Sunday 3rd Jan – 1 Samuel

Welcome to 2021!  A long-awaited new beginning that somehow doesn’t look as different from the year we have left behind as we hoped it would.  How often in the last 8 or 9 months have we said “Roll on 2021!” And here we are – still in the midst of a pandemic.

I don’t think any of us will ever forget 2020.  In the first lockdown, there were suggestions for the children to make scrapbooks and time capsules as we were living through history.  For some of us, in the beginning that was quite exciting – although I have to say the excitement wore off!  It has been an emotional rollercoaster and a practical rollercoaster as the rules change over and over.  But through it all, God is unchanging, and God is faithful, our anchor in the storm.
So as we come to our service today, let us praise him for his faithfulness in the year just gone.  In doing so, we remind ourselves that the God who has proved himself faithful in the past can be trusted with the future.

Let us pray.

Lord, we thank you for your unfailing love even in the most difficult of circumstances.  Thank you for the hope that comes with a new year, but thank you even more for the hope we have in you. 
As we gather today to worship you and to hear your word, would you speak to our hearts that we might know your love, your encouragement, your power at work in our lives in the year ahead.  Bless our time together, and may we know and love you better through it.  Amen.

Let us sing together – 147 Great is thy faithfulness.

Our story today marks a new beginning for the nation of Israel.  We are moving out of the time of the judges and into the time of the kings.  And in this time of national turmoil, we are led by one character.  The last of the judges, although we now speak of him more as a prophet.  His name is Samuel.
Samuel has 2 books of the Bible named after him, but he only actually appears in one of them!  The beginning of the book of Samuel invites comparison with the beginning of Luke’s gospel; a miraculous birth, the song of a grateful mother, a boy growing up in the presence of God.  Samuel is called by God as a child, to speak for him to the people around him.  He speaks of God’s judgement on the sons of the priest who is raising him, and years later calls the people out of idolatry and back to God.  Like all the judges, he has military success against the enemies of Israel.  Everything seems good.
Then we get to today’s reading.  1 Samuel 8:1-22

Remember, we are have spent the last two to four hundred years under the leadership of the judges.  How the judges have worked is that the people of Israel have been in need and God has chosen individuals to lead them and defeat their enemies.  We heard the stories not so long ago – Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, Samson… Men and women raised up by God at a time of need.  The Israelites knew the stories too.  
What were they thinking?  Perhaps they were afraid of the periods in between the judges; the periods when the judge died and the people returned to their old ways, turning away from God.  Those were periods when their enemies attacked, when God did not help.  Did they realise that it was their own behaviour towards God, rather than their lack of a leader, that caused their problems?  Did they realise that when they returned to God, he helped them?  Apparently not. 
They did do some things right.  They looked at Samuel, at a godly leader, and said “This is the kind of leader we want.”  They looked at his sons, who were not, and said “No.”  They knew what leadership under God looked like.  The problem was, how to get it?

This is where it is so important to look back as well as looking forward.  What happened in the past?  There had been trouble, and difficulty, but God had been faithful.  God had chosen leaders for them as and when they were needed; people who would listen to him, people who would lead in his ways.  And it wasn’t just about the leaders, it was about the people.  When the people had turned to God, he helped them; when they turned away from him and joined in the pagan practices of the nations around them, he turned away from them.

So the sensible thing to do would have been for the Israelites to continue to turn to God.  We can say this, as outsiders, with the benefit of hindsight.  All they had to do was to stay walking in God’s ways, and trust in him to provide what they needed for a way out.  ‘Trust and obey’, we might sing!

But that wasn’t good enough for the Israelites.  They didn’t know when God would act, or how God would act.  They looked around them and saw that all those pagan nations (yes, those ones they kept copying, those ones that kept getting them into trouble) – they all had kings.  They all had a settled leadership structure, they all had the one individual who was in charge and everyone knew who he was and when he died his son took over.  Simple.  Why can’t they do that?

“Hey, Samuel!  Old man!  You’re going to die, and we don’t like your sons, we want a king like everyone else.”  Samuel’s not so keen on the idea.  He realises that not just are they insulting him, the people are putting their trust in men rather than God; they are once again copying the people around them rather than staying distinctive as God’s people.  They are saying to God, in effect, “We don’t trust you to give us a leader when we need one.”
Even when Samuel spells out the consequences of this kind of leadership; he who realises that a constitutional monarchy takes the selection of the individual leader out of God’s hands and enables corruption and heartache; even when Samuel tells the people there is no going back, they insist this is what they want.

The sad thing about some of these Bible stories is that God answers prayer.  That sometimes he allows the people to make their own decisions, and gives them what they want.  It is not always a good thing.  Especially not when they have been warned, and deliberately go against God’s wishes.  Especially when they have been explicitly told, ‘THIS IS NOT WHAT YOU SHOULD BE DOING!’
We know, and I’m sure will hear more next week, about King Saul and his disobedience, and his replacement by David.  We will hear in the coming weeks about the increasing corruption and bad behaviour of the monarchy.  But as we close the story of Samuel, it is important we note this – this did not have to happen.  It did not have to go like this.

Let’s read from 1 Samuel 12:6-25

Once the Israelites have appointed a king, Samuel reminds them of what I have just said to you.  He reminds them of God’s faithfulness in the past, and the evil they have done by rejecting him.  And the people suddenly say “Oops!”

It’s easy to say, after the fact.  “Oh yes, we shouldn’t have done that.”  Do you think, if they could go back in time, they would have changed it?  I doubt it.  I suspect they would have done just the same, all over again.  But they acknowledge their need for God.  And Samuel wants to keep that.  
Samuel’s message to them, at the coronation of their new king, is, “You can still make this ok.”  Not exactly a ringing celebration!  You have sinned.  You have failed to trust God.  You wanted a king and now you have got one.  You wanted to be like the people around you instead of like God’s chosen people, and you got what you wanted.  You have rejected God s king and God has every right to reject you as his people.  But you can still make this ok.  Follow God, get rid of the idols, serve him faithfully, and it will be ok.  Not because you have a king, but in spite of it.  

Guess what?  They don’t.  But that’s another story.

The point I want to make today was that this failure of the Israelites to trust in God was not the end of their story.  Their total rejection of God as their king was not the end of their story.  Their story was determined by their attitude now.  Not their past experiences; either of God’s many rescues or their many failures.  Not their past choices; for good or for evil.  Their present attitude.  Now they had their king, now they lived in the consequences of their decisions, were they trusting and following and serving God?  If they were, they could turn it all around.  If not… well, let’s not go there.

You see, the Israelites’ problem turned out to be that the new beginning they longed for was not a new beginning.  That the hope they had for a different life under a king wasn’t as different after all.  Not just because their outward circumstances hadn’t changed, but because their hearts hadn’t.  They were relying on men to save them, rather than relying on God to save them, just as they always had done.

Don’t get me wrong, the men were important.  God worked through the Judges, and he worked through the kings.  But it was God who was working, and that is what the Israelites needed to remember.

It is also what we need to remember.  The rules we follow, from scientists and from government, the vaccine, when it comes, we follow because God works through people even today.  But our hope is not in the people, or the vaccine, or the rules; our hope is in God.  In our own new beginnings, our God is unchanging.  The hope of a fresh start in 2021 may not be the change we have longed for.  Let the change be in ourselves as we anchor ourselves in God’s unfailing love with a fresh hope, a fresh trust, a renewed reliance on his love and care.  Let us face the uncertainties of the new year by looking back at the work of God in the past, knowing that the God we knew in 2018 and 2019 is the same God who was with us in 2020, and knowing that he will be with us in 2021.

I think we all accept that we have a tough road ahead.  Samuel warned the Israelites quite severely about the outcome of having a king, but he said “For the sake of his great name the Lord will not reject his people, because the Lord was pleased to make you his own.”  If God would not reject his people while they suffered for their sinful decision, how much more will he keep us while we suffer for something that is out of our hands?  

Samuel called the people to cling to God.  And I say the same to you.  In the coming weeks and months, the exciting developments and inevitable restrictions, cling to God.  Do not be discouraged, do not give up doing what is right, do not turn to man’s opinions or man’s resources to make you feel better.  Let us decide at this new year, this point of new beginnings, that the new beginning we seek will be within ourselves, as we fear the Lord and serve him faithfully with all our hearts, putting our whole hope and trust in him.

And may I echo Samuel too when I say that ‘as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by failing to pray for you.’  I thank God for your love, for your encouragement, for me and for one another, and I pray that he will bless each of you with renewed hope, faith and love this year, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

We are going to sing a new song now:

God has spoken to his people through his prophets long ago, of the days in which we’re living and the things his church should know.  Listen then, you sons of Zion, lend your ears to what God says, then respond in full obedience, gladly walk in all his ways.

Song

Let us pray together.  As we come before God in prayer today, let us just take a moment to consider the year that has passed; in all its ups and downs, what are the times we have known God at work?  Where can we praise him?  …   What are the times we have struggled on our own?  Where can we ask for his help in the future?   …   Who are the people and situations going into 2021 that you would want to leave in his loving hands?

Lord, we lift to you our past, our present and our future.  Thank you that through it all, you are there.  We thank you for the gift of the people we love, and ask your blessing upon them.  We pray especially for those going through difficult times right now, would you be close to them and be at work in their lives – healing, comforting and restoring.  

…

Lord, we lift to you our community and our nation.  May we know your power at work.  Bring an end to the coronavirus that we might know the joy of a new beginning outside as well as in.
…

Lord, we lift to you our leaders.  In the troubles they face, in the difficulties they deal with, may they learn to trust in you.  We know from the stories of Samuel and Kings that good leaders can completely change the face, and fate, of the nation.  Raise up such men and women to bring this country back to you.  Glorify your name, O Lord, until you come again.

Let us say the Lord’s prayer together.

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread.  Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever.  Amen.

We sing our closing hymn: in heavenly love abiding.

May the Lord bless you and keep you; may he make is face shine upon you and be gracious to you; may he turn his face toward you and give you peace.  Amen.

