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Allen Pruitt

“But Samuel grieved over Saul.”

Samuel still wants Saul to be king;
Samuel can’t let go.

Why should he?
Why is Saul on the way out?
Wasn’t it just last week

that Saul was made king?
Wasn’t it just last week

that the people of Israel
were begging for a king to rule over them?

And Saul was that king.
But now,

after one week and 6 chapters,
Samuel is sent by God

to anoint another king.

“But Samuel grieved over Saul.”

It never went right for Saul,
not from the very beginning.

We heard last week
about how the Israelites asked for a king.

But we never heard how Saul became king;
we never heard what happened after Saul became king.
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He seemed like the right choice:
“a fine and goodly young fellow,

and no man of the Israelites was goodlier than he,
head and shoulders taller than all the people.”1

That sounds like what the Israelites were looking for;
that sounds like what anybody would be looking for.

They wanted a king,
because they needed a king they could see,

a king they could control.
They wanted God as their king no more.

And so this goodly man,
head and shoulders above all the rest,

he is working for his father
and goes looking for some donkeys.

Instead of looking for the asses,
he seeks out a fortune teller

who can give him an idea of where to look.

All the people point him toward Samuel,
who is the prophet and the seer.

And as soon as Saul comes forth,
God says to Samuel,

“Here is that man of whom I said to you,
‘This one will govern My people.’”2

 Alter, Robert.  The David Story.  chapter 9 verse 2b-4.  p. 46.1

 Ibid.  chapter 9 verse 17. p. 50.2



�3

And so Samuel anoints Saul as King over all Israel.
But Saul is not king yet;

he goes back to work for his father,
keeping the asses.

Twice more
Saul must come before Samuel and the people of Israel

before he can rule;
twice more

Saul must be proclaimed King over all Israel.

They cast lots,
first for the tribe to which Saul belongs,
then for the clan of Saul’s father,
and lastly to Saul himself.

And having the lot fall to him,
still Saul cannot serve as king.

He goes back to the asses yet again.

In the end,
Saul is made king

when he vanquishes a threat to the people.

It is only military might and victory,
not the anointing of the prophet
or the casting of lots,

which can make him king.
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After all of his waiting,
Saul is king only for two years.

For two years,
Saul rules the people.

But Saul is always trying to make sure of his throne,
to make sure of victory,
to make sure of the God who has chosen him.

He offers sacrifice
when the prophet doesn’t not appear quickly enough;

he demands tribute and oaths
which serve only to make him seem more holy.

Saul can never wait patiently for the Lord;
he must constantly make sure of the promises of God.

Finally,
Saul comes before an enemy,

and the Lord promises victory
if Saul will offer every sign of victory back to the Lord.

Instead,
Saul spares the defeated king;
he spared the best of the sheep and the cattle,

and everything good.
But all the vile and worthless things,

these Saul destroyed.

Saul can never bear to let go of anything
which might display his own power,

despite being given every advantage.
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In the end, Samuel comes to Saul and tells him,
“You have played the fool!

Had you but kept the commandments of the Lord your God
that He commanded you,

now the Lord would have made your kingdom over Israel unshaken forever. 

But now,
your kingdom shall not stand.

The Lord has already sought out for himself
a man after His own heart

and the Lord has appointed him prince to his people,
for you have not kept

what the Lord commanded you.”3

Saul can offer only excuses.
“But I did listen to the Lord.
I was going to sacrifice it all to the Lord!”

The prophet will hear none of it.

“Does the Lord take delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices
as in listening to the voice of the Lord?

For listening is better than sacrifice,
hearkening, than the fat of rams.

For the diviner’s offense is rebellion,
the transgression of idols - defiance.

Since you have cast off the word of the Lord,
He has cast you aside as king.”4

 Ibid.  chapter 13 verses 13-15.  p. 73.3

 Ibid.  chapter 15 verses 22-23. p. 91.4
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Saul was cast aside as king.
Which brings us to our reading today.

“But Samuel grieved over Saul.”

What we don’t hear in today’s reading
is what God has to say about Saul.

Just a few verses earlier,
God came to Samuel
and told him the news.

“The word of the Lord came to Samuel:
‘I regret that I made Saul king.’”

“I regret.”

That’s an interesting idea,
that God has regret.

We don’t hear about it much.

Way back in Genesis,
God regretted that he made the people,

and then the waters flooded the earth,
and only the boat was saved.

“I regret that I made Saul king.”

“I regret.”
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God has regret.
God changed his mind.

I wonder what it cost God
to change his mind,
to move on and try something different.

Change always costs something;
change always demands a price.

For God to change his mind,
it costs him,
and it costs us,

the idea that God always knows what will happen,
     that what God says is eternal

and can never change.

Maybe that’s more of a cost for us
than for God;

maybe God doesn’t need to pretend
that things will always stay the same;

maybe God is always ready to change,
to experiment,
to try something new.

Maybe.
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For us,
it is not the same.

For us,
change is always costly.

Change means admitting
that what we were doing before didn’t work;

change means admitting
that we weren’t perfect to begin with,
that we need to try something new.

I don’t know a single person
who embraces every change that comes their way.

Change is hard,
because it means losing something dear to you.
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What dear thing are you ready to let go of?
What idea that you once held sacred

are you prepared to sacrifice
to meet the future that God has in store for you?

How will you forgive yourself;
how will you forgive God,

for demanding this change from you?

What do you regret?

Whatever it is,
you’re in good company:

the creator of heaven and earth,
the God who made everything that is.

The God who is with us always,
and no matter what we have to regret,

is making all things new.


