I Love to Tell the Story - #1 Israel Demands a King, 1 Samuel 8:4-22
Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

One of my favorite books growing up was a children’s Picture Bible. As my parents read me stories I loved to look at the pictures. And the one I  loved the best was the picture of David and Goliath. David was a hero and I wanted to be just like him. After all, my parents had given me David for my middle name. How could I not see myself in these stories? It’s a good thing that I didn’t have a slingshot. I probably would have broken quite a few windows pretending to throw rocks at Goliath.  

Today we begin a new summer series of sermons that will focus on the stories of David. Let me take just a few minutes to set the stage. Why David? Of all the characters in the Bible, David is the most human. In his story we are meant to see our own stories. Even today, some 3000 years later, there are lessons we can learn from David. David’s story is both heroic and tragic. David is described as a man after God’s own heart, passionate in his relationship with God. He was a skilled musician and poet. He was also a soldier and warrior. But David was deeply flawed, a man of great love and passion. His lusts got him into trouble and sowed the seeds of destruction in his family. He was Israel’s greatest king and yet a not-so-great father. 
The Bible gives us a hint of an even more sinister picture of David as a ruthless leader, a man who would do anything to get power, and do anything to hang on to it. David killed off his rivals, even his own sons. He shunned his wives who threatened him. David was forbidden to build a temple for God because he was a man of too much bloodshed. And yet when confronted with his sins by the prophet Nathan, King David was willing to humble himself before God and acknowledge his sins. 
You see there is something in David’s story for all of us to relate to, to see ourselves in his story. And it is not so much that David is a great role model or example. The real lesson we learn from David is that all of life is lived with God. Everything he experienced he brought to God. As we read his Psalms we see David giving thanks and praise to God when things go well. He brought his needs and requests to God. And when things went bad David laid his complaints and laments before God. Everything comes to God. Life is lived with God. 
Perhaps the real reason we study these stories is that we learn something from David about God. God is a faithful lover. God is a promise maker and a promise keeper. If God can love someone like David, then maybe God can love someone like me with all my sins and weaknesses. If God can make an eternal promise to David, then maybe we can trust that God will keep the promise made to us at our baptism. That is why we are reading these stories because in them God will speak to us.
Our reading today sets the stage for David’s story. For its first 200 years in the Promised Land Israel had been led by a series of Judges. A Judge was really a charismatic leader called by God to lead the people in a time of crisis. There were both male and female: Jephtha, Deborah, Gideon and Samson, they most often functioned as military leaders. But there was no centralized government, and no standing army. The last verse of the book of Judges summarizes its history this way, “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25).
No King! Everyone can do what they want. Is that a good thing or a bad thing? Our reading today shows that there was a debate about this. (That is not too surprising. We have a debate in our own country today about the proper role and extent of government.) There were those who wanted to keep the status quo, which meant in fact that God would continue to be king over the people. But there were others who thought that was inadequate, and that what they needed to compete with other nations was a king. A king provided unity for a nation. A king could lead a standing army better trained to provide for defense. The arguments were persuasive to a majority who approached Samuel, the last of the Judges, and demanded a king. 
The Bible says that Samuel recognized the request for what it was. God said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them. Just as they have done to me, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt to this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so also they are doing to you.” Samuel saw that the desire for a king was really a breaking of the first commandment- you shall have no other gods! Instead of wanting God to rule them they preferred a king so that they could be just like the other nations surrounding them. Martin Luther said that a god is that to which we look for all good and in which we find refuge in all need. The leaders of Israel sought refuge in a king. But God warned them that a king was not all he was cracked up to be. A king would impose huge taxes and burdens on the people. A king would rule them like a tyrant.

Do you see yourself in this story? Don’t we all reject God at various points in our lives and turn to other gods instead? We have this god-shaped void in our lives and we try to fill that void with all kinds of things. Perhaps it was a relationship, a job, a home or some possession? If I could only win the lottery like that young man in Winner? If I only had that, then I would be happy, fulfilled and complete. It’s not that any of these things are bad, but when we look to them to fill that god-shaped void we place too great a burden on them, and they end up disappointing us. Or worse! Sometimes our gods end up enslaving us in addictions or destructive habits. Only God can meet our deepest desires and needs. Only God can bring true freedom and joy. 
As I thought about this it reminded me of something that happened in high school. I had my eye on this sporty car- a Ford Mustang. I fantasized about owning and driving around in that Mustang. I thought that if I just had this Mustang my life would be perfect. My friends would think I was cool. People would love me. So I talked to my Dad about it. We sat down and calculated what it would take for me to buy this Mustang. There was the loan to pay. There was the cost of gas (25 cents a gallon back then!) There were the costs of maintenance, repairs and insurance. We looked at what I was making an hour in my part-time job and how many hours I would need to work a week just to pay for my car. I was shocked and quickly realized that this car was not going to be a blessing in my life. Just the opposite! This car was going to run my life. I was going to be a slave to my car. 

“So, you want a king?” Samuel asked the people. “Let me tell you about kings. There will be a price to pay.”

Every four years we go through a national process of selecting a president to lead us. We invest hopes and dreams in that person. But in the end every leader is imperfect. At some point every one disappoints. Everyone has limitations. That was certainly true in ancient Israel. God gave them their kings and they paid a price for it. The history of the kings is pretty much one bad king after another. It wasn’t that God was punishing them. It’s just that our choices have consequences. That happened in ancient Israel, and it was because of that experience that the desire for a perfect king was born- a Messiah who would rule with justice and righteousness.

God gave Israel what they asked for- a king. The amazing thing is that even though Israel rejected God, God didn’t reject them. God made a covenant with King David, a promise that his dynasty would last forever. As Christians who read this story this is where we see Jesus. The first verse of the New Testament says this, “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David…” Jesus is the fulfillment of all the hopes and dreams for a Messiah, a king to rule over us and to which we look for all good. He is the king who does not disappoint but delivers on his promise, who brings abundant life to all. But what a different kind of King! He comes as a servant king to rule with love, to give his life on a cross to meet our deepest need- the forgiveness of our sins. 
Why study David? Why learn these stories? Because this is where we learn of a God who comes to us even when we mess things up, even when we reject God and seek other gods. God comes to us today in Jesus Christ offering forgiveness and grace, keeping faithful to the promise given us in baptism. And now he invites us to follow Jesus, to look to him for all good and in every need, and to walk in his servant way. Amen.
