
The King Thing - Finding a Good Leader 

(1 Samuel 8:1-22) 

Introduction:- 

 

Any transition can be a difficult thing to negotiate in life, for it often involves a review 

of the past, as well as an accurate assessment of the present, that will enable a new 

and informed plan for the future, which will hopefully make the way smooth for all 

concerned. But the reality is that some transitions may work out for the better, 

whereas others continue to experience pain and difficulty to the very end. And as we 

come to look at the issue of the transition to "kingship" within Israel's history, in our 

passage today, we discover within this transition a number of ambiguities and 

difficulties, that will not make for plain and easy sailing, as this institution develops 

within Israel's history. And so let us now begin to focus our lenses a little closer on 

this passage, in order to see what God is saying to us today. 

 

1.  First, when things go wrong, where do we look? (verses 1-5). 

 

When Samuel grew old, he appointed his sons as Israel's leaders or judges, indicating 

that they were meant to succeed Samuel as judge. We might recall from the 

conclusion to the previous chapter 7,  that Samuel judged Israel, and administered 

justice (vv. 15-17). But chapter 8 opens with a notice that his sons "judged" Israel and 

perverted justice (vv. 1-3). And so the Elders  are quick to point out that not only is 

Samuel old, but his sons are no longer able to lead or judge the people, and so they 

now want a king as a successor to Samuel, who had blessed the people through the 

administration of justice, which on the surface of things, may not have appeared to be 

an unreasonable request.  Psalm 72 points to the ideal king, who above all else, is 

able to administer justice and security, as a mediator of God's covenant blessings to 

all.  And so a central question posed by this chapter is the question, "Where is justice 

to come from, with Samuel growing old?"  And how is blessing perpetuated, once God 

has given it? Perhaps Samuel thought that this could come from the appointment of 

his own sons, in his old age, in order that they might carry the torch on, even though 

they served at remote Beersheba, in the southern most part of the land. Perhaps 

Samuel sent them there, in order that they might first prove themselves worthy of this 

office, before taking on more prominent and conspicuous appointments elsewhere. 

But it is easy to think that leadership can simply be inherited. Eli's sons had done 

damage to the worship of Israel. And now ironically, this pattern was being repeated 

with the sons of Samuel, even though Samuel himself was not aware of his sons sins. 

Intergenerational faith is no sure thing in any family. And as the Book of Judges itself 

tells us, judgeship in Israel was not based on hereditary succession. In fact, the judge 

Gideon makes a strong case against hereditary succession at Judges 8:22-23, and 

even in this same passage, refuses the office of kingship, even though the people 

strongly urged him to take it on. Rather, Gideon made an Ephod, in order that the 

people might seek the counsel of the Lord in these matters, and now in this passage, 

the people ask Samuel to appoint a king who can lead them, such as all the other 

nations have (v. 5). But this request is also an attempt to perpetuate blessing by 

physical descent, for it somehow hopes that one good king will be succeeded by an 

equally good son. And so, in these opening verses, we are introduced to the problems 

of transition, which receive a surprising response, as we follow the story through. But 

finally, where do we look, and whose model do we follow, when things go wrong?  

Now we are about to find out! 

 

2.  Secondly, where should Israel have looked, when they asked for a King ?  

(verses 6-9).  



 

When the people asked for a king to lead them, Samuel took this personally, and saw 

this as a  rejection of himself, but the Lord pointed out to Samuel that this request was 

not a rejection of him, but rather a rejection of the Lord himself as their king (verses 

6-7). The people were in effect laying aside the idea of a theocratic monarchy, in 

which God himself was king, from the day that the Lord brought them up from Egypt, 

until this day, "forsaking me, and serving other gods, as they are doing to you" (verse 

8). Putting it this way, the king is not merely a substitute for Samuel, but for the Lord 

as well. And what we have here is the old idolatry, with a new twist. Then within this 

passage, the Lord tells Samuel twice to listen to their request, and for a third time at 

verse 22, but here at this point, to solemnly warn them of the ways and rights of the 

king "like all the nations" around about them. By moving in this direction, Israel had 

forgotten three situations from the past, to which they should have looked. Firstly, 

from the Book of Deuteronomy, Chapter 17:14-20, there is no fault in asking for a 

king "like all the nations around about them", but when you read the qualifications of 

such a king from this passage, it ensures that Israel will not in fact have a king "like 

all the nations around about them", for he must be a man of Yahweh's choosing (v. 

15a), a brother Israelite, and not a foreigner (v. 15b), without customary royal perks, 

such as military horses and machine, multiple wives, and massive wealth (vv. 16-17), 

and finally the king should be a good student of Yahweh's Law (vv. 18-20).  And so 

the fault in the request of 1 Samuel 8 was not in  the request itself, but rather in the 

"motive" for the request. It really boiled down to the "kind" of king that Israel was 

looking for, as we will later see in verse 20. And on this very point, the second 

situation which current Israel had forgotten, was the period of the Judges themselves, 

when God raised up Gideon to save his people from the Midianites. And when the 

people wanted to make Gideon king because of his great victories over the Midianites, 

he refused, because he acknowledged the Lord's role and rule as king in his victories 

(Judges 8:22-23). Thirdly, and finally, in order to bring things right up to date, had 

the people forgotten the Lord's role in Samuel's great victory against the Philistines at 

Mizpah in 1 Samuel 7, when not only were the Philistines so finally and fully defeated 

to the point that they were no longer a threat to Israel during the days of Samuel, but 

Samuel's memorial stone called Ebenezer or "stone/rock of help" should have stood 

as a continual reminder of the Lord's kingship and victory amongst them. And so, 

whilst Samuel was still with them, they need not have asked for a king "like all the 

nations around them", least of all for their reason for asking for a king at verse 20.  

All of these points are supported by Samuel's final speech at 1 Samuel 12, where he 

emphasizes the Lord's kingship and continual deliverance of his people. And so, in the 

current emergency, there was no crying out to Yahweh for deliverance, but a demand 

from Samuel himself, for a human king!!  A clear and subtle substitution if there ever 

was one! Finally, as one scholar puts it, if chapter 7 provides a contrast to chapter 8, 

then chapter 4 can be seen as providing a parallel to chapter 8, where in chapter 4 

the superstition of the Ark "among us", is paralleled in chapter 8 with the idea of the 

human king "over us". Both are substitutes for God, with the same idolatry involved.  

As an application of these things, when things go wrong, or do not seem to work, our 

first impulse is to assume that there is something wrong with our techniques. And so 

we feel that there is need for mechanical adjustment, and not for seeking the Lord.  

We would prefer a "new gimmick", than seek God for a new heart. Further, instead of 

asking God for help, we are more interested in prescribing what form God's help must 

take, as well as with  issues of when and where. At this point, we see the Elder's 

request as a new idolatry, seeking to supplant the Lord's authority with a King of their 

own making. The fundamental sin here was to look for an external source of security, 

a temptation which Jesus warns against at Matthew 6:25-34. Seeking the right thing 

for the wrong reason is a particularly subtle form of sin.  



 

3.   Thirdly and finally, we get what we ask for (verses 10-22). 

 

In this final section, Samuel shares the Word of the Lord to all the people who desired 

a human king to rule over them. The news is not good, because it speaks of the 

absolute and sovereign rights of ancient kings over their subjects, who also have no 

regard for peoples' personal rights or property. Is that the kind of king that you have 

really been hankering for? And so, it is a gloomy picture of the absolute and 

sovereign rights of ancient kings who will only "take, take, take, and take." So unlike 

the king of Deuteronomy 17:14-20!! The Hebrew verb for "take" appears four times 

in this section (vv. 11,13,14,16), and defines the earthly king as a "taker" of people 

and property, using each for his own ends, sometimes even corruptly, as verses 14-15 

point out.  In verse 8 God had brought the people out of the slavery of Egypt, but a 

king "like all the other nations", would make slaves of them once again (verse 17). 

And when that day comes, you will "cry out" for relief from the king you have chosen, 

but the Lord will not answer you in that day (verse 18). A case of back to the dark 

days of the Egyptian oppression, as well as to the dark ages of the Judges period. 

Israel's first king Saul sought to keep his kingship through some of these means (1 

Samuel 22:7-8), and later Solomon's subjects use language of the Egyptian bondage 

to describe his oppressive reign (1 Kings 12:4). Then in verses 19-20, we read that 

the people refused to listen to Samuel, and they said, "No!"  We want a king over us 

like all the other nations, who will lead us, and go out before us, and fight our battles. 

Finally, in these words, the real motive for wanting a king is revealed!! Within these 

two verses, the words "we", "our", and "us" appear seven times, indicating that their 

demand is totally self-centred and self-serving. Then for the third time in verse 22, the 

Lord tells Samuel to listen to their request, and give them what they asked for - They 

want a king like all the nations around them - And so they will get in full measure 

what they have ask for!! Perhaps the lesson here is that we need to be careful what we 

ask from the Lord, because God's granting of our request may not turn out to be the 

blessing we ask for. On this point, one recalls the time when Israel grew tired of the 

manna that the Lord had supplied them with within the wilderness, but they craved a 

meat diet instead at Numbers 11:31-34.  But when the Lord supplied the quail, whilst 

it was still between their teeth, and not finally consumed, the anger of the Lord 

burned against the people, and he struck them with a severe plague, therefore the 

place was called Kibroth Hattaavah, or "graves of craving", because there they 

buried the people who had craved other food. One could say here, that it was a case 

of Israel saying, give us food "like all the nations around us!!" But tragically, they 

never even lived to enjoy it!! From the beginning of 1 Samuel 2:10, 35, kingship was 

God's direction for Israel, but only in God's own time, and in God's own way, and 

certainly not "like all the nations" around them. Finally at verse 22, only after the 

people as a whole reject Samuel's position, and insist on a king, does the Lord initiate 

his own move toward kingship. This will take some time to put in place.  But in the 

meantime, we are left to wonder what will eventually happen to Israel when they ask 

for the right thing in the wrong way, and for the wrong reasons. 

 

Conclusion:- 

 

In conclusion, this passage addresses the issue of good leadership within a transition 

period in Israel's history, and how this may be sought and found. Maybe today as a 

church, we may also find ourselves  in a similar period of transition, seeking some 

form of structural change. If so, what then should we do? As a positive, we must first 

consider the ways in which God has clearly blessed us in the past with what he has 

given us. And secondly, we must then seek God's face for the future, not with 



leadership issues and strategies fashioned on the patterns and the ways of this world, 

by rather, by acknowledging God's kingship and lordship over us, we must wait for 

His leading, and his appointments, only in God's own time, and in God's own way. 

The good news in all of this, as our passage tells us today, is that God is pleased to 

start this process with where we are, with our imperfect, self-centred, and blinkered 

attitudes and motives. And within our times of insecurity, let us also remember the 

words of Jesus our king when he said - "Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you" (Matthew 6:33), followed 

by Jesus' words at John 15:16 - "You did not choose me, but I chose you and 

appointed you, to go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should  remain."  May the 

Lord bless us with these words today.  Amen. 


