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 This morning we arrived at St. Paul’s to find the doors of our food pantry torn off the hinges, in 

pieces on the sidewalk in front of the church. It seems like a metaphor for life at times. Our lives are 

not easy or straight forward. There are days where it feels like we are picking up the broken pieces 

scattered all over the sidewalk. So we turn to Holy Scripture for guidance. In our reading from the 

book of Samuel we learn about God’s ways and about the struggles we face as people of God. 

 In the book of Samuel, we read these words from chapter 16: Samuel did not see Saul again 

until the day of his death, but Samuel grieved over Saul. And the LORD was sorry that he had made 

Saul king over Israel. 

 Last week we read from Samuel chapter 8. The people had demanded a king, so they could be 

like other nations. Chapter 8 highlights the conflict between our vision and God’s vision of the world. 

If you recall, in that passage God warns the people of the dangers of having a king, culminating in the 

phrase, “and you shall be his slaves!” 

 In the seven chapters between last week’s reading and this week’s reading, the book of Samuel 

tells the story of King Saul. King Saul is chosen by consent of all of the tribes of Israel. King Saul is 

the overwhelming choice of the people. Saul is, in the eyes of many, a natural born leader: handsome, 

tall and strong. For most of his time as King he is very popular. He is a successful military 

commander.  

 But when it comes to moral and religious practices, King Saul cuts corners. Saul is an impatient 

leader. He bows to popular pressure. Saul breaks the rules. Saul crosses ethical boundaries in order to 

achieve his goals. 

 In chapter 13 we find an example of Saul breaking the rules in order to achieve his goals. 

Saul’s army prepares for battle against the Philistines, a common scenario during the reign of Saul. 

Saul and Samuel agree that on a certain day Samuel will arrive to lead a sacred ritual of preparation for 

battle. On the day of the sacred ritual, perhaps in the early or middle part of the day, Samuel is 

nowhere to be seen. Saul breaks the rules and leads the religious service himself. By the time Saul has 

concluded the service, Samuel is there looking at the remains of the sacrificed animals. I imagine 

Samuel standing in the gateway, asking, in a dry tone of voice, “what have you done?” Saul is 

defensive. He responds, “The people were slipping away from me, and you didn’t show up on time 

and our enemies are mustering for battle.” 

 Saul breaks the rules when he feels he has a good reason. Samuel is not impressed. In God’s 

story, true leaders are those who uphold moral values even when the people are threatening to rebel. 

As the leader of God’s people, Saul is a failure. 

 In chapter fifteen Saul and Samuel have met for the last time, after another incident where Saul 

has bent and broken the rules. Samuel has told Saul that his time as king is ending, The Lord has 

rejected you from being king over Israel. After Saul tears his robe, Samuel says, The Lord has torn the 

kingdom of Israel from you this very day, and has given it to a neighbor of yours, who is better than 

you. 

 Samuel grieved over Saul. And the LORD was sorry that he had made Saul king over Israel. 

God was sorry. God was grieving over Saul, but a few moments later he has left the issue behind: 

The LORD said to Samuel, “How long will you grieve over Saul? I have rejected him from being king 

over Israel. It is time to move on. God sends Samuel to the home of Jesse in Bethlehem, to ‘provide 

for myself a king’ from one of his sons. God is going to get God’s work done. 

 Samuel is trying to catch up to where God is at. Expressed in common terms, we might say 

Samuel is moping around or depressed about the misdeeds of Saul. In the story from chapter 16 

Samuel follows God’s directions, but Samuel is not thinking in God’s terms. He is stuck in his 

thoughts of the past.  



 Samuel goes to the home of Jesse, to anoint a new king for Israel. Since the first born son was 

assumed to be the next leader of the family, Jesse brings his oldest son to meet Samuel. Eliab, the 

oldest son, seems like a good choice. He is tall and strong and handsome.  

 Samuel is a wiser, older man, but he is still making the same old mistakes. He is ready to anoint 

someone as king who has many of the same qualities as Saul. Fortunately, God is not leaving this 

decision up to Samuel alone. The Lord said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the 

height of his stature, because I have rejected him’  

 Then Samuel examines the next oldest, and the next, and the next, and eventually all of the 

seven sons of Jesse who are in the house. But God has not chosen any of the seven older sons of Jesse 

as king. The one Samuel needs to see is not even in the house. David is a very young man, perhaps just 

twelve or thirteen years old. Jesse had not bothered to summon him back from the fields in order to 

meet with the wise, old man, Samuel. 

 There is much in this story that is relevant for you and for me. The story points to three 

weaknesses among people that seem almost universal, across the boundaries of time and culture. Our 

first weakness is that people are attracted to leaders whose outward appearance conforms to their 

expectations. Our second weakness is that our ability to see, to perceive reality, is not good. We 

struggle to see as God sees. Even when we are in the right place, we often do not see what God sees; 

we do not see how and where God is working. 

 Our third weakness is that we are obsessed with the past. We are obsessed with our past 

experience. We cannot see the reality of the present or the future, because we are constantly looking 

back. We look back, with regret. Sometimes it seems we spend most of our time and energy reliving 

the past, and all of our mistakes, and all of the wrongs done to us in the past. We turn away from God 

when we continue to dwell on our past experience. 

  The story of Samuel also points to two ideas about God. First, God’s vision is different from 

our vision of the world. God’s vision is not always easy to see. Consider the part of the story where 

Samuel looks at the row of seven sons standing in front of him and says to Jesse, “Hold on, just a 

second! Are all of your sons here in this house?” God’s vision is not easy to see.  As far as we are 

concerned, God’s vision of the future is often not even in the room. 

 The second idea about God is that God is concerned with the present and with the future. 

Whereas we are obsessed with mistakes of the past, God is concerned with building God’s kingdom 

today and tomorrow and the next day. God is doing something new in our time and place. Whereas, 

deep inside, we really want things to stay the same, God’s work is transformative. God’s work is about 

changing the world. In order to be part of God’s work, we must be willing to be changed by God. 

 This is the message of the book of Samuel. It is also the message of our passage from Paul’s 

2nd letter to the Corinthians. As a Jew, and as a scholarly person, Paul was familiar with the book of 

Samuel. So it is no surprise that themes from Samuel become a significant part of Paul’s writings 

about the Christian life.  

 We find similar ideas about the limitations of the human point of view in the two passages. In 

the book of Samuel, God says, for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward 

appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. Paul says From now on, therefore, we regard no one 

from a human point of view. 

 In both passages, we are urged to let go of past endeavors in order to fully embrace the gift of 

the present time. For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for 

all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 

themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new 

creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything that was old has become new! 

 Everything that is old, everything worn and tired out in my life and in your life will be made 

new by God. This does not happen by us striving to change. We are changed by God when we open 

our lives to God’s redeeming love. We dwell in Christ when we dwell in love. God makes a beautiful, 

new creation in our lives when we make space, by letting go of the past.  


