
Genesis 49:8-12
The coming King (1)

After 396 years, according to The Guardian online this week, the sun has set
on the British monarchy’s reign over the Caribbean island of Barbados, with a
handover ceremony at midnight on Monday marking the birth of the world’s newest
republic.

As the clock struck 12, the Royal Standard flag representing the Queen was
lowered over a crowded Heroes Square in Bridgetown and Carol Roberts-Reifer,
chief executive officer of the National Cultural Foundation, made the declaration of
Barbados’ transition to its new constitutional status.

Guests in the square applauded as Dame Sandra Mason was sworn in as
president by the chief justice and took the oath of allegiance to her country.

The world by and large nowadays doesn’t really do Kings and Queens any
more. Although I think our Queen has lived a life of amazing service to this country,
and she still has a lot of influence, I think it’s probably safe to say that she doesn’t
have the power any more. The decisions are taken, in practice, not at the Palace
but in Parliament.

But if you look around the globe, there are still quite a few places where you
have one person very much in charge, one person very much the ruler. Go East and
you get the vast nation of Russia, which ditched its Tsar 100 years ago, but, with
Putin, you could say, the position has been practically re-established. Drop South a
bit, and we hear about the Communist Party in China tightening its hold on the
country again. A bit further, and you get to North Korea, and the succession of
Kims looks very much like a dynasty of absolute rulers.

Go back into the days of the NT, and you find a world that is greatly different,
but still very recognisable. You have the Roman emperors making immense claims
for themselves. Emperor worship is not far off around the corner. You will soon have
to be prepared to say that Caesar is Lord, or suffer the consequences. That’s why
the claim of the early Christians was so inflammatory. Here’s one accusation
reported by Luke:

“…they are all acting against the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is
another king, Jesus.”

(Acts 17:7)

.So we’re back in a world of emperors and kings. Going further back, you
might remember that the nation of Israel had its own kings. Think Christmas, and
one of those names pops up:

To you in David’s town this day / Is born of David’s line
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That “Saviour, who is Christ the Lord”, is going to be a descendant - in the
royal line - of that King David from 1000 years earlier. And we’re quite used to that
idea, I suspect. Only David wasn’t the first king of Israel. And David, for all his
outstanding qualities, was certainly not a perfect king. On one occasion, outlined us
for us in Scripture, he behaved just like a typical pagan king, abusing his power,
commissioning murder to try to cover up what we would nowadays call “an affair”.

But if you go back to David’s predecessor, Saul, some people raise the
question about Israel was ever really supposed to have kings at all. If you go back
another thousand years (I’m talking ball-park figures here) to the man regarded as
the father of the nation as a whole, Abraham, think through the history there.

Abraham, father of
Isaac, father of
Jacob - that’s the one whose name God changed to Israel - father of ….
Twelve sons

And that’s the stage when famine forced them to relocate to Egypt. Roll
forward four hundred years, and the 70 family members who made that journey have
now multiplied into a defined ethnic group of at least a million. The Bible book of
Exodus tells us how God arranged for that group of people, who we first of all meet
as an oppressed and enslaved group, to find freedom. They are given land. They
are given laws to live by.  But … no king.

Instead Moses, their leader as they head out of Egypt, is succeeded by
Joshua, who leads the people to acquire possession of that Promised Land. And
then ... well, it looks like nothing very organised in the way of national leadership at
all. In times of crisis, God sent leaders - we typically call them “judges”, but don’t
think courtrooms and wigs and all of that. Think “workers of justice”, more generally,
delivering God’s people from further oppression.

Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the hand of
those who plundered them.

(Judges 2:16)

But time goes on, and even these “judges” become less and less savoury
figures. Samson, one of the later “judges”, you might remember, was a serious
womaniser. The nation as a whole is less and less bothered about the God who had
saved them. Finally … but is this the last straw, the ultimate defection? … the nation
asks for a king to rule them. Samuel - and we should see him as the last of these
“judges”, …

Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life.
(1 Samuel 7:15)

Well, Samuel seems to think so. To him, this is a horrible show of
faithlessness.
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“Now appoint for us a king to judge us like all the nations.” But the thing
displeased Samuel when they said, “Give us a king to judge us.”

(1 Samuel 8:5-6)

But that’s not all that’s going on here. It’s not as simple as that. Folks,
remember, always, listen to both sides! Maybe the people are being unfaithful, but
it’s certainly understandable. Samuel most likely doesn’t see this clearly, as it’s
personal.

When Samuel became old, he made his sons judges over Israel.
(1 Samuel 8:1)

Now maybe right away you think that is questionable. Though perhaps a
more important question would be … are they fit for the job? If they were, then
maybe the following controversy would never have arisen.  But …

Yet his sons did not walk in his ways but turned aside after gain. They
took bribes and perverted justice.

(1 Samuel 8:3)

Now you see why there is this revolt. I would probably complain too.
Wouldn’t you?

Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at
Ramah and said to him, “Behold, you are old and your sons do not walk in
your ways. Now appoint for us a king to judge us like all the nations.”

(1 Samuel 8:4-5)

Samuel prays, we’re told - though it could be that his prayers were more
personally loaded than they should have been. It might be that they’re fuelled by
personal hurt - or maybe feelings of failure? - than was really proper. Folks,
remember that: we don’t always pray from pure motives. That is another reason why
we need to be very wary of “claiming” this or that answer in prayer. Prayers are
never more than requests. And God reserves the right to say No, because he is a
God of perfect love and perfect wisdom.

So he says No here, I suspect, to Samuel’s prayer.

And Samuel prayed to the LORD. And the LORD said to Samuel, “Obey
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.”

(1 Samuel 8:6-7)

Very gently, God does not mention that they have very understandably
rejected Samuel’s own sons. Instead, he says that Samuel is to see this as God’s
own battle. First, Samuel is to warn them in the clearest terms of what this request
implies.  Which, I suspect, Samuel might have quite relished …
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He said, “These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he
will take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen
and to run before his chariots. …

(1 Samuel 8:11)
He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. And in

that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for
yourselves, but the LORD will not answer you in that day.”

(1 Samuel 8:17-18)

(I wonder if he actually made up that last bit!) But the people will not be
pacified.

But the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel. And they said, “No!
But there shall be a king over us, that we also may be like all the nations, and
that our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles.”

(1 Samuel 8:19-20)

Bottom line:

And the LORD said to Samuel, “Obey their voice and make them a king.”
(1 Samuel 8:22)

And it’s because of this interchange that I reckon many people argue that it
was never really God’s plan to have a king over his nation Israel. That they should
have stayed as they were, ruled over occasionally and as required by “judges” or
prophets. Though goodness knows how they would have ended up with enough
central coordination to ever build a temple, or things like that.

But though I can see where people are coming from with this argument, I think
it’s wrong. I want to give you two reasons for that, and both of them point us to
Jesus.  There are

A counter-example in the future
A promise in the past

● A counter-example in the future (Acts 2:22-24)

The argument goes something like this. I want to give you two versions of it,
and then show that neither of them stack up against what the Bible clearly says -
even though there seems to be a lot of natural sense or natural justice to them.

First, what I think of as the weaker version:

The people are asking with impure motives - not just that they want their
nation to be like other nations, with “a proper king” - by which they mean a visible
one - but that this, God says, constitutes rejection of him as their King.
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And, the supposed clincher here: it cannot be God’s will for them to receive
something for which they ask with impure motives. Israel should not have been
asking for a king, full stop.

And I think that for this, the logic doesn’t hold. The technical phrase is a non
sequitur - Latin for “it doesn’t follow”. The one thing doesn’t imply the other. Just
because you ask for something with impure motives doesn’t mean that the object
your desire is sinful, but only that your motives are.

For example: someone could desire to be a leader of a church, because that
would put them in a position to get their own way in how things are run. As an aside
… would that it were that simple! But just because someone can want a position in
the church for impure motives does not prove that there should not be leadership in
the church at all, does it?  On the contrary, Scripture tells us

The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he
desires a noble task.

(1 Timothy 3:1)

So desire this, if you do, for good motives. I think, as I’ll show you in a
moment, that there were good motives that could have been employed concerning
kingship in Israel, fulfilling an ancient promise.

But, the second version of the argument, which I think is a lot stronger: God
should not allow the evil motivations (or deeds) of human beings to be used in order
to achieve his plans. God, being holy, cannot / must not employ evil in order to
achieve good.

Put it like that, and I think it seems quite a powerful objection. We say to our
kids that “two wrongs don’t make a right”. But in this case, I don’t think it’s quite as
simple as it seems. There’s a whole lot of argument that could engage us here, but I
want to show that this argument doesn’t always hold, simply by showing you a
counter-example from Scripture.

Come to the cross - or the apostle Peter’s summary of it on the day of
Pentecost. He’s preaching to people who have heard the commotion among the
disciples as the Holy Spirit came upon them, and are wondering just what is going
on.  First, he reminds them of Jesus:

“Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to
you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through
him in your midst, as you yourselves know — ...

(Acts 2:22)

And what happened to him? Strangely - you would have thought this was a
mutual contradiction! - he was the focus of both the plans of God and the sinful
deeds of human beings, at precisely the same moment, in precisely the same action.

5



“… this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.

(Acts 2:23)

It’s the same question as back in Israel and the question of a king, isn’t it?
God can employ the sinful purposes of human beings to achieve his own perfect
purposes of grace. He has done so, most importantly of all, when Jesus Christ died
on the cross. It was the greatest injustice ever perpetrated in the history of this
whole world. But it was also how God, with total justice, was making a way for
people like us to be forgiven for our sins. No legal fudges - and read through the
heavy-duty theology of Romans if you’d like to check out the fine print.

So, back into the OT again, and the idea of a king that Samuel so resisted.
Yes, the people’s request was prompted by evil motives. But even those evil motives
were being used by God to promote his own agenda.

There needed to be a king. Yes, of course, that would be a human king, who
would sin and fail and eventually die. But that pattern needs to be established. That
hope needs to be kindled.  For the real king, the true king.

When I was a kid, we didn’t have all the choice of fruit that we do nowadays
in our shops. Apples were limited to Granny Smiths and Golden Delicious - and I
think I’d argue that neither of those two latter words were very accurate descriptions:
it was more a pale yellow and terribly watery. But my Dad used to look forward to a
certain time of year when Red Delicious became available. They were sweet and
juicy, and had a perfect bite to them.

The trouble is that they were a bit variable. Dad had this idea of what a Red
Delicious should be. But some didn’t live up to it. I remember him saying, on
occasions when he bit into a rather soggier one, That’s not a real Red Delicious.

And all the way through the OT, people are sampling kings and finding That’s
not a Real King.

Saul assumes that as king he can also function as a priest, tries to murder
David in fits of jealous rage, and consults a medium. That’s not a Real King!

David starts out so well, but, as I’ve already mentioned, the prerogatives of
kingship go to his head, and he lapses into adultery and murder. At least he very
clearly and publicly repented.  But we still say, That’s not a Real King.

Solomon, with all of the advantages of having David as his father, and God’s
special gift of wisdom, in later life becomes a fool as his polygamous marriages for
political advantage proliferate. That’s not a Real King.

But the idea is alive. The seed has been sown. We need a king better than
these three. And better than every last one of their successors whose names fill up
those Bible books of Kings and Chronicles.
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Eventually, Israel is conquered and occupied. “King of the Jews” continues as
a more nominal title, and eventually is borne by someone who is manifestly not a
True King: Herod.  Herod the Baby-Butcher of Bethlehem, as he will be remembered.

But the NT opens with words of hope.

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, ,,,
(Matthew 1:1)

The True King. Qualified as a descendant of King David. And if the Israelites
didn’t recognise him, foreigners come searching for him:

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is
he who has been born king of the Jews?”

(Matthew 2:1-2)

The True King was always God’s purpose. The people of Samuel’s day did
not realise they were doing God’s will, calling for that national change. But they were
doing it, all the same, even if it was for ignoble motives. Time for kingship in Israel,
time for David shortly to become king … so that children might shout and sing a
thousand years later,

And the crowds that went before him and that followed him were
shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name
of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”

(Matthew 21:9)

So that blind men might cry out,

“Lord, have mercy on us, Son of David!”
(Matthew 20:30)

as Jesus, the True King, walks by.

And finally, those people arguing with Solomon couldn’t have been entirely
wrong, because there was always that

● A promise in the past (Genesis 49:10)

We’re back at the end of those accounts of the life of Joseph, as his father
Jacob (or Israel) lies dying. And Jacob calls his children around his bed for some
final words of blessing … and even prophecy.

Then Jacob called his sons and said, “Gather yourselves together, that I
may tell you what shall happen to you in days to come. Assemble and listen, O
sons of Jacob, listen to Israel your father.
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(Genesis 49:1-2)

Reuben first, of course - the first-born - but not without his disappointments.

Simeon and Levi - angry men, their father knows them to be.

Then Judah. Not the oldest. But with something different about him, in
Jacob’s eyes.  Do we see here a hint of rulership?  True kingship?

“Judah, your brothers shall praise you; your hand shall be on the neck
of your enemies; your father's sons shall bow down before you.

(Genesis 49:8)

There’s something of power and even majesty here, surely:

“Judah is a lion's cub; from the prey, my son, you have gone up. He
stooped down; he crouched as a lion and as a lioness; who dares rouse him?

(Genesis 49:9)

And now it’s made explicit: a sceptre:

“The sceptre shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from
between his feet, until tribute comes to him; and to him shall be the obedience
of the peoples.”

(Genesis 49:10)

A sceptre belongs to a king! I think we see there, close on 1000 years before
Samuel and Saul and David, that clear intention in God’s purposes for a king. A
human king first. A string of human kings, first, none of whom will match up to the
word and the concept, but will whet our taste for what true kingship could be, should
be, must be.

A king who will justly inherit and worthily bear that title.

A king who will reign forever.

A king who will rule the world … with truth and grace.
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