus say
the mark of His church would be? That we love one another (John 13:35). We do not need to be in fabulous buildings for
that. We do not need to have one denomination for that. In fact, we do not need much at all for that. There is nothing
wrong with great buildings, and huge gatherings and a united front to the world. But these are secondary things. We
must be careful not to make them primary things.

God is able to do good work in run down hired halls with out of tune pianos, with sound systems that squeak and
squawk, and preachers that barely know what day it is. We must never be embarrassed by our lack of sophistication.
We must never be scared at the church always being in a precarious position.

This church's position is precarious. We could go no more than about two weeks without offerings, as we would have no
money. If for two weeks in a row everyone decided not to give, we would be unable to pay our wage bill and all our other
costs. We would have to shut the door. That is precarious and that is good. God moves in each of us each week. So we
come and we give and so this church goes on. Itis all of God. Many years ago a man told me that he was going to leave
the church and that the church would face some difficulties when he did due to the level of his giving. But he was wrong.
If God wanted that particular church to go on, and He did, then God would cause someone else to give. So | can tell you
when that particular chap left there was no drop in the weekly offerings at all.

Samuel sets out to warn the people of what the type of leadership they are proposing will produce. Here they were
grizzling about Samuel's sons and their lack of commitment to leadership, and yet proposing a style of leadership that
produced leaders like Joel and Abijah - hereditary. Some of Israel's future kings will be a lot more vile than these two.
The son taking over from the father, no matter whether he is gifted or called to such a role.

Samuel wants them to see that in any hereditary system their leaders will not be called of God, but will simply be born
into the job and therefore will inevitably expect all the trimmings that go with such a role. They will be much more caught
up in getting than in giving. Serving their people will come a poor second to enjoying the privileges and status of being
king.

Under a king there is going to be taxation, it costs a lot of money to keep a king. A king will need a court and court
officials will all have to be paid. There is going to be conscription, it takes a lot of labour to maintain a royal house and an
army to protect it. There is going to be confiscation, it takes a lot of food to feed a royal court and the last thing the king
will be doing is paying for his food. If there is a key word in this passage, it is "take". Six times in six verses.

In fact so oppressive will the monarchy be that the people will be virtual "slaves” of the king (v17). The dreaded word had
been uttered, no one in Israel used that word lightly. Men born to the purple will have little understanding of what it
means to serve their people.

It was not many more generations before the likes of king Ahab was on the throne. One incident from his sad reign will
make the point. Near his place was a most delightful vineyard. The king decided that he would rather like it, the owner
was approached and asked to sell to the king. Naboth, the owner, replied that the vineyard had been in his family for
generations and that is the way he would like it to stay. He had children and grandchildren and who knows how many
more generations who would live on, and off this vineyard. Any leader who was thinking in terms of what was best for his
people would have left the matter there. And at first he did, but then his wife said to him "is that how you act as king over
Israel?" (2 Kings 21:7). Within weeks, Naboth was dead and Ahab had his vineyard.

In spite of Samuel's cogent arguments against having a king, the people refused to listen to him and his sound
reasoning. Their minds were made up, they wanted a king, in order that they were like the other nations and in order that
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there would always be someone to protect them by leading them into battle against any enemy who would come up
against them.

They want to look like the other nations and they want the security net of a king and his army.

Samuel withdraws from the people and sits before God. And what does God say? "Listen to them". They would not listen
to Samuel but God tells Samuel to listen to them. God is going to give them what they want. Second best it may be but
they will have their hearts' desire. But there is a terrible sting in the tail. Every time they had cried out for help in the past
God had sent them a leader, but when they cry out for relief from a bad king God says He will not answer them (v18).
God in fact disciplined them by giving them what they wanted, a monarchy. A monarchy they would come to bitterly
regret.

Something very sad happened in Israel that day. Israel was throwing herself back into bondage, a bondage that God had
fought so mightily to relieve them of in the Exodus.

The monarchy will last 500 years and then end in failure. When Israel faces its greatest threat, the Babylonians, the king
is powerless to do anything to save his people. Following the exile, there was no king. Israel has never had a king since.
But the people of God have. King Jesus and He is a true King. It cost Him terribly to be our King and He is the true
Saviour of His people.
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No. 9
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 1 October 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 16 July 2001
1 Samuel 9:1-10:16
Donkeys sought, a kingdom found

The Israelites were desperate to have a king. They wanted to be like the other nations. At the heart of the request was a
lack of trust in God. Until this point in time, they had managed quite well without a king. Until this point in time, each new
generation had simply sought God for a leader and God had never failed to provide them with one. But now they were
unwilling to trust God. Now they wanted a king who would have a dynasty. They wanted to know that as soon as one
king was gone there would be another on the throne. The request for a king was a sad request, but nevertheless it was a
request which God would grant. Chapter 9 is the story of the call of Israel's first king. It is a story in which God is the
prime mover. It is the story of God calling and equipping a man for leadership. It is a story in which we learn a little more
about leadership from God's perspective.

The story opens with a few details about a man called Kish. We are told that he is from the tribe of Benjamin. That he
was of some standing. This would mean that he had wealth and influence and in particular that he had a son called Saul,
who was a powerfully built young man, taller than anyone else, and who was exceptionally good looking. Here was a
man with a real sense of presence.

By the way do you remember how Samuel came into the story? As a "nothing". There was no Samuel, only an infertile
woman. Contrast that with the way Saul comes into the story. Saul comes with an impressive pedigree. If appearances
were the only thing that counted, we would say Saul is going to achieve much more than Samuel ever did. But there is a
gap between appearance and reality. The difference between what Samuel achieved with his life, and what Saul failed to
achieve is God, and God alone. Samuel never failed to live reliant on God, Saul did.

The focus immediately moves to Saul, with Kish simply being called Saul's father. Saul's father has lost some donkeys.
When it says "the donkeys" it means the ones in question. The lost ones. Donkeys were a very valuable asset. Some of
Kish's had wondered off and Kish decides to send his son Saul, and one of the servants, out to look for them.

A young man looking for lost donkeys is the last place that we would start the story of Israel's first king. But it is the place
where the story does start and in so doing brings home to us that this story is what God is on about. It is a story of the
invisible working of God. The story starts with this young man looking for his family's donkeys, and it ends with his return
and the donkeys found. And as far as anyone else knows that is it. But inside that simple story much has changed. God
has called and equipped His man. The big story of the call of the king is set inside the little story of the lost donkeys.
Israel's first king did not go looking for the job, it was God who came and got him. Saul was looking for donkeys, it was
God who was looking for Saul.

Is this not our God? Using many unrelated and seemingly insignificant incidents to channel us to the very place where
He wants us. Ken Davis in his book Lighten Up (Zondervan, 2000) tells the story of Gary Ballard. Gary would be
unknown to us, but he is a pastor of a church in the USA (p216). At the time of Ken's story, Gary was a businessman that
had been living with a growing conviction that he should leave his business and enter the ministry. However, he was
most uncertain. This was an enormous step and he had many reservations. One morning he was at his business,
chewing over all the reasons why it would be most inappropriate for him to become a pastor. So much did he get caught
up in his thinking, he decided that he needed some space and time out. He headed down to the city centre with no clear
direction in mind. He parked his car and walked aimlessly. Deciding that a cup of coffee would help with his time of
reflecting he walked into the lobby of a huge city hotel. As he was strolling through the vast lobby area looking for a quiet
coffee-shop, he happened to walk past the partly opened doors of a conference room. A roar of laughter had just erupted
from the 4,000 or so delegates who were listening to the speaker. Although not a delegate he slipped into the back of the
hall to see what all the laughter was about. To his amazement he went on to hear a Christian speaker tackle the topic of
the sort of excuses that we offer God when He has called us to ministry. Over the next hour he heard everyone of his
misgivings dealt with. By the time the speaker had finished there was no doubt in Gary's mind as to what he should do.

The ground covered in looking for the donkeys is all named. We are not certain just where all these places are but we get
the impression that he covered most of the land of the tribe of Benjamin. They were out on the road for three days
wandering here and there without any clear sense of direction. Three times we are told that the donkeys could not be
found.

Well after a few days, Saul made the wise decision to give up and go home. If they were not back soon, he reasoned,
there would be a search party out for them. But the servant is not so keen to give up the search. He points out that they
are now quite close to the home town of "a man of God".

This man of God is described as one who is highly respected and everything he says comes true. According to the law in
Deuteronomy 18:22 the coming to pass of what a person, claiming to be a spokesperson for God said, was the test of
whether or not they were speaking for God. We know that this person is Samuel. What we find strange here is that he is
simply called "a man of God" and not Samuel. Surely Saul would have known of Samuel and where Samuel lived? This
is the writer's way of bringing to us that Saul had no inkling the great Samuel had an appointment with him.
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Saul's servant wanted to draw on the skill of this man of God to help in finding the donkeys. Saul is most reluctant. The
main reason being it would be inappropriate to seek his help without offering a gift. As far as Saul was concerned they
had eaten all the food that they had brought for the journey, and they had nothing else to offer.

But it just so "happened" that the servant had a silver coin on him. With this money in hand there was no reason why
they could not approach the man of God. So up the hill to the village where Samuel lived they went.

It was normal to build villages on the tops of hills. However water was always found at the bottom of hills. This meant that
water had to be brought daily into the village, this task was normally undertaken by the teenage girls, and young mums of
the village. As Saul and his servant were making their way up the path to the village, coming the other way there just
"happened" to be the village girls with their water pots. As this work was normally done in the morning and the evening,
we assume that it was late afternoon when they met them.

Anyway, the chance meeting gives the two men the opportunity to make sure that the man of God was there. They learn
that not only did he "happen" to be there, but he is about to officiate at a special meal. This meal was going to at the
"high place". In Israel before the establishment of the temple in Jerusalem, most religious activity took place on the
highest ground available. So, in this case there must have been a spot which was on higher ground than that on which
the village sat.

Saul and the servant push on up the hill and just as they get to the village entrance who should just "happen" to be
coming out but Samuel. Another remarkable coincident. Neither, at first, know who the other is.

We are now given a bit of retrospective information about something that happened yesterday. Samuel had the most
remarkable ability to discern what God was saying, and yesterday in the late afternoon, God had indicated to him that in
24 hours time he would meet someone from the tribe of Benjamin, and this man was to become the leader of Israel. It is
God who is taking the initiative.

The word order in the Hebrew is unusual. The word "I" is put first which is not the normal sentence construction. God is
putting great emphasis on the fact that this is His initiative. "l will send you to anoint him".

Saul may have had to go looking for his donkeys, but Samuel does not have to go looking for the man he is to anoint. All
Samuel has to do is wait. God is quite capable of bringing Saul to Samuel. There is a contrast between Saul's roaming
the countryside looking, and Samuel quietly waiting.

Here we see God's electing choice. There is no reason given why Saul is the one. No reason other than this is the one
that God has chosen. Saul is God's plan and God's choice.

As soon as Samuel saw Saul that afternoon God said to Samuel, "this is the man".

We note that the word "king" is avoided. But on the other hand God is not going to leave His people without a leader who
will protect the people. Saul is going to be anointed for a particular task, to save God's people from the ongoing
domination of the Philistines. Saul has been called for one reason only, that the community may be saved.

God is responding to the cry of His people. God will save His people. Three times in this brief statement God says "My
people". Saul is not called because God wants Israel to have a king. Saul is not called in order to exalt Saul, Saul is
called in order to save God's people. At the call of his namesake, Saul of Tarsus, the same note is sounded. God said of
Saul, "l will show him how much he must suffer for My name" (Acts 9:16).

The people wanted a king because they could not bear the thought of being leaderless. They did not want to have to wait
until after Samuel was dead before worrying about who would lead them next. Here is God's grace. While Samuel still
lived, God was going to give them their next leader.

Saul marches up to Samuel and asks for help to get to the prophet's home. Unwittingly Saul has approached the very
man he is looking for. Saul's first surprise is to discover that he has found the man he is looking for, his second surprise
is to discover that the prophet is expecting him and has something to say to him.

Here is Saul looking for a few donkeys. Dealing with what we might call the small things of life. Yet, in the midst of this
small stuff God confronts him with some really big stuff. For Saul it was just another day. Chasing lost donkeys, the sort
of work that any farmer has to do occasionally. But into that very ordinary day God steps in and opens a new door, a
door to kingship.

Saul is to be a guest at the special meal over which Samuel is about to preside, a meal that Samuel has prepared in
faith. So confident was Samuel that God's word would come true and someone would turn up at tea time tomorrow, he
went ahead and arranged this special feast.

Saul is going to be told all that is in his heart. We ask what is on Saul's heart? The lost donkeys, the Philistine
oppression, the kingship? As for the donkeys, they were found three days ago. He can turn his attention from donkeys to
other matters. Great honours were coming to him and his family. The desire of Israel was a king. So we assume Saul too
was caught up in that desire. He and his family too were looking forward to the day when they would have a king. And
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whoever that king would be will have everything desirable in the kingdom. So in a veiled sentence Samuel is indicating
that Saul is going to be that king.

Saul replies by suggesting Samuel may have the wrong man. Saul points out that he is from the smallest of all the tribes.
If that was not bad enough, this clan was the least of all the clans in Benjamin. The point he is trying to get over is that he
is quite unworthy of the honour. More he is quite incapable of the task. In fact he is not interested in the task. He is happy
enough helping to run the family farm. Here is one of the key marks of a good leader. There is nothing in this for Saul.
For Saul the leadership of God's people will mean nothing but work and trouble.

Samuel ignores Saul's protest and ushers him and his servant into the eating hall, and seated him at the head table.
Samuel starts to treat him as if he were a king. There were about 30 invited guests sat around the table. The meal was
served, but the best cut of meat was placed in front of Saul. It was the leg that was given to Saul, the joint normally
allotted to the priest (Ex 29:27). By being given that cut Saul was being honoured in front of Samuel's guests.

The meal over Saul and Samuel go back into the village and to Samuel's home. They went up onto the roof top, the
normal place to sit in the cool of the evening, and talked. The following morning Samuel accompanied Saul and his
servant as they left the town. But when they were outside the village, Samuel asked Saul to send his servant on ahead
so they could be alone. Only when they were finally alone did Samuel divulge what it was that God had said to him
concerning Saul.

Samuel then took a flask of oil and poured it on Saul's head, telling him that he has been anointed leader of God's
inheritance, God's inheritance, being God's people. The pouring of the oil over his head was a symbolic action,
symbolising the pouring of the Spirit of God on him.

That all this is from God will now be verified with three signs. Three incidents which will take place on his way home.
Each of the signs will meet a need; His anxiety about the donkeys will be laid to rest yet again; His need for food will be
met and his need of ability to do the job just given him will be met. But the signs will all take place in very ordinary
circumstances; near a tomb, a tree, and a town.

The first sign will be a casual meeting with two men. These two men will inform him that the donkeys have been found.
Who the men are, we are not told, but they are men who obviously know something of the search for Kish's donkeys. But
the matter will be more specific than simply meeting two men. Saul will meet them as he passes Rachel's tomb, a well-
known landmark that Saul would need to pass on his way home.

What happens in this encounter is that Saul has any anxiety about the donkeys removed. But this is a sign. There is
more to the moment than a word about donkeys. Saul is about to take on his shoulders the enormous responsibility of
the kingdom. He will have untold anxieties. What he needs to know right from the beginning is that he can cast all his
anxieties on God because He cares for him (1 Pet 5:7). David came to know the same truth "cast your cares on the
LORD and He will sustain you" (Psa 55:22). David said these words long before Peter did and they were said in the
context of leadership, which is the context that Peter is using them in too. The leadership of God's people will always
produce anxiety. But it is not anxiety that we should carry. The people of God belong to God and ultimately they are His
responsibility, therefore He is the One who should get anxious!

The second sign will again be a causal meeting with some strangers on the road. Again, Samuel specifies just where he
will meet them, by another well known landmark, this one, the great tree of Tabor. There Saul will pass three men on
their way to the town of Bethel. We are told they are on their way to "God", that is, they are on their way to a religious
service of some description. The point is that the food they will be carrying is for use at the religious service. It is food
that will be handed over to the priest who will be conducting the service. So even though he is not a priest Saul is to
happily receive the bread which will be offered to him.

But this was more than a sign to indicate that what Samuel had said was of God. This was also a sign of the fact that
God would meet the needs of his king. God was not expecting Saul to do the work of king in his own strength. We know
that all Saul's food had run out. Saul is now on the way home and we assume that he left with what he had arrived with,
nothing. But he had no need to worry. He is promised that food will be provided for him while on the road.

Saul starts his journey home trusting that God will provide for him. He does not set off with full bags. So it is he will start
his reign trusting that God will provide him with the wisdom and strength to rule. He will not start his reign with any sort of
assurance that he is more an adequate for the task. It is the opposite. He knows that if God fails him, he will fail as king.
Same as if God fails to bring bread, he will go hungry.

The last sign will take place when he comes to Gibeah. On his way toward the town he will meet a group of prophets.
They will be coming down from a high place, in other words they will be coming from worship. They will still be very much
in the mood of worship and will be playing their musical instruments, lyres, tambourines, flutes and harps and at the
same time they will be prophesying. Saul is warned that when he meets up with these prophets he will have an
encounter with God. The Spirit of God will come upon him in power and he will join the prophets in their worship, and will
prophesy with them. At that moment Saul will become a different person.

The Spirit coming on Saul was very demonstrative. Saul had a very tangible experience of God. Many people have. A
few years ago we had the Toronto Blessing pass through our town. Many people had the experience of uncontrolled
laughing. Coupled with that was the experience of falling over in a faint. Being "slain in the Spirit" it was called. But there
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have been other movements. We have had the John Wimber "Signs and Wonders" movement in the last few years.
Many people saw miracles. Before that, we had the Charismatic movement. Many people experienced speaking in
tongues. For some people such tangible experiences are very important, but at the end of the day, they do not do much.
We assume that Saul appreciated his tangible experience of the Spirit.

But there were many others on whom the Spirit came who had no tangible experience. Certainly the Spirit came upon
David at the time of his anointing by Samuel (16:13). It was the same with Gideon (Jud 6:34) and Jephthah (Jud 11:29).
Jesus spoke of the Spirit being upon Him as He started His work in Galilee (Luke 4:18). But in all these cases, we read of
no experience that parallels Saul's.

He will meet the prophets near the town of Gibeah. At Gibeah there is a Philistine outpost. It is the Philistines that he is
going to have to deal with. The message is clear. He can only deal with the Philistines in the power that God provides.

The three signs were fulfilled that day, but only one of the fulfilments is recorded, the last one and the most significant
one. In prospect, the event looked nice and tidy. In reality, as is often the case, it was not without mess around the
edges.

Just as Samuel had said, he did meet a band of prophets as he arrived at Gibeah. Just as Samuel had said the Spirit of
God came upon Saul in an extraordinary way, and he joined the band in their prophesying.

God's king will not simply be a clever man. He will not simply be a strong man. God's king will be a man filled with the
Spirit of God. A man energised by God. A man empowered by God. A man yielded to the Spirit of God. A man who was
more interested in letting God have His way than in maintaining his dignity and honour. A man who was willing to look a
fool for God.

The people had begged Samuel for a king. Did they think they were going to get someone that they could control? They
now have their king. And what sort of man is he? A man totally under the influence of the Spirit of God. This is a man
who will not be under their control. He will be under God's control. He will go where God wants him to go and not where
they would like him to lead them. Saul will be the very opposite of our political leaders. We send them to parliament to
represent us. We expect them to lead us in the way we tell them to. Saul will not be coming under his people's influence,
he will be under God's.

A group of people in a religious ecstasy were not held in the highest regard by most. A local asked the question "who is
their father?" Could he be asking who is the leader of this troop? More likely, he is suggesting that they were an
illegitimate group of nobodies. They did not belong to any reputable family.

The question is what is this well-to-do young man from a family like his doing with these rather over the top fanatics?
How could this tall, handsome, wealthy farmer yield himself to something so embarrassing? So incongruous is the
thought of a man like Saul being with a group like this that a proverb came into being "is Saul also among the prophets?"
In fact, as far as we know Saul did not become a prophet as such. But in this event we are left in no doubt that the Spirit
of God has come upon him in a marked way. His prophesying was a certain proof that something had happened
inwardly.

Following the meeting with the prophets at Gibeah Saul finally arrives home. His uncle meets him and wants to know the
details of his trip. Saul tells him much, but not the most significant matter. The anointing was in secret, not even the
servant knows, and the secret must be kept. God may have chosen His king but the moment of disclosure is not yet.

It is not for Saul to tell the world that God has called him. It is for the others to see it for themselves. This they certainly
will when the Ammonites attack (11:6).

If God has done something in your life, you will not have to tell too many people. If God has touched you, it will soon be
obvious to others. The proof that God is at work in your life is not some emotional experience. The proof that God is at
work in your life is not some supernatural tangible experience. John stated categorically what the proof was "We know
that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers" (1 John 3:14).
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No. 10
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 8 October 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 19 August 2001
1 Samuel 10:17-27
The reluctant king

The people wanted a king. The leaders of the people had come together and had approached Samuel at his home in the
town of Ramah (8:4). They wanted a king because they wanted the sense of security that a hereditary system of
leadership would provide. Samuel was getting old. When he died who would take over? With a king there is no doubt as
to who takes over. The eldest son of the king does. The matter is fixed. There is never a moment when there is not a
king on the throne, but that is not the way God wanted them to operate. God wanted His people to trust Him to provide a
leader. It was for each new generation to turn to God and ask for a leader. Each new generation was to have faith that
God would provide a leader.

Samuel had some strong things to say about the notion of a king. All the leaders God had provided until that point had
been called to the role. None of the leaders had aspired to be the boss. In fact for each of them it had cost them to be the
leader. They had all given up something in order to turn to the role of leader. Secondly, all the leaders that God had
called had been involved in serving the people. They had all been involved in some kind of action whereby they had
played a part in saving the people. In other words, all God's appointed leaders were there for the sake of the people, and
not for their own sakes.

Of course the most perfect example of this principle is Jesus. He is our Lord. He is our Master. But, oh boy, what has it
cost Him to be so? He had to leave the glory of heaven and come to this fallen world of ours. There was nothing in it for
Him. How do we even begin to compare heaven to earth? How do we even begin to consider how much He had to give
up in order to come to us? As our leader He saved us from the consequences of our sin, but again, at what terrible cost!
He is a true leader, He gives up everything for the sake of those He leads.

On Friday | attended our denominational assemble meetings. One of the speakers was a man named Ashley Barker.
Ashley is the leader of an urban mission unit of the Church's of Christ. He gave us a fascinating account of his work.
During the lunch break | had a chat with him and something of what it costs him to be the leader of that work came out.
He lives below the Henderson poverty line. He lives in a cheap flat alongside the railway line. His neighbours are the sort
of folk most of us would rather not be living next door to.

A hereditary king however will be born to the purple. He will expect to be served. Rather than it cost him to be the leader,
it would cost him not to be the leader.

In spite of all that, Samuel had said the people were determined to have their king. So, God graciously will give them
their hearts' desire. And in the story of the first king God will show them a thing or two about leadership.

God said to Samuel, "I" will bring to you the man who will be Israel's first king (9:16). So, the first thing we see yet again
is that God is quite able to produce leaders. We need never panic about this matter. In fact the more manipulating we do
in this area the worse things get. The principle is to ask God for the leaders we need.

Charles Spurgeon died in his mid fifties and left behind the world's largest church at that time. The church in south
London had a membership of about 5,000, and attendances at both Sunday services of around 6,000 each. In fact such
was the sort of influence that both Charles and his church had that 800 police were put on duty to monitor the crowds
who attended his funeral.

Charles was not long in his grave when the task of finding his replacement started. | wish | could tell you that this was a
happy affair. It was not. To be invited to be the pastor of the most influential church in the world was something to be
coveted. The story is complex and most agree that we will never know all the wheeling and dealing which went on behind
the scenes.

Charles' brother, Dr. James Spurgeon, was employed as the church business manager. He was an extremely well
educated man and had worked well under his bother. To put it bluntly he and those of like mind were determined to have
someone of their choosing. They arranged to install a man by the name of A.T. Pierson as the interim pastor and it was
their hope that he would be called to the permanent position in good time. The historical records indicated that they
marshalled all their considerable political skill in seeking to have the church call A.T. Pierson.

However, many years before Charles had led his son Thomas to believe that he should take up the task in due time.
Thomas had nothing like the education of A.T. Pierson, on top of this he was a man with very indifferent health. In fact so
bad was his health, he had emigrated to Australia in his twenties to work in the printing and publishing world. He settled
in Geelong and did some lay preaching at the Aberdeen Street church. In fact his preaching was so well received that he
never settled into his trade. For the next five years he was full time responding to invites to preach in Baptist Churches in
Adelaide, Tasmania, Victoria and New Zealand. He was so well received in Auckland NZ that he decided to stay and
make Auckland his home. He became the pastor of the Baptist Church there.

He went back to England following his father's death. During the time that he was home, he was invited to preach at the
Tabernacle. He was warmly received. There were those who believed that Thomas was the man for the job. Thomas
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himself believed that he was called of God to the roleut the A.T. Pierson party were strong and were equally convinced
that their man was the one.

Now | want to contrast the way both parties worked. James Spurgeon and A.T. Pierson did all in their power to bring the
church around to their way of thinking. Thomas did the opposite. He took a ship back to the other side of the world and
lost himself in the small town of Auckland.

The church went through 12 months of turmoil. Such were the tensions that it was seriously feared the world's largest
church would split. Matters reached a head on the 29 March 1893 at a special church members' meeting. Over 2,000
members attended. Against all the odds that meeting extended a call to Thomas.

Thomas would not and did not lobby for the job. If it was God's will then God would have to do it. And God did.
(Spurgeon & Son, Craig Skinner 1999).

The second thing we see is that Saul is not looking for the job. This is good. It will cost Saul to be their leader. Saul had a
fulfilling and satisfying life back on his father's farm. The third thing we see is that the whole purpose of his leadership will
be to save his people. To protect his people. In other words to serve his people. For Saul that would mean having to go
to war against Israel's enemies. This was going to be a hard, tiring, dangerous business. And anyone who has ever
served God, in no matter how small a sphere has found it so.

The fourth thing we learn about leadership is that God does not fail to equip. God's leaders are well resourced. Saul is
given three signs, each one is more than a sign, it is also a picture of the way things are. In the first sign Saul's anxieties
are relieved. People called into leadership by God are not meant to be filled with anxiety. Whether you are in charge of
the cleaning roster, the créche roster, a Sunday School class, whether you are a deacon or a pastor there will be much
to make you anxious. Churches are precarious and leaders feel the insecurity constantly. But the church belongs to God.
It is His. We are not meant to be in a panic about it all the time. We are to "cast all our cares on Him" (Psa 55:22 & 1 Pet
5:7).

We all know the anxiety that comes when our cars are in trouble. What is wrong, what will it cost to fix it, how will | cope
while the car is off the road? And so on. And we all know the very easy going response we have when we are in a
company car or hire car that is starting to go wrong.

The second sign was that some chaps gave Saul some bread. We had been told earlier in the story that Saul had run out
of food (9:7), and he is just about to start his homeward journey, presumably without any food. He will not need to take
food for his journey. God will provide for him on the way. Samuel is not giving him food at the start of the trip. He is not
leaving with his bags full. He is leaving with his bag empty but trusts that God will bring food to him at the time he needs
it. And so it is that he will go into his God given work without all he needs to fulfil the role he is being given. He is not
going to start off being king with a sense of self-assurance that he can do the job. He will start the job as he will start the
journey, without enough resources to see him through. He will start the job as he will start the journey trusting that when
the moment of need comes God will give him all that is necessary. He will be king by being dependent on God. And
when God gives us a role to fulfil He will not at the same time give us all we need to fulfil that role. We will have to start
off like Saul did on that journey trusting that when we are in need God will provide for us. Most of us when called by God
to do a certain job never say "Oh yes | can do that easily". Most of us say, "I am not sure that | have what it takes to do
that" Or "That job is a bit beyond me". If it were not beyond you, you would not be dependent on God and if you are not
dependent on God you will grow distant from Him.

The more dependent you are on God, the closer you will grow to Him. Do you know that a pastor's life is not always as
easy as it looks?! There are many days when | go home quite disturbed about this or that in the life of our church. Anne
and | have a prayer time every day after tea. Do you know which days our prayers are the most intense? Yes, you have
guessed. When things are going badly here, our prayers are much more intense than during the periods when all is
sailing well.

The final sign was the coming of the Spirit on Saul. The Spirit came on Saul in such a way that Saul acted out of
character. The comments of those who saw him were somewhat disparaging. But what did Saul care? Saul was not
there to impress them. Saul was not out to win their favour. Saul was there to do God's bidding, and he really did not
care what anyone else thought of him. This is the mark of a good leader. If God has called you to some role it is vital that
the only one you try to please is God. If you start to play to the gallery, you will be of no value to God.

My father knew of a young man who at the age of 29 was called to be the pastor of a 700 member church in South
Wales. On his first Sunday, he stood at the door greeting the folk. One dear lady looked kindly into his eyes and said
"young man you will have a hard job pleasing all these folk". To which he replied, "do you know, | have not the slightest
intention of trying to please anyone, except" and with that he pointed one finger toward heaven.

As we shall see in the chapters ahead, it was when Saul pulled back from God, when Saul was more interested in the
opinion of his people than in what God was saying, that his leadership fell apart.

Well God had selected His man, young Saul. We are not told how many years had passed since that day Saul had been

out looking for his father's donkeys. The next step is to present him to the people. In order to do this Samuel calls a
gathering at Mizpah in the highlands of central Palestine. A huge number gather, this is a big day.
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Samuel starts the meeting by quoting from Exodus 20:2, which is part of the introduction to the Ten Commandments. It is
the statement that God had delivered them from the Egyptians. Samuel goes on to remind them that God has delivered
them from all the kingdoms that had ever oppressed them. God had, in fact, never failed to save them from all their
enemies. No doubt the reason Samuel called them together at Mizpah was because it was at Mizpah that the Philistines
had marched on them bent on a massacre, and with one almighty clap of thunder God changed the situation. It was
because God never failed that Samuel is still struggling to understand their desire for a king. A hereditary system of
leadership was not only unnecessary, but would actually block God's system of producing leaders.

When they thought of all the battles they had fought and won without a king they should have asked themselves why are
we bothering now? As far as Samuel is concerned what God did when He defeated the Egyptian army ought to be the
basis for all the faith they would ever need, that God would never fail to save them in a crisis. As Moses said, "When you
go to war against your enemies and see horses and chariots and an army greater than yours, do not be afraid of them,
because the LORD your God, who brought you up out of Egypt, will be with you" (Deut 20:1). In seeking a king, they
were actually belittling what God had done in the past.

They had to be very careful they did not see their new king as being so good that they would not need to rely on God any
more. No matter how good their king there would always come an enemy that he could not handle. Always they would
need God.

The temptation to think all is well because we have the best leaders is always on our doorstep too. "All is well we have
the best pastor in the world". "All is well we have the best Home Group Leader". "All is well | have the best Pastoral
Carer". Very dangerous thinking, the day will come when your pastor will not be enough, your Home Group Leader will
not be enough, your Pastoral Carer will not be enough.

Samuel asked the people to gather in their tribes, in their clans, and in their family units. By a series of lot casting Samuel
then set out to find who it was that God had chosen to be their next leader, and more importantly their first king.

We are not given a lot of detail as to how the lot casting took place. But we assume that it was a "yes or no" type of lot
casting, as unpredictable as the tossing of a coin. It must have been a long slow process, full of excitement and
anticipation. "Is the king from the tribe of Dan?" "Yes or no?" Well the answer would have been "no". So on to the next
tribe. "Is the king from the tribe of Judah?" "Yes or no?". Well the answer would again have been "no". But in time they
would have cast the lot for Benjamin. "Is the king from the tribe of Benjamin?" "Yes or no". "Yes". Well this was a good
start but Benjamin was a tribe with at least a 100,000 people in it. Fortunately, the tribe was also divided up into clans, a
clan being a group of families closely related. So, using the same technique they went through the clans until they got a
"yes" for the clan of Matri. From here, they would have proceeded to make their way through the families who made up
this clan. They would have got the "yes" when they threw the lot for Kish's family. Now it was just a matter of making their
way through the members of this family. Just as we expected when Kish's son Saul's name was tried the answer "yes"
came up.

These folk had no doubt that God was behind the way the lot fell. It may look like pure chance. But for them there was no
chance in it. God was directing the fall of the lot. As Solomon was to say a few years later "The lot is cast into the lap, but
its every decision is from the Lord" (Prov 16:33). The apostles had no qualms about using the lot system to find a
replacement for Judas (Acts 1:26).

Now we know Samuel already knows whom God has chosen. There were about a million men in Israel at that time. So,
Samuel goes to this lottery with a million to one chance that it will land on the right man. Yet, it seems that he had no
doubt whatsoever. Samuel had believed that God would bring forth, via the lot system, the same young man he had met,
perhaps years, earlier.

He was like Joshua of old who did exactly the same thing. After moving into the Promised Land Joshua cast lots to
decide just where each tribe should live (Num 33:54 & Josh 18:10). He did this even though Jacaob in his final blessing
had indicated where a number of the tribes would settle in the Promised Land (Gen 49:1-27).

There was really nothing of chance in the way that the lot came out, God controlled the lot. The apostles had no doubt
that God controlled lots. We live in a creation controlled by God right down to the smallest bird falling to the ground.

It seemed like a very primitive system for finding a new leader. Not nearly as sophisticated as their desired hereditary
system. Nowhere near as clever as our head hunting techniques, nothing like our personality profiles, and 1Q, and
compatibility testing. Not in the same league as our exhaustive interviewing, and there is nothing wrong with our
techniques. Except, they are no guarantees that we will get the right person. At the end of the day, we are dependent on
something as unsophisticated as prayer.

But then, horror of horrors, the man the lot had fallen on was not there. Has the lot got it wrong after all? Out of all these
thousands of men, many of whom would have loved to have been elevated in front of everyone, the one the lot pointed to
was not there!

But he certainly was there, hiding among the baggage. What on earth was he doing hiding? It would seem that deep in
his heart he did not want the job. When Samuel had first spoken to him on the day he came looking for his donkeys, Saul
had not shown any real excitement at the thought of being the king (9:21). The last thing Saul is, is someone
manipulating to get the job. The last thing he is, is someone pushing himself to the front. He has so little interest that he
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is not even there when the lot is being used on his family. He knows very well that the lot will single him out and he is not
anxious to be called.

But whether he wants the job or not does not really matter any more. Samuel announces to all the people that Saul is
God's choice for the job. The people affirm the choice with their shout of "long live the king".

The next thing Samuel does is not stand back and tell Saul to take the wheel and get going. No, he does the opposite.
He lays on Saul the regulations to do with being king. Saul may be the king but he is not the final authority. Saul is told
exactly how he is to function as a king.

These are God's people. The leaders of God's people rule over them on God's behalf. The people's primary relationship
is not with their leader but with God. These are God's people and no leader dare ever become a dictator over them. The
king must always remember that they are not his people. Paul wanted the church at Corinth to understand that he was in
no way "lording" over them (2 Cor 1:23). Peter instructs pastors to never forget that they work under the chief pastor or
shepherd. The flock or the church belongs to Jesus (1 Pet 5:1-4).

The laws that the king will force his people to obey are not his laws, they are God's laws. To the extent that the people
want to be Godly they will be an easy people to govern. To the extent that they resist God's laws, to that extent they will
be difficult to govern.

Having laid out the principles on which the monarchy will operate, Samuel dismisses the folk and sends them to their
homes.

Saul, too, headed off for home. As he did so, the classic, or standard response to leadership became instantly apparent.
The first response was that a small group gathered around him to support him. This group is described as men whose
heart's God had touched. Leadership is hard, emotionally exhausting. Leadership is a desperately heavy burden. Listen
to Paul "I have been constantly on the move. | have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from
my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in
danger from false brothers. | have laboured and toiled and have often gone without sleep; | have known hunger and thirst
and have often gone without food; | have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, | face daily the pressure of my
concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and | do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and | do not inwardly burn?" (2
Cor 11:26- 29). Everyone in leadership needs someone who will make it their business to stand along side their leader. If
you are in leadership, surely God will do for you that which He did for Saul. God touched the hearts of these men. These
were men who were spiritually responsive. Men ready to stand by God's man.

In his second letter to Timothy, Paul speaks of some of those who were a great source of support to him. He begs
Timothy himself to come to him as quickly as he can (2 Tim 4:9), he speaks of Luke's presence with him, and of his
longing to have John Mark come too (2 Tim 4:11).

The second response is also guaranteed. There were those who immediately made it their business to be in opposition
to Saul's leadership. They are called "troublemakers" in our translation. In other translations they are called "worthless
fellows". If you are in leadership, you will meet these folk and no doubt you will have another name for them.

Whatever you do for God there will be someone who will criticise you. Paul did not hide the fact that he had many who
opposed him and criticised him. There were many who brought discouragement to Paul. He did not hide the fact that
Demas abandoned him (2 Tim 4:10), and that Alexander did him a great deal of harm (2 Tim 4:14).

These folk belittled Saul. "How can this fellow save us?" They asked. How indeed? In one sense they were right. Saul
had no hope of doing the job that he had been given. They had every reason to be sceptical. But these are those who
had missed the most important thing of all. Saul had not put himself up as leader. It was God who had called him. It was
God who would equip him.

These folk were not just resisting Saul, they were resisting God who had put him in leadership. They were moving into
very dangerous territory. These people were not simply in rebellion against Saul, they were in rebellion against the man
God had appointed.

Saul handled the criticism and the opposition in the best possible way. He ignored it. He was not going to become
preoccupied with the criticism of the minority. He had a job to do, and was going to get on with it.
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No. 11
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 22 October 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 28 October 2001
1 Samuel 11:1-15
A Godly leader in action

This story is the last step in Saul's rise to leadership. In many ways this is his finest moment. Here we see leadership at
its best. There are three distinct steps in Saul moving from an unknown farmer to the king of Israel. These steps come to
us as three stories.

In the first story, Saul is brought to the attention of Samuel by a series of coincidences. Saul just "happened" to be out
looking for his father's donkeys. He just "happened” to wander past the town where Samuel lived. He just "happened" to
bump into some servant girls who assured him that Samuel was home. Out of all the people who lived in that town, it just
"happened" to be Samuel who was the first person he met as he entered the village.

The first thing the story told us was that God has a way of constantly raising up leaders. The church is in constant need
of leaders and God never fails to provide His people with leaders. As we face the start of a new year, and as we are
aware of people stepping down and moving on, panic about lack of leaders is not appropriate. Prayer is.

The story brought home three other points. One, leadership is costly. It was going to cost Saul to leave his farm. He was
not going to get much out of this new job. Be careful of leaders who gain by becoming leaders. The good leader has to
sacrifice in order to take up leadership. | was reading the other day of a person who had been in a significant position of
leadership for many years. On the day the leadership role was relinquished, the person literally danced as the load
came off their shoulders.

The second point is that the good leader is there to help or save his people. Saul had not been called to be the king of
Israel in order that he could enjoy being called "Your Majesty", but in order that he could lead his people to war against
their enemies. The load coming onto Saul's shoulders was enormous.

And thirdly, God provides for His leaders. The matters of anxiety and provisions were dealt with.

In the second story, we saw two other characteristics of leadership. One, there will always be some who will stand with
the leader, and secondly there will always be some who will stand against the leader. Such is the nature of leadership.

We now turn to the last of the three stories. From some extra biblical history we know that this event took place only
months after the last story. In some of the secondary manuscripts there is an introduction to 1 Samuel 11. The paragraph
explains that Nahash had been oppressing the tribes of Reuben and Gad, situated on the east bank of the Jordan,
putting out the right eye of all the men they captured. Hence, 7,000 had taken refuge in the city of Jabesh Gilead.

The town of Jabesh Gilead sat east of the Jordan River. Many Israelites lived in the land east of the Jordan. The
Ammonite tribe under the leadership of Nahash was situated to the south of the land that the Israelite tribes of Gad and
Rueben occupied. In fact his capital, Rabbath-Ammon lay a long way south of Jabesh Gilead. The Ammonites were an
aggressive war-like people seeking to suppress and dominate the Israelites to their north. Every Israelite man they had
captured, they had brutally tortured by gouging out their right eye. They had systematically humiliated and deformed
every Israelite they had been able to lay their hands on. In fact there was not an Israeli man living in the area who had
two eyes. It is hard to imagine a population of one eyed men walking the streets. Each man a constant reminder of the
sadistic monster Nahash. Hence everyone who could fled to the walled town of Jabesh Gilead and there they were,
trapped and at the mercy of Nahash.

To be at the mercy of the Ammonite tribe is not very reassuring. They had been a constant source of anxiety to the Jews
ever since they had settled in Canaan. They had never been happy about Jews settling on the east bank of the Jordan
River and there had been a history of conflict and agitation (Deut 23:3, Jud 3:13, Jud 11:12).

Nahash surrounded Jabesh Gilead with a significant force. With this city crushed he would have a free hand in all the
territory to the east of the Jordan.

But even worse for these Jews living on the east bank of the Jordan, was the fact that their fellow country men had never
given a high priority to their case. The tribes on the east of the Jordan had been left before to deal with their enemies
without the sort of help that their neighbours could have offered (Jud 12:2). The point being there is little precedent that
the tribes of Israel to the west of the Jordan would get involved with the troubles being faced by the tribes of Israel to the
east of Jordan.

The going around and gouging out of the right eye of all the men was not simply a random act of cruelty. Inhumane it
may be, but it was a clever move from a military point of view. With only one eye these men would never again be able to
take aim in battle. More, as the shield was normally held with the left arm the right eye became the more critical of the
two eyes in battle. But beyond that was the humiliating of the Israelite people.

The story opens with Nahash and his warriors surrounding the town of Jabesh Gilead. The next step in such a campaign
would be for the invaders to launch an all out assault on the city, an assault that the town would have no hope of
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repelling. This would not be a pretty sight. Not only would the men die in battle, but there would be pillage and rape.
Anything would be better than to suffer the effects of such a battle.

The community leaders of Jabesh Gilead therefore naturally seek to negotiate. Nahash willingly enters into the
negotiations and tells them he will not attack, they can be free to go their own way and get on with their lives. But on one
condition, all the men must submit to having their right eye gouged out. It is not much of a choice. Die, see your sons
killed, see your wife and daughters raped, see your home burnt to the ground or have your right eye gouged out.

For Nahash the terms of the treaty were good. Without a doubt he would over-power the town but not without cost. He
would loose some of his men in the battle. However, if the town surrendered he would be able to so mutilate the men of
the town that they would never ever be able to fight against him again. The whole community would be at his mercy for
the rest of its life.

The terms of the treaty established, the folk of Jabesh Gilead asked for one week before they submitted to their fate.
They also asked for permission to let their fellow Jews know of their fate. If there was no response from their fellow
countrymen by way of a rescue mission then in a week's time the gouging could take place. The question was, "is there
anyone in Israel who will defend the oppressed?” Is there anyone who cares for the downtrodden and the marginalised?
Is there anyone who will get involved in the care of those that no one cares about? We know the answer. Saul has been
chosen for this task. This is what leadership is all about. What we now wait to see is will Saul rise to the task?

Now seven days was barely enough time for messengers to get to all the key towns in Israel. It was even less time for
someone to marshal an army and march to Jabesh Gilead. This was a forlorn hope. So for Nahash there was nothing to
lose and something to gain. He would gain the prestige of taking these people even after offering them every chance of
helping themselves. Nahash was an arrogant man. Nahash did not think for one moment that there was any one in all
Israel who could save these people from him.

Well the messengers went on their way. When the story came to the village of Gibeah the people were shocked. There
was great consternation. Tears and distress, but no one does anything. It is all too hard. And fortunately for them, all a
long way away. Gibeah was 60 kms from Jabesh Gilead. Other than a bit of emotion, there is nothing else going to
happen. Buying into other people's troubles was going to take more energy, and effort, than they were willing to spend.
We imagine this was typical of the reaction wherever the message was heard. Who among us has not been disturbed by
pictures of starving children shown on our TV's only to forget all about them within two minutes of the next program? Last
year Jonathan and | were discussing a magazine article on the practice of certain African armies who mutilate every
member of the enemy they come across by chopping off their hands. The article was accompanied by photos of young
teenage girls without hands, it was gut wrenching stuff. | tell you we were disturbed. But | also have to admit that we then
turned from that article, we pushed that matter aside and got on with the task of getting ready for Sunday. It disturbed us
all right, but not enough for us to do anything.

It is interesting that they did not go directly to Saul. Why not? Did they doubt, like Saul's opponents (10:17), that Saul
was capable of saving them? They were not looking for Saul. Obviously they did not see in him someone who could save
them. What did they think a saviour would look like? Certainly not a man ploughing a field.

Just as the folk of Gibeah were digesting the news Saul comes home from his day's work. No one had gone to get him.
He just happens to come home from his day's work. He too was told the story, but his reaction was quite different. No
tears, but burning anger. We are told that the Spirit of God came upon him in power. He felt what God was feeling about
the situation. He entered into the heart of God. And the heart of God was burning with anger toward Nahash and his
blood thirsty men.

Jesus knew what it was to burn with anger. (Mark 3:5) He burned with anger as He laid into the stall holders in the
temple (Matt 21:12-13, John 2:12-17). John tells us that He was "consumed" with zeal. All other considerations were put
aside. He became single focused. That temple court was going to be cleaned regardless of the consequences. It was, of
course, His attack on the temple authorities for their failure to protect the "little" people who should have had access to
that court, which was the last straw. He was dead within a week.

Jesus had no doubts as to what the effect of the Spirit being on Him would be. He would "proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed” (Luke 4:18). In other words He would get involved
with those with needs.

Moses may not have handled the matter well, but it was because he was a man of God that Moses could not stand by
and watch while a Hebrew slave was being beaten mercilessly (Ex 2:11&12).

Isaiah was so worked-up about these things that he said "shout it aloud, do not hold back. Raise your voice like a
trumpet". "Deal with injustices, deal with the needs of the poor and the hungry, and those with not enough clothing” (Isa
58:1,6&7). Jesus said, "it is easy to see who are My people, they are the ones who feed the hungry, clothe the poor,
house the homeless, and care for the sick" (Matt 25:34-36).

I have been a member of Amnesty International for over 20 years. Al members write letters every month to governments
campaigning for the well-being of prisoners of conscience. A few years ago | discovered how high a proportion of the Al
membership was Christian. | do not know if that is still the same. But when | read those figures | was not surprised. You
cannot have the Spirit of God within you and not be stirred by injustices and oppression.
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At our last Assembly Gordon Gemmell spoke about our social welfare work. He pointed out that historically, in our
culture, it is always the churches that move first on social issues. Then the government moves in and in time the private
sector. He mentioned aged care as an example. The churches were among the first to be active in helping to provide
suitable accommodation for aged folk. Then the government set to and started to build aged care accommodation. And
lastly, when the private sector realised that there was money to be made in aged care accommodation they too got
involved. Gordon went on to say that we Baptists have millions of dollars tied up in aged care accommodation. He said it
was time to get that money and spend it on social issues which no one else was interested in.

Do you know it is estimated that the churches of Australia gave 150 million hours of volunteer labour last year. The
current combined giving of all Christians in Australia is estimated at $1000, million (The Witness, p19, September 2000).

Is this not evidence of the Spirit at work. | think more evidence in fact than any supernatural experience that a person
may have. When | read of Jimmy Carter spending weeks every year on building sites labouring away building homes for
poor people | think | sense something of the Spirit at work in that man.

When | read of a young New Zealand woman going to live in Niger, cut off from all the trimmings of life in the West, cut
off from friends and family, cut off from all the prospects that life in her home country offered. And going for what? To
teach desperately poor people how to read. Niger is a country where eight out of ten folk cannot read. Chris Cullen is a
woman who has been stirred by the Spirit of God. She wants these folk to be able to read the bible.

Dr. Melvin Cheatham is a neurosurgeon. Mel in his early 60's was living in retirement in Ventura California overlooking
the deep blue Pacific Ocean. A well off man enjoying his retirement, but when he heard of the desperate situation in
Bosnia, back in 1993, he decided to get involved. The Bosnia and Croatia civil war led to hospitals with blood flowing out
the front doors. Men, women and children lying in rows in the corridors, civilians and soldiers moaning and dying, waiting
for help that, in many cases, never came in time. He could only get into the country with UN permission. Only the UN
could fly him in anyway. The UN had kept the airport in Sarajevo open for their humanitarian flights. They were using C-
130 cargo planes. But even the UN was powerless to stop the snipers and random artillery fire that greeted each landing
plane. Mel had to go in wearing a bulletproof body armour. He landed to the sound of ear-splitting artillery shells
exploding near the plane as it made its quick turn around. As soon as the plane stopped, those on board had to run to
the nearest bunker. It was bitterly cold, cloudy and rainy that afternoon. The bunker he ran into was actually being shot at
by snipers, he could hear the bullets whizzing past the bunker. Under the cover of darkness in an armoured personnel
carrier with UN troops, with fingers on the triggers, he was driven to the UN military compound. They slept the night on
the cold cement floor. The following morning he was taken to the hospital that would be his home for the next several
weeks. The hospital was much the worse for the war. The building was cold, the light was dim, and he floors were dirty. It
was hopelessly overcrowded. There were rows and rows of twisted and maimed bodies, disfigured bodies, missing
limbs. Most of the patients were unconscious. Not sick as such, but suffering wounds of war. This 600 bed hospital had
1,500 patients in it. Many who stood in need of immediate surgery to remove pieces of shrapnel from brains or spines. It
was the Spirit of God who motivated that man to give up his peaceful retirement and go into that desperate situation.
(Living Beyond the Limits, Franklin Graham, Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nashville1998, p205).

At the time when God had first called Saul to leadership, Samuel had said to him "do whatever your hand finds to do"
(10:7). There are no end of things to do in this world. What Samuel was saying was get on with what you are motivated
to do. Do not hold back, do not procrastinate, life is short, go for it. It was Augustine who said, "love God and do as you
like". If you love God, you will only do as God wants. Others may be sitting around weeping, but not Saul. He is into
action. He is going to do something. Saul will not see anyone left in distress. He will do whatever it takes. The Spirit leads
Saul to social outrage. Saul rages because Saul cares. When the Spirit of God consumes a person they will be
consumed for justice. The man of God will always rage against evil. The man of God will pay whatever price is necessary
to alleviate the oppressed.

The first thing he did was turn to the two oxen he had been using to work his land. These he killed and then cut up into
pieces, huge bloody pieces. These were sent by messengers that very evening to all parts of Israel. With the pieces of
raw flesh was the call to arms. A strong call "this is what will be done to the oxen of everyone who does not respond".

But it was not so much that Saul was threatening to go out and kill the oxen of those men who refused to stand with him.
By his action he was also saying, "if we do not stand up now and fight, how long do you think it will be before Nahash is
in your backyard?"

Martin Niemoller was a German pastor who in the 1930's as Hitler was building his power base and pushing his polices,
spoke out on behalf of Jews, gipsies and the mentally retarded. His stand cost him seven years in a concentration camp.
The account of his being taken away is sad reading. It was a Sunday afternoon. He was sat around his fire with his wife
and children when the knock came at the door. Today Niemoller is famous for this paragraph. "In Germany they came
first for the Communists, and | didn't speak up because | wasn't a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and | didn't
speak up because | was not a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and | didn't speak up because | wasn't a
trade unionist. Then they came for the Catholics, and | didn't speak up because | was a Protestant. Then they came for
me, and by that time no one was left to speak up".

The reaction of everyone who saw one of the pieces of raw meat was to drop what they were doing and make their way
to the muster place of Bezek. Bezek was 16 kms away from Jebeah Gilead. Saul was able to form up 33 units. We are
not sure how many troops were in a unit. It says in our translation a "thousand". But the units were probably not that big.
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So, against all the odds, a message went back to Jabesh Gilead that help was on its way. It was none too soon. The
deadline was the very next day. Nahash and the Ammonites were told that tomorrow the town would surrender and they
could do whatever they wanted with the people.

The wording of their message to the Ammonites was quite crafty. It was quite ambiguous in fact. The word "surrender",
basically means, "come out". But the phrase "come out" can have military implications. One can "come out" to battle (1
Sam 18:30). So the Ammonites think that tomorrow the men of Jabesh Gilead are "coming out" in surrender, while they
know that tomorrow they are "coming out" in battle. The message, while it would have lulled the Ammonites into
complacency, was in fact a ringing word of defiance.

That night Saul divided his army into three sections and in a surprise pre-dawn raid launched his men on to the totally
unprepared Ammonite army. Before the middle of the day the Ammonite military machine was finished.

Evil is only ever stopped when confronted with a force stronger than itself. Nahash would have gone on mutilating,
abusing, oppressing and destroying until someone was willing to take him on.

God is a God of peace, yes. But more than a God of peace, God is a God of justice. The universe cannot be at peace
until there is justice. Our God is a God who will take on evil and fight it. The whole notion of hell is because God resists
evil forever.

The story finishes with a great celebration. It is a celebration of what God has done. In the last story we saw that there
were those who were very supportive of Saul and those who were very anti Saul. Now that Saul has done so well. Now
that Saul is obviously a good leader those who were pro Saul are all out to punish those who were anti Saul. Saul will not
have a bar of it. He points out that it was not him who ultimately saved the day, but God. Those who are pro Saul need to
be careful they do not see Saul as the real power. The reason that Saul was able to do what he did, was because the
Spirit of God was on him. And those who are anti Saul can say what they like, if the Spirit is on Saul all the criticism in the
world will not stop him from doing what God has called him to do.

But there is another note here too. Did those who were entering into the celebration think that all evil and all trouble was

now a thing of the past? Let us kill the few anti Saul folk and then that will be the end of all evil. What foolish thinking. No,
there will always be evil. Killing a few more people will not rid the world of evil.
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No. 12
A Sermon Preached
At the Boronia Baptist Church Sunday 12 November 2000
And at the Beaconsfield Baptist Church Sunday 21 January 2002
1 Samuel 12:1-25
Samuel's sermon

Today we have a sermon on a sermon. Chapter 12 is a sermon from Samuel, which includes a rather powerful visual aid
(v18).

Saul is now well and truly established as king. The people had asked for a king and a king they now have. At this
moment they were all feeling very pleased with themselves. In a moment of crisis their new king had performed
magnificently. The last chapter closed with all the people enjoying a great celebration. All was now well in the world and
there was nothing to look forward to but great times. Samuel rightly detects that they had a little too much confidence in
this new king and the whole notion of a monarchy.

This new king of theirs is making them feel very secure, thank you very much. And we all know the feeling. The new
super scheme, the new job, the new husband, the new house, the new home out in the country, the new degree. Any
one of these things, or a hundred others like them, can make us feel as secure as did those Israelites of old with their
new king.

Samuel can see that the monarchy has the possibility of interfering with the nation's dependence on God. What Samuel
wants them to see is, not only has God never failed to provide leaders, but jolly good leaders.

The first thing Samuel did was to get them to see that there was nothing wrong with the old system of leadership which
they had just thrown out. This is the moment that Saul will take over as the leader of the nation, from here on Samuel will
step back. From here on it will not be to Samuel that the people will look when direction is needed, but to Saul. Now
Samuel had been a man who was primarily God focused, but the king will prove to be a man whose primary orientation
will be to the people.

Samuel points out what kind of a leader he has been. Not because he needs any vindication but because he wants to
vindicate the style of leadership he represented. "Look", he says, "I am old and grey". In other words, "I have done the
distance". "I am old enough for my life to be summed up". What Samuel wants them to see is that his moral and ethical
life is beyond question. However what is yet to be questioned is just how moral and ethical the king will prove to be.

| remember once a minister responding to a question about what he wished for in life. The man was in his mid thirties.
His reply was "l want to get to the end with an unblemished record". He was wise enough to know that there were many
moments of temptation still to be faced. It is one thing to say you have lived a good life at 30, it is quite another to say
you have lived a good life at 70.

"Well", says Samuel, "can any of you point to any failing of mine as | have served you as leader". Samuel is laying his life
bare before the whole community. Is there anyone who can point the finger? No there is not! Samuel has made no profit
at all from his time in power. Nor has he ever touched a bribe. What he is saying is that he has lived as a man of God. He
has lived under the authority of God's word. Under his leadership, there has been economic justice. Oxen and donkeys
are a major investment. Possibly the most expensive thing that someone could own. Under his leadership no one has to
worry about some unjust taking of their property. The law, "you shall not steal", has been upheld. More, there has been
no defrauding or any other skulduggery. It is not just that he has been clean, but he has insisted everyone else be clean
too.

Paul said the same thing when he finished his time as leader of the Ephesian church. He was able to walk away from the
church knowing he had not failed in his responsibilities as their pastor. "You know how | lived the whole time | was with
you, from the first day | came into the province of Asia. | served the Lord with great humility and with tears, ... You know
that | have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to
house. | have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord
Jesus" (Acts 20:18-21).

Samuel's life was not the product of thin air. Samuel was the man he was because he was a man steeped in God's word.
We were told way back in Samuel's early days that "God revealed Himself to Samuel through His word" (3:21). Their
leader was their leader because he was a man of God. It was because this man was so obviously Godly that he had
been elevated to leadership. But now they have a new leader, a man who was yet to be tested. Will Saul be God's
servant in the way that Samuel was?

So important is this matter to Samuel that in his sermon he takes them to court. Samuel calls God and the new king as
witnesses. The point Samuel will seek to prove is that never once did God fail to provide them with leaders of the calibre
of himself.

Samuel then moved on to give a history lesson. Not that these folk needed the facts, they would have known this history
off by heart. But even though they knew the facts they had failed to draw out the implications.
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