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“It is not by strength that one prevails; those who oppose 
the LORD will be shattered. He will thunder against them 

from heaven; the LORD will judge the ends of the earth. 
He will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his 

anointed.” 1 SAMUEL 2:9-10  
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Introduction: A World Falling Apart 
The book of Judges charts the spiralling moral and spiritual decline of 
God’s people. It ends with that infamous comment: “In those days Israel 
had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” (Judges 21:25). The point is clear: 
without godly leadership, the nation drifted toward destruction. 
 
As we turn the page to 1 Samuel, we see the beginnings of a monarchy in 
Israel. First, Samuel arrives as the final judge and kingmaker, then Saul is 
anointed Israel’s first king, before the great King David succeeds him. 
 

The big question 1 Samuel keeps posing is this: 
‘What sort of leader do God’s people need?’ 

 
It’s a question we continue to ask today. In all aspects of life we both 
follow leaders and, at times, lead others. The question is not just what 
kind of leaders do we follow? But what kind of leaders should we follow? 
How do we work that out? 
 
Ultimately, it’s God himself who’s King over his people, and he alone who 
can save and bless. That means God’s people needed a godly King, a man 
after God’s own heart, who would hear and obey the word of the Lord, 
and lead the people with the courage and wisdom that trust brings. 
 
This will be a lesson Israel learn the hard way. They will face corrupt 
leadership, false religion, military defeat, and a foolish and disobedient 
king before God finds a man of his own choosing to rescue and lead his 
people. Will we learn the lessons alongside them? 
 
Throughout the opening 17 chapters, we also get to see the hand of God’s 
providence painting a picture for us with the brushstrokes of history. It’s 
a picture of our great Saviour, King and Lord, Jesus Christ. 
 
This booklet gives a little introduction as we come to God’s word together. 
I hope the series excites and encourages you with its relevance and hope.  

 
 

Tom Brown 
Vicar of Kirk Sandall, Edenthorpe & Barnby Dun 
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Historical Setting 
Chapter 1 begins with the birth of Samuel, and we know that by chapter 8 
he’s an old man (his death occurs in 25:1). That means the details our 
series covers happen over a period of about 80 years.  
 
The events of 1 Samuel took place in the early Iron Age (about 1050 BC). 
In 13:19-21 we see that the Philistines held the monopoly on Iron 
technology, leaving Israel at an economic and military disadvantage.  
 
Part of the genius of 1 Samuel is how it presents Israel’s history from both 
an internal and external perspective. 
 
The internal focus is on the transition from judges to kings and is seen 
through the rise and fall of the main characters Samuel, Saul and David 
(our series ends shortly after the arrival of David on the scene). The rest 
of 1 Samuel goes on to describe the establishment of David on the throne 
(ending with Saul’s death), and 2 Samuel covers the David’s reign. 
 
The external focus is on the conflict between Israel and the neighbouring 
enemy countries. In particular it’s the Philistines who are oppressing 
them, with a series of battles in chapters 4, 7, 14 and 17. There are also 
battles against the Ammonites (chapter 11) when their King besieges 
Jabesh, and the Amalekites (chapter 15) –a nomadic people spread out to 
the east of Israel. 
 

These areas come together in a key question: 
Who can lead God’s people in victory against 

their enemies?  

 
In choosing Saul the people say that they want “a king to lead us and to go 
out before us and fight our battles” (8:20). However, when the Philistine 
giant Goliath calls out to Israel’s army for man-to-man combat, it’s a 
young boy called David who steps forward declaring “the battle is the 
Lord’s, and he will give all of you into our hands” (17:47).  
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Key Locations and Timeline 
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Overview of 1 Samuel 1-17 
Our series together follows the rise of three main (human) characters.  
 
In chapters 1-7, Samuel is the focus as he’s called to replace the corrupt 
family of Eli as God’s mouthpiece and Israel’s leader (ch 1-3). Israel learns 
through military defeat at the hands of the Philistines (4) that God cannot 
be manipulated, and he will not tolerate sin. This is a lesson that even the 
Philistines begin to learn (5-6). By turning back to God in repentance and 
renewal, with Samuel as their intercessor, deliverance then comes (7). 
 

During the first couple of weeks of the series, 
take the time to sit and read through the whole 

section (it takes about an hour). You can also 
listen online at www.biblegateway.com  

 
In chapters 8-15 the focus moves onto Saul. First, the people ask for a 
king (8), a request that comes from their sinful rejection of God and desire 
to be ”like the nations”. God answers their request, and Saul is chosen in 
private and then in public (9-10). From the start, his reign is bittersweet. 
On the one hand a king on whom the Spirit of God rests can lead the 
people into victory and deliverance (11), but Saul is a king who doesn’t 
heed the voice of God, and ultimately is shown to be sinfully presumptive 
(13). He has a foolish lack of wisdom (14), and a disregard for God’s 
command (15) which means he is rejected by God as king. 
 

This is real history, in the real world, told for 
real people like us.  

 
From chapter 16 onwards, the focus moves to David. He is a man after 
God’s own heart, and while he may look unimpressive and a surprising 
choice, “man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the 
heart” (16:7). In chapter 17 we see David as a true king of Israel, standing 
up in faith to fight their fearsome enemy Goliath, winning his people 
victory and peace.  

http://www.biblegateway.com/
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This is a ‘wordle’ of 1 Samuel 1-17. 

The bigger the word, the more often it comes up in the chapters.  
 

 
 

This ‘wordle’ is of the whole of 1 Samuel, and “David” has got a lot bigger! 
 

“1 Samuel highlights the decisive importance of 
leadership. Leadership, or lack of it, determines 

the health of a civilisation … and a church.”  
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1 Samuel and the Gospel 
As with the whole Bible, 1 Samuel is a book about the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. The story shows us the great themes of the gospel, and how it 
paints a vivid picture of The One the bible’s all about.  
 
Who is God? He is the God of compassion who looks kindly on Hannah’s 
prayer; he’s the God of holiness and justice who will not look kindly on 
the sin and corruption of Hophni and Phineas; he’s the true and only God 
who fights his own battles, and before whom the statue of Dagon will fall; 
he’s the true King of Israel they (and we!) reject. 
 
What’s the nature of our sin? It’s marked by corruption (ch 2), empty 
and mechanical religion (4), rejection of God (8), presumption (13), 
disregard for God’s word (13-15), and ultimately powerlessness (17). 
 
What’s God’s response to sin? It’s righteous anger and judgement (2-3, 
15), destruction of his enemies (4, 11, 15), withdrawal of his blessing (13) 
... and yet also the glorious provision of a Saviour (1, 3, 16-17).  
 
Who is our Saviour? He is one provided at God’s initiative and by his 
grace. A man who’ll listen to and obey God’s word and lead his people to 
victory. One who stands in contrast to bad leaders like Eli (who does not 
hear God), Hophni and Phineas (who bully God’s people), and Saul (who 
disobeys and fears the people more than God). And yet this saviour I also 
one who is greater even than great king David. Another man who (though 
outwardly unimpressive) had a heart for God, a zeal for his name, and an 
unshakable trust in his promises and power.  
 
What about us? Too often when we look at narrative (story) sections of 
the Bible, we can be tempted to try and find moral lessons from the 
characters involved: “Don’t be like Eli; do be like Samuel; don’t be like Saul; 
do be like David.” But moralism like that is not the good news that saves 
us! As we’ll see, 1 Samuel has lots to say to us, but only if we read it the 
right way without taking shortcuts! 
 
 
 

Event → →  First Hearers → → Jesus → →  → → Us 

What happened? 
What did it mean 

for them? 
What does it 

mean in Christ? 
What does it 
mean for us? 
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Series Overview 
The table below shows the passages we’re going to look at each week, 
along with some brief comments.  

1 Samuel 
1:1-2:11 

Headline: God shows his care for his people by providing the 
leader they need. 
Summary: Hannah’s plight parallels that of Israel as a whole. Just as 
she is without a child, so Israel is without a leader (Judges 21:25). 
Her harsh treatment by Peninnah leads to anguished prayer for the 
Lord to see her affliction and act (a prayer that Eli, the closest Israel 
has to a leader, singularly fails to comprehend). God is listening, he 
does care, he will remember his people, and he does provide for 
them. Hannah gives birth to Samuel. Hannah’s joy at her new son 
leads on to her joyful prayer for the whole nation, seeing that God 
“will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his anointed.” 
Gospel: God’s character as the one who cares for his people is shown. 
Our ability to approach him in heartfelt and confident prayer. 
Parallels with the miraculous birth of Jesus as our great King. 

1 Samuel 
2:12-36 

Headline: God is determined to raise godly leadership for his 
people. 
Summary: Eli’s sons Hophni and Phineas are wicked, corrupting the 
sacrificial system, bullying Israel, and having no regard for the Lord. 
Eli is aware, but too ineffectual and weak to act. So God speaks in 
judgement over Eli’s house and promises to raise up godly 
leadership for his people. 
Gospel: God is a God of justice who will not tolerate evil. Those who 
care nothing for the Lord will think nothing of oppressing his people. 
But he replaces the corruption and weakness of the leaders of his 
people with faithful leadership – ultimately shown in Jesus (the Good 
Shepherd). 

1 Samuel 
3:1-4:1 

Headline: God reveals himself through the word of his prophet. 
Summary: At a time when God’s word was rare (3:1), and in which 
Eli can barely discern the voice of God, God calls Samuel to be his 
messenger. Samuel is God’s listening servant, and only as such can 
he then be God’s mouthpiece to his people. Samuel is faithful to this 
calling, even when God’s word is one of judgement. 
Gospel: God is the God who speaks, and who reveals himself to his 
people, ultimately ‘in these last days he has spoken to us in his Son’ 
(Heb 1:2). 

1 Samuel 
4:1-22 

Headline: We cannot control or manipulate God. Instead, he is 
in control, dealing with his people’s sin, even and enduring 
shame for their sake. 
Summary: Israel endure a minor defeat at the hands of the 
Philistines. They decide that bringing the Ark of the Covenant to the 
head of the army will guarantee victory, even though they show no 
fear of the Lord (unlike the Philistines!) and though the wicked 
Hophni and Phineas are the ones carrying the ark! God responds by 
allowing the Philistines to defeat Israel completely, even though it 
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means the disgrace of the capture of the ark. When the news of the 
arks capture, and the death of his sons reaches Eli, he dies from the 
shock. God’s word of judgement has been fulfilled. 
Gospel: The sin of false religion that tries to manipulate God and 
control his power is exposed. But God cannot be tamed and will judge. 
Yet for the sake of his people his is willing to go through the seeming 
defeat of the cross, knowing through this will come his triumph. 

1 Samuel 
5:1-7:1 

Headline: God’s greatness is unequalled, God’s glory is 
unapproachable, and God’s grace is unchanging. 
Summary: The Philistines carry the ark into their temple of Dagon, 
only to find the idol flat of his face the next morning! God suffers no 
rivals. Furthermore, the country is afflicted by God with rats and 
disease. After passing the buck among themselves for a while, they 
send the ark back to Israel.  
Gospel: God’s supremacy over all other gods is made clear. There is a 
tension between the wonder and joy of God’s presence, and his 
unapproachable glory that means we need not just his presence but 
also his reconciling grace to us in Jesus. 

1 Samuel 
7:2-17 

Headline: When God’s people turn from idols to trust him, he 
delivers them through his appointed rescuer. 
Summary: Chapter 7 is like a rerun of chapter 4 (Samuel even ends 
up calling the location by the same name – Ebenezer), but this time 
the people have put away mechanical religion and idols, and instead 
turn to the Lord in faith. Through the ministry of Samuel, the Lord 
delivers them and gives them a great victory. 
Gospel: In Samuel we see one like Jesus. He preaches repentance, prays 
to the Father, presents a sacrifice, and provides godly leadership. 

1 Samuel 
8:1-22 

Headline: Sin leads us to reject God for substitutes, to want to 
be like the world, and rely on the ways of the world. 
Summary: The people ask Samuel for a king. God tells Samuel that 
this is not because they are rejecting Samuel, but because they are 
rejecting Him. Samuel warns the people that if they appoint a king 
he will take their wealth, their best, even their children into his 
service, but the people do not listen. They insist on a king because 
they want to be “like the other nations, with a king to lead us and to 
go out before us and fight our battles.” God tells Samuel to give them 
what they’ve asked for. 
Gospel: The nature of our sin is laid bare. We also see God’s grace that 
he even uses the sinful request of Israel to bring about the kingship 
that will ultimately lead via David to Jesus. 

1 Samuel 
9:1-11:15 

Headline: Under God’s sovereign care, God’s king can bring 
great blessing to his people. 
Summary: Saul is anointed as king, first in secret (as God 
providentially brings him to Samuel) and then in public by the 
casting of lot (though the people still need God to tell them where 
Saul is hiding). Saul’s reluctance to speak of (10:16) or begin his 
kingship (10:22) do not bode well for his reign. Yet in chapter 11 
when Achish besieges Jabesh, Saul is filled with the Spirit, musters 
an army to defeat them (though using fear and threat), and then 
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shows gracious restraint to those who had criticised him earlier. As 
long as the king relies on the Lord, there is the potential for great 
blessing! 
Gospel: Saul acts as both a pointer to Jesus, and a contrast to him. A 
man from humble background (9:21), who is anointed by God and 
empowered by the Spirit to bring victory over God’s enemies. Yet Jesus 
is a willing and obedient servant, who ultimately triumphs by his own 
death, not by threatening to kill his people. 

1 Samuel 
12:1-25 

Headline: God is faithful and dependable. This truth accuses us 
(showing the stupidity of our sin, and the seriousness of God’s 
judgement). But it also assures us – God will not reject his 
people, and through a godly king will bless them. 
Summary: Samuel rebukes Israel for requesting a king and their 
rejection of God. He warns that Israel will only thrive if their king 
leads them in God’s ways (12:14-15). God sends a thunderstorm to 
show his anger at their sin, and they call out to Samuel to intercede 
for them. Samuel assures them that he will, and that God remains 
committed to his people. 
Gospel: Again we see God’s character: he is dependable and faithful, 
and committed to his people. This exposes our sin once more in its 
stupidity (turning away from the one we could rely on), and its 
seriousness (leading to judgement). We also see in God’s faithfulness 
the hope of grace, as he helps his people (“while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us.” Rom 5:8). 

1 Samuel 
13:1-22 

If chapters 9-11 showed Saul in a more positive light, allowing us to see the 
potential of the monarchy, chapters 13-15 show Saul’s weakness and 
godlessness. He is not the king who can lead God’s people in God’s ways. 
10:7-8 are key verses in setting the context for what happens. 
Headline: We need a king who’s a man after God’s own heart, 
who obeys God to the end, and not like Saul who foolishly 
trusts in himself rather than God’s word. 
Summary: After Jonathan (not Saul! despite the command in 10:7) 
wins a small battle against the Philistines, the Philistines assemble a 
huge army. Saul follows Samuel’s previous instructions (10:8) to go 
to Gilgal and wait for him there. However, as Israel’s army dwindles 
and as Samuel’s deadline approaches, Saul loses his nerve and offers 
the sacrifices himself rather than waiting for Samuel. When Samuel 
arrives, he denounces Saul for his foolishness and says that God will 
raise up a different man, one after His own heart, to be king. 
Gospel: There is a challenge for us if, like Saul, we’re tempted to rely 
on ourselves rather than God’s promises. Jesus is our king who obeys 
God to the end, even when it seemed foolish and weak, and now reigns 
for ever as the one before whom every knee shall bow. 

1 Samuel 
13:23-14:52 

Headline: We need a king who trusts God and leads his people 
wisely in obedience of God. 
Summary: Jonathan again surpasses Saul by trusting God even in 
the face of human difficulties and wins another victory against the 
odds. Saul half-heartedly leads the people – seemingly driven by a 
desire for vengeance rather than for God (v24) and commands that 
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no-one should eat for the whole day. Jonathan hasn’t heard this and 
tastes some honey which revives him after battle. Saul’s command 
has made the people weak, the victory over the Philistines less 
decisive (v30), and at evening time ultimately leads the people to 
eat meat with blood still in it in disobedience to the law (they were 
that starving!). Saul discovers that Jonathan had broken the vow 
and threatens to kill him (his own son!), but the people cause him to 
see sense and Jonathan is spared.  
Gospel: Jesus is the king who can lead us with all wisdom, giving us 
commands that are not burdensome, but express the fullness of life. By 
his Spirit, he gives us the help and resources to live for God. 

1 Samuel 
15:1-25 

Headline: We need a king who carries out God’s commands, 
and who completely destroys God’s enemies. 
Summary: God commands Saul to destroy the Amalekites (a 
judgement for their attack when Israel first came to the promised 
land). Saul attacks and defeats the Amalekites but does not 
completely destroy them. Instead, he allows their king to live, and 
keeps the best of their livestock. When Samuel comes to meet him, 
he hears the sound of the Amalekite animals, and challenges Saul 
over his disobedience. Saul claims to have kept the animals to offer 
sacrifices to the Lord and says that he went along with what the 
people wanted. Samuel responds that it is obedience, not sacrifice, 
which delights the Lord. Saul is rejected by God as the king and 
Samuel finally puts the evil Amalekite king to death. 
Gospel: This is a chapter where the judgement of God is made clear. 
He remembers sin and will totally wipe out his enemies. Obedience 
and trust in God are what we need more than outward ‘sacrifice’ or 
religion. In Jesus we have the one who defeats every power and 
authority, triumphing over them by the cross (Col 2:14-15). 

1 Samuel 
16:1-23 

Headline: We need a king who, though not outwardly 
impressive, is a man chosen and anointed by God. This man is 
the one who can bring healing to the nation.  
Summary: Samuel is sent by God to Bethlehem where he is to anoint 
one of Jesse’s sons as king. They are brought to Samuel in turn. They 
are impressive, but God tells Samuel that he has not chosen them: 
“man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the 
heart”. Finally, Jesse calls for his youngest son David, who comes in 
from the hills. God says he is the one, Samuel anoints him as king, 
and the Spirit of the Lord rushes on David from that day. He soon 
enters Saul’s service and is the only one who can control the evil 
spirit afflicting him. 
Gospel: There are obvious parallels with Jesus. An unlikely saviour 
from Bethlehem. Outwardly unimpressive, yet chosen and anointed by 
God, filled with the Spirit, and able to save. 
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1 Samuel 
17:1-31 

Headline: We have a daunting enemy we are powerless to face 
and need a fearless king who trusts God and can fight for us. 
Summary: The Philistines and Israelites draw lines for battle. Their 
champion Goliath challenges any Israelite soldier to man-to-man 
combat. The winner will win for their whole people, but the 
Israelites are scared, and no match for Goliath. David arrives at the 
front-line bringing food and a message from his father to his 
brothers. On hearing Goliath’s taunts he’s incensed by the way the 
Lord is being dishonoured and offers to fight Goliath himself. 
Gospel: Like the Israelites, we face fearsome enemies (in sin, the 
world, and the devil) we cannot conquer. Yet Jesus is our hero king 
(who like David, comes from an unlikely place) and He fights for us. 

1 Samuel 
17:32-58 

Headline: God’s king comes in the name of the Lord and wins 
victory over God’s enemies for his people. 
Summary: Saul tries to give David his armour, but it doesn’t fit. 
Instead, David instead takes his sling and five stones from the 
stream. He then goes out to meet Goliath in battle. Goliath taunts 
and mocks him, but David knows that “the battle is the Lord’s, and he 
will give all of you into our hands” (v47). He strikes Goliath dead and 
cuts off his head. The Philistines flee but are pursued and defeated. 
Gospel: God uses his seemingly weak anointed deliverer to bring 
rescue to his people. This victory is then credited to the people who 
benefit. “Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” (1 Cor 15:57) 

 

“No one with a knowledge of the Old Testament 
can read the gospels and fail to realise that 

virtually every line assumes an Old Testament 
background.” 

 

Recommended Reading 
There are some great books out there you might like to get hold of as a 
companion through our series. Here are a few you might find helpful: 
• 1 Samuel: The Coming King. 31 bible readings by Andy Mason. Just 

£1.50! 
• 1 Samuel: Looking on the Heart. A short commentary by Dale Ralph 

Davis. £6.99.  
• 1 Samuel For You. A brilliant guide for reading, feeding and leading by 

Tim Chester. £8.99.  
 
All are available from the wonderful people at www.10ofthose.com 

http://www.10ofthose.com/

