Seemingly insignificant events that can change everything

Samuel 10:17-26
October 4, 2009-9-29

Today, | want to pick up from the stories from 1 Samuel.  In the spring, | was talking from this book
reflecting on the God who frames the story of our lives.  We began with an inconspicuous woman named
Hannah praying alone, crying to God for a child because she was barren.  Never in her wildest
imagination could she have predicted the results of this prayer — where a new nation would emerge from
the ministry of her son.  Like so many things in life, the grand stories of the human race do not begin in
castles and great halls of wisdom but in the life of ordinary people engaged in the challenges in their

lives. .Hannah in prayer, Saul looking for donkeys, David watching sheep, mid-wives saving babies,
Joseph and Mary having a baby... - on the surface, ordinary nothing to write home about everyday events
that change everything for everyone...Today | want to return to the stories of 1 Samuel.  We ended our
talks in the spring with the people rejecting God as King.  Chapter 8 ends with Israel crying for a king like
all the other nations ...and one can almost hear the sigh of God, when he says to Samuel, “Listen to them,
give them a king.” And He gives into the people demands though Samuel warned them very clearly what
embracing a political system like everyone else would mean for them...
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When we come to our text this morning in chapter 10, Samuel gathers the people and gives them what
they’ve asked for, a king in the person of Saul.  But the story of Saul does not start there. It starts in
chapter 9 with a bunch of lost donkeys.  Saul is the son of Kish, a tall and handsome young man about
30 years old. Donkeys, valuable to Kish family farming enterprises had wandered off and Kish sends his
son and a servant to look for them.  Obediently Saul goes but he wanders all over the countryside but
was fruitless in his search. | think the story teller is slipping us some clue about Saul’s character.  Saul
just heads off without any plan and wanders. He does not seek help, nor ask anyone for directions, nor
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look for clues. In the end his servant suggests that they seek a prophet and inquire of him where the
donkeys could be.  Not an unfamiliar thing to do for people those days — inquiring of wise men to
discover direction for their lives.
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They go to a town in the district of Zuph and discovers that Samuel has been waiting for them...but,
Samuel is not interested in looking for lost donkeys, he had something else in mind.  He was looking for

Saul... There is an interesting revelation in 1 S 9:16 where the Lord says to Samuel ... ‘... | will send you a
man from the land of Benjamin....  Saul’s seemingly aimless wanderings is God’s way of delivering him
to Samuel. Meanwhile, Saul had no idea nor inkling nor any desire ...regarding his destiny. All he was
doing was following his father’s orders to look for lost donkeys — nothing more...quite insignificant in the
big scheme of things — one would think.
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Saul enters this new place in history indirectly, artlessly, unself-consciously.  As he looks for his fathers
lost donkeys, it turns out that he himself is the one being looked for.  After 3 days of aimless, unguided
and unsuccessful hunting for lost donkeys, he is  himself found by someone who is not searching but

simply waiting for him to show up.  Saul ...discovers that he himself is the wanderer who is found.
(Eugene Peterson, p. 61)
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Sometimes, perhaps more often than we realize, our calling finds us before we discover it.
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But before Saul is presented to the people as king, there is a quiet moment in at the end of chapter 9
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when Samuel anoints Saul to be ‘ruler’ of God’s people.  Again the affirmation of God is not usually done
with great pomp and ceremony — human beings like events like that -  but with God, these important
moments usually happens in secret...in quietness... Jesus says in Matthew 6:6, ...when you pray, go
you're your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen.  Then your Father, who sees
what is done in secret will reward you....The things of God is more often than not, rooted in the quiet
moments of our lives...- Samuel anointing Saul as dawn breaks on the road home.
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It is also significant that the word ‘ruler’ rather than ‘king’ is used in that moment — though the implication
of kingship is clearly the trajectory. But why use ‘ruler'?  perhaps it is as the New American
Commentary suggests ... that it has relationship with the custom of the Ancient Near East — particularly,
Egypt where vassal kings — minor kings — who owed allegiance to the great king of Egypt were anointed in
this manner.  Thus the authority was bestowed on the vassal king who had no power except that which
was given to him by the great King — even YHWH himself. ~ Clearly, Samuel is informing Saul that God
had a destiny for him.
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Nevertheless, Saul was confused over this declaration over his life.  Being king was the furthest thing
from his mind...afterall, he was just looking for some lost donkeys — and now this happens. So Saul,
himself was on a journey of self discovery...This is confirmed by Samuel in chapter 10:6 ...where Samuel
says to Saul, ‘..The Spirit of the Lord will come on you in power, and you ... will be changed into a different
person..” The underlying story in the Saul narrative is that God is involved and directing the
circumstances of his life...and Saul was God’s chosen one for this leg in the life of the people of Israel.
Yes the people had rejected God as king but God wasn’t about to let them off the hook... God will help
them discover a king in their midst...and teach them what kingship will mean for them.  Unfortunately
Saul will be the first of many kings who will fail them and lead them away from the God who loved them
into the bondage and exile of Babylon....
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So, what does the story of the beginning of Saul’s role in the history of Israel have to do with you and |
living out our lives in 21st century Richmond?  There is much to this story that we could consider but as |
reflected on our narrative for this morning message, what spoke to me is how the little things in life, the
odd detours, the curves that come our way can turn out to be some of the most transformative events of
our lives.  Saul could not have imagined that getting lost, wandering all over the countryside would put
him in a place where he would become the first king of Israel.
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What this story exposes for me is that nothing in our lives is insignificant. ~ Our lives are not left up to
chance and controlled by circumstances.  No, there is something working behind the scene that is bigger
than the choices we make and the actions we take. the seemingly insignificant choices, the small acts,
that we make on a daily basis are not without purpose.  They weave together with the choices and acts
and hopes of others that God uses to surprise us... Saul wandering off in search of donkeys becomes part
of bigger story of King making as God gives into the people’s desires for a king.  As such then, the
mundane task of life is part of a bigger narrative that God is writing for humanity and the redemption of
planet earth. We and the choices and actions we take are part of this grand design of God for
humanity...The changing of diapers, the washing of dishes, the drudgery of repetitive work all matters in
the grand scheme of things...because we matter in the grand scheme of things...And even though we
may bogged down by our endless searching...lost in our wanderings...and even though God may be the
last thing on our minds, we are not the last thing on His mind.  And as theologian Helmut Theilke once
expressed, it is not our thinking about God that saves us, it His thinking about us.
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It is clear from our narrative that though Israel has rejected God as King, God has not rejected Israel and
is actively working out his purpose in appointing for them a King...though He knows that what they desire
will be their undoing.  This is the way God treats us — with respect and dignity — giving in but not giving
up on us...even in His humiliation, God reaches out to his people...refusing to simply let things happen,
carelessly letting thing unfold...no, he is intentionally involved in the process on their behalf though He is
deeply hurt by the folks He loves.
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| think we can take comfort in that we serve a God who respects the choices that we make even though
those choices may not be so beneficial for us.  For those of us who are parents, this is a difficult example
for us to follow.  If only our children — particularly those who are old enough to know better — could avoid
our mistakes and do what we tell them to do — then all would be well in the world...but perhaps in the
grand scheme of things they are contributing to something bigger than what we know.  The story of Saul
reveals a God who is in it with us through the thick and thin of it all — working in the background, to
redeem even the bad choices we make — though the process may take some time...- and the outcome
may not be favorable. This is what | feel is going on in our text. ~ Samuel invites the tribes to cast lots.
We are not too sure how they went about doing it but we know that it was a method they used to reach
consensus. And what they agreed on was...that the tribe of Benjamin was to be the one from which
their first king would come. | want us to make a quick mental note here because the second king, David
is chosen quite differently...
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We also need to note that there is no sign of manipulation here from Samuel or from God.  This was the
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wish of the people.  Yet God even before this decision was made, participated with them as He prepared
Saul for his destiny... But Saul, was a reluctant king...- which is not a bad quality — for he must have had
an inkling of the weight or responsibility in this role. | think it would have been worst if hadn'’t.
Nevertheless, he needed a lot of work before he would even have any qualities of a leader.  So God was
in Saul’s life preparing him, though Saul neither wanted nor deserve the position he was about to be given.
As we shall see in the insuing messages, even after all that God had done in His life, Saul’'s character
would not hold out to the opiate of power...and the scriptures would later record that God regretted his
choice of Saul — quite a statement, | think. However at this time in this unfolding narrative, God and
Samuel worked to prepare both Saul and Israel to enter into something completely foreign to them — a
new government who is ruled by a king not a judge or prophet.  This they will struggle with for the next
900 years... but it begins here at Mizpah.
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| think that it is no accident that it is at Mizpah that Samuel gathers the people to choose. Ironically Mizpah
was the place back in Judges 20, where Israel made a covenant to exterminate the tribe of Benjamin from
their confederation of tribes. A great battle was fought between the men of Benjamin and the other 11
tribes on account that some men of Benjamin raped and murdered the concubine of a high ranking Levite.
There is a reason why Benjamin was the smallest of the tribes of Israel. In the book of Judges, most of
the men and women of Benjamin were killed on account of this battle.  And so the place where Israel
condemned Benjamin to die is also the place where a Benjamite — the smallest and least significant of the
tribes of Israel — would become king.  What a turn of events — who would have thought this, was
possible... It's like Barak Obama becoming president of the United States... A few years ago, few would
have thought this would be possible.
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What is important for us to consider as we read this text is that our past does not determine how God will
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deal with us today... and it is today that matters not our past.  And although our past might be sin-bound
and filled with disappointment and guilt and shame...it does not have to shape our future.  God can heal
and restore dignity to those of us who have lost it...He can give us the face that we have lost...the
confidence we have shed. The appointment of Saul as King in the place where his people were to be
wiped out, is significant for the tribe of Benjamin...who for generations have lived with the shame of their
past...now they are restored to a position of honour in the federation of the 12 tribes of Israel. Yet as |
reflect on this text of divine and human interaction, | could not help but pick up a hint of trouble to come.
Though God has honoured Saul bestowing on him the privilege of kingship...Saul never fully gets it |
don't believe he every really understood the gift that was given to him and the role he was invited to play
in the history of his people To him was given something unbelievably precious — never before has God
given such a gift to his people — to rule in His place.
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Instead of humbly accepting this honor, what does Saul do? He hides. Knowing the honour and
authority as well as the responsibility of such a gift, he hides among the supplies. He has done this
before. When his uncle asked him about what happened as he was out searching for donkeys, Saul did
not tell him of Samuel and his amazing experience with the prophets when the Holy Spirit descended on

him. Perhaps, as one commentary suggest, that Saul's vacancy at his own coronation suitably
foreshadows a reign that would vacate responsibilities associated with the exercise of godly rule?
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What this informs me is that we must not take the gift of God lightly and treat it as if it doesn’t mean
anything. The grace extended to us is to be received with thanksgiving...and if we truly understand what
it is we have received, we would with all our power — God being our helper - live our lives worthy of this
gift that we did not earn and we did not buy...
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Reminds me of the parable that Jesus told about the man who was forgiven a great debt and when it was
his turn to forgive one who owed him a small sum, he not only did not forgive he threw him into prison.
This was Saul.  Given a great gift but did not know how to appreciate it. ~ This will be his downfall as we
shall see...but it can be our downfall as well. It seems to me that as we consider Saul, it is the manner
in which he has received this amazing gift of kingship that is as important as the gift itself. ~ And how he
handles this will be his undoing in the future.
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Nevertheless we continue to take comfort in the reality that God may give in to us but does not give up on
us. We can take note that the ordinary things of our lives — though seemingly dull and mundane - are
the raw material that God uses for our restoration and redemption. As such we must not despise the
work we are given — though it may be boring and not we might love to do; or the responsibilities that come
to us though they may be stressful; or the people we are connected with though relationships can be
complex... All these experiences weave together in the grand story of God’s redemption and restoration of
planet earth...and you and [, the little choices we make every day, the actions we take — good or bad - is
part of this... As such we are invited to live lives that are grateful for every moment, for every opportunity,
for every challenge and even struggles...for this life is a gift to you and to me...and how we live it is as
important as the gift itself. May we live it well, embracing it as the gift that it is...if we really understand
this...we then can become a gift to others as well. May this be our experience in our life together.
Amen.
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