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Objectives
In this lesson you will study Judges and Ruth. Judges describes the tragic results of ignoring God 
and His design for holy living. Religious, moral and spiritual dry-rot destroyed people’s lives, but 
Ruth offers an alternative by describing one family’s faithfulness during this destructive time.
 
When you complete this lesson, “Judges & Ruth: Lessons in Contrasts—Ignoring God & Following 
God,” you should be able to:

• Explain how Israel transitioned from being ruled by God as their king to preferring human 
kings.

• Explain the repeated cycles of disobedience, oppression, repentance and deliverance that 
are depicted in Judges.

• Describe what a judge was and name the contributions of some key judges.

• Describe the process and benefits of faithfulness to God and His teaching.

• Increase your commitment to obey God.

Scripture Reading
Read the Book of Judges and the Book of Ruth.
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Transcript
Course Title: Judges-1 Samuel: Israel’s Choice From God-Rule to Human-Rule 

Lesson One: Judges and Ruth: Lessons in Contrasts—Ignoring God and Following God

I. Deterioration (Jdg 1:1-3:4)

With the book of Judges comes a desperate struggle. The Israelites had the Promised Land. 
They were in it. It had been distributed to them to the extent that they were faithful. They 
had conquered it. The judges period is a period of decline, not of success. The Israelites show 
themselves increasingly unfaithful. Enemy after enemy attacks them, trying to take away this part 
of the Promised Land or that part of the Promised Land. The people, as a result of their sin, are not 
really up to holding on to it.

A. Military Decline

The writer of the book of Judges, whoever it is, we do not know, has taken the trouble at the 
beginning of the book to say, at several points: “After Joshua died, such and such happened.” 
You can look for that as you read through it. Then, toward the end of the book, the writer says 
in several places, “There was no king in Israel in those days. Everyone did what was right in his 
own eyes.” The writer is emphasizing that after Joshua died there was trouble—things declined. 
Before the kingship, before the monarchy, the people really got into more and more trouble 
and desperately needed some kind of firmer leadership, more even leadership, than they 
experienced.

This book brings us from the death of Joshua all the way to the life of Samuel, who appears in 
the very next book that gives us substantial historical coverage; that is, I Samuel. It includes 
the descriptions of about a dozen judges. Now, we do need to appreciate the fact that these 
judges are described in different ways and not everything in the book is devoted to the judges. 
As a matter of fact, the judges are described only from the middle of chapter 3 to the end of 
chapter 16, and there is more to the book than that. But, they are central to the story. What 
we find is that there are a dozen judges listed, but only six of them are described in any 
detail. Six of the judges, therefore, we call “minor judges” from the Latin word menor, which 
means shorter or smaller. The descriptions of them are much smaller; some of them are just 
mentioned in a verse or two.

There are the major judges, of whom we have six. Those six major judges Othniel, Ehud, 
Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson, tell quite a story. The story that they tell, the story 
that their acts and activities bring to our attention, is a story of decline. We see the decline, 
first of all, militarily. The Israelites under Joshua were conquerors, but the Israelites during the 
days of the judges progressively were less able, not merely to conquer, but even hold on to the 
territories they had conquered. So there is military decline.
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B. Spiritual Decline

There is also spiritual decline; the people are heading off in the wrong direction religiously. 
What they are doing is worshiping various gods and goddesses, the ones that the local 
inhabitants have been worshiping for years and that are attractive to the Israelites, or the ones 
they brought with them from Egypt—like the golden calf, and so on. Worshiping these gods and 
goddesses, of course, is a direct violation of the Ten Commandments and is going to get them 
into trouble. So, there is military decline, and there is also spiritual decline. These people are 
not acting like God’s people; they are not following the covenant, and they are not obeying 
God’s Law.

C. Religious Decline

In addition, there is also religious decline. Now, we mean by religious decline the formal things 
that surround spirituality are also going downhill; people are not worshiping like they should. 
They are not faithfully coming to the central sanctuary where the tabernacle is at Shiloh, or 
any other location. They are not showing up there as a nation three times a year as they should. 
They are not teaching the Law to their children. They are not offering sacrifices in the measure 
that they should. There is military decline, spiritual decline, religious decline, and then there is 
also moral decline.

D. Moral Decline

Morality is related closely to spirituality and religion, but we mean by moral decline just that 
their actual behavior as human beings is declining, and these instances of moral decline are 
described for us in the story we will talk about shortly. It is so easy it seems for a generation 
to abandon the values of a prior generation. We are told that as long as the Israelites were 
under Joshua they had done a fairly good job of keeping away from idolatry and all the other 
trappings of paganism. But once Joshua died, they turned to the things that they found natural 
to do in the culture of that day. Here are people who came out of the wilderness and have been 
busy occupying the Promised Land and busy with battles of conquest. They are settled at least 
to one degree or another. They begin to plant and to harvest; they begin to raise their herds 
and their flocks; they begin to plant the trees and tend the vineyards, and so on, that living in 
the land represents.

The Canaanites, the people who were still there in large measure because the conquest was so 
imperfect as the early chapters of Judges reminds us, were offering sacrifices, were worshiping 
various gods and goddesses, and were seeming to have success thereby. So the Israelites fell 
into the same thing and began worshiping this god or that goddess and leaving aside their 
confidence in the Lord to supply all their needs. It is what typically people do. They have a 
lack of confidence that their needs will be met by God alone, and so they begin to have faith in 
some other direction, other gods, other things—whatever it is, they did that.
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E. Deuteronomic Cycle (Jdg 2:7-19)

Something develops that chapter 2 describes for us that we see carried out throughout the 
book of Judges: it has been labeled the Deuteronomic Cycle. We see the people of Israel at first 
in this cycle, which relates to the warnings and descriptions and predictions of the book of 
Deuteronomy, safe, well, and faithful to God. Then, we see in their complacency, they begin to 
worship other gods and turn away from the Lord. What does He do? He does exactly what the 
book of Deuteronomy promises and guarantees He will do—He gives them over into the hands 
of their enemies. Their enemies then have success against them militarily, capture parts or 
large parts of their land, subdue them, put them under harsh treatment, take many things from 
them—not the least taxes—and then they are oppressed by their enemies. When things are 
not going so well, then they turn to the Lord and plead for deliverance. They call to Him. He is 
merciful, so He responds. They turn back to Him and get rid of their idols.

He has sent, in these cases, a judge to be His representative. He raised up somebody to lead 
them and protect them and deliver them. Usually, as long as the judge lives, in whatever part of 
the country of Israel the judge had come from, the people there, at least, will be pretty faithful. 
But, then the judge will die and the people will fall right back into sin again and will turn 
according to their natural inclinations (to pagan practices), and the cycle will go around again. 
They will once more be subject to their enemies. This cycle of safety, then disobedience, then 
subjugation to enemies, then calling out to God for help, and His rescuing them by a judge is 
called the Deuteronomic Cycle. It is a pattern that we see again and again in the book of Judges 
and, indeed, it carries on into Samuel and Kings. We will see more of it in these books as well.

II. Deliverance (Jdg 3:5-16:31)

A. Government

One of the things that we observe is that the leadership in these days is a leadership that is 
“charismatic;” not charismatic with regard to certain gifts of the Spirit as we sometimes hear 
the term in our day, but charismatic in terms that it is God’s Spirit who is at work. It is the 
Spirit of God making things happen in these days. There is not otherwise a formal government. 
It is somewhat along the lines of anarchy, not anarchy in the sense of people rioting in the 
streets all day long, but anarchy in the sense that there is not much unity among the tribes.

There is not much government and response to government among the people. They are 
breaking up into small groups. There are rivalries between the tribes beginning to emerge. 
They are not getting along together, they are not seeing eye-to-eye, and they are going their 
own way. As we observe what happens with the various judges, we understand that almost all 
the judges are so local that they are really only rescuing a part of the people. So a judge leads 
this tribe against that foe, another judge leads another tribe or maybe a group of tribes against 
yet another foe. But we do not see much of a picture of the nation as a whole functioning 
together, working together, and serving God together.
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This brings out the need for a true and good king over God’s people—not just any king but a 
true and good king. So the book leads in that direction. There is even the story of an attempt at 
kingship in chapter 9 by a son of Gideon named Abimelech. That attempt failed, but the book 
ends with a strong emphasis on the fact that the Israelites really do need a true and good king.

B. Five Major Judges

The judges start with Othniel, and then there is Ehud. Othniel led the people against a foe 
that we do not know much about called Cushan-Rishathaim, or doubly-evil Cushan. Then 
Ehud, in chapter 3, against Moab under the king at that time, named Eglon. Ehud succeeds by 
assassination, not a very pretty picture. It is important to remember that these judges are not 
necessarily exemplary. God raises them up and He uses them, but they are far from sinless and 
they certainly are not models for us to follow in much of what they do.

One of the persons who comes closest to being a model is, however, Deborah. She is a terrific 
judge and she works with her general, Barak, to defeat a coalition of Canaanite kings in the 
northern part of Israel (that is described for us in chapters 4-5). Then comes Gideon whose 
faith is weak but who, finally, after testing God, something that is not model behavior, does 
have the confidence to lead the Israelites into battle against the Midianites.

The next major judge is Jephthah in chapters 10-12. Jephthah, as part of the culture of his day, 
actually ends up sacrificing his daughter as a token of appreciation to the Lord for success in 
battle.

C. Samson, the Sixth Major Judge

The final major judge is Samson in chapters 13-16. By this time, no one will even go with 
the judge. All the other judges had at least somebody with them; they gathered some troops, 
maybe only the troops of a single tribe, but at least they had people that they could lead 
into battle. Samson is alone. Things have gotten so bad that, by the time he has to fight the 
Philistines, he does all his fighting by himself. He is also not a very moral person even though 
he has taken a vow to be a Nazirite, which is a specially dedicated person. He breaks those 
vows, and he gets involved with various women when he should not. He spends lots of time 
fooling around with the Philistines, who are supposed to be those whom he is fighting. In his 
tragic story, he is eventually taken prisoner and ends up killing as many people at his death as 
he did all the rest of his life fighting Philistines. He is in a temple; he is blinded; he is chained 
to columns; and as he pulls those columns down that supports the roof, a lot of people in the 
temple get killed. But the story does not end there; it does not end just with that tragedy, with 
one last judge fighting all by himself using the great powers that God had mercifully given him. 
It goes on from there downhill, even more of a tragedy.
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III. Depravity (Jdg 17:1-21:25)

A. Religious Disorder

We read in chapters 17-18 about the religious disorder in which the Israelites are now led, 
even by a Levite: making idols and worshiping idols and departing almost completely from 
faithfulness to God’s covenant.

B. Moral Disorder

The last three chapters of the book tell a sad tale. Chapters 19-21 tell the story of another 
Levite whose concubine (that is, a non-inheriting wife) is raped and murdered at an Israelite 
town in the tribe of Benjamin called Gibeah. Representatives of the tribe come to the 
Benjamites and say to them, “Deliver to us for judgment these men from the town of Gibeah 
in your territory that did this horrible crime.” The Benjamites say, “We will not. These are 
Benjamites. These are our people. Who are you to tell us to do that?” In other words, their 
loyalty to themselves within their own tribe is far more important to them than justice and 
righteousness and cooperation within God’s covenant.

So what happens? The eleven tribes go to war against the one, and you know they are so inept 
for a long time, they cannot win. Finally, they succeed, and then after having decimated the 
population of the Benjamites, they come up with a somewhat ridiculous solution to it all. They 
allow the Benjamites, the men that are left, to capture as their wives women who come to a 
national festival. The women gather at the festival, and the men have not told them a thing. 
The Benjamites come out of the bushes, grab women, drag them off, and make them their 
wives. That is the level of brilliant thinking; that is the level of obedience; that is the level of 
spirituality to which things had declined in the days of the judges.

IV. Love Demonstrated (Ru 1:1-2:23)

A. Grief, Loyalty, and Conversion

But you know what? There was an exception. That exception centers around the town of 
Bethlehem, the little town of Bethlehem. It is the exception that is chronicled for us in the 
book of Ruth. A man from Bethlehem and his wife and their two sons, during a time when there 
was not much rainfall and there was famine, moved to Moab. The two sons died there and the 
father died as well. Those left were a woman named Naomi and her two daughters-in-law, 
Orpah and Ruth. Naomi heard that things were going better back in Bethlehem where she and 
her husband and sons had come from, and so determined to return.

The one daughter-in-law, Orpah, kissed her good-bye but the other daughter-in-law, Ruth, 
stayed with her. Ruth said these words, “Do not urge me to leave you or turn back from you. 
Where you go I will go; where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God 
my God.” That is the language of conversion. This woman, Naomi, who had suffered so much, 
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had been such a witness to her daughter-in-law that her daughter-in-law wanted to return 
with her and worship the God that she worshiped. Ruth grew up in Moab where they worshiped 
their national god, Chemosh—that god and many other gods and goddesses as well. But so 
wonderful and effective was the witness of Naomi that Ruth wants to go back with her and say 
to her “Your God will be my God.” She is going to convert to the worship of the Lord, the true 
God of Israel.

Naomi at the end of chapter 1 says to the people of Bethlehem as they return, “Do not use my 
given name, the name Naomi (in Hebrew means “sweet”).” She says, “Call me Mara, because 
Mara means bitter.” But even in that bitterness she says, “The Lord has caused it.” Naomi 
understands that God will not give us more than we can bear. Well, it is a wonderful story 
because it is such an exception to the prevailing situation in the book of Judges.

The general picture in Judges is people being unfaithful and falling into the hands of their 
enemies and getting themselves into all kinds of trouble, and leaving God, only turning to Him 
on occasions when they were in terrible difficulty—and then only temporarily. In this story, 
there is an exception that occurs during the same time period in the days when the judges 
ruled. We see faithfulness and its outworking.

B. Surprising Kindness

After Ruth and Naomi get to Naomi’s ancestral home, the home that Naomi had left some years 
earlier, Ruth goes out to take advantage of the gleaning laws. Good Israelites, as there were 
many in Bethlehem, allowed foreigners—aliens—to go among them and to pick up whatever 
the harvesters dropped or the things at the edges of the field that could be eaten. Ruth is 
noticed by a man named Boaz. She is in his field and he notices her. He learns that she is that 
woman who came from Moab and has converted to faith in the Lord. This impresses him and so 
he not only instructs his workers to let her have a free hand in gleaning, but he even tells them 
to leave some good stuff for her to pick up.

He invites her to lunch when all the workers are eating lunch and strikes up a conversation 
with her. He wants to encourage this woman who has converted to his precious Lord. Once this 
is known, we see Naomi and Ruth making some very important decisions.

V. Love Rewarded

A. Ruth’s Marriage Proposal

Actually, in the book, the women really know how to operate; they know that a righteous 
man like Boaz can be trusted. They know the things to initiate, and they make a lot of the key 
decisions. Trusting in God, they know they can initiate certain kinds of actions that will come 
to good fruition under God’s hand. As time goes by, Ruth, knowing that Boaz is interested in 
her, is very positive—actually proposes marriage to him. She does this in a non-normal way; 
she goes and lies down at his feet, showing that she wants to belong to him.



OT218 Course Study Guide | © 2015 Our Daily Bread Ministries. All Rights Reserved.  |  Lesson 1  |  9

www.christianuniversity.org

One night when he is sleeping at a threshing floor, staying out and watching the grain to 
be sure no one comes and steals it during those days when so many raiders did attack the 
Israelites, he accepts that proposal of marriage. But there is a hitch. Numbers 26 and 31 say 
when women without husbands marry, they have got to be very careful whom they marry, 
and the land has to go to the next of kin. There is someone closer to Naomi’s family even 
than Boaz. Fortunately, he does not want to get the land that could come with marrying Ruth, 
the land that was in Naomi’s ancestral family, because he says it would endanger his own 
inheritance. Presumably, he has already promised a certain amount of land to his sons, and if 
he married Ruth and had other children it might dilute the amount of land his sons could have.

B. Consolation: New Family

Things work out in such a way, as Boaz faithfully superintends them in the city gate at 
Bethlehem, that he and Ruth are able to get married. They have a child, and the child is taken 
by Naomi and nursed. Naomi has the wonderful, deep fulfillment of caring for a child again. 
She who had been bereft now has a little boy named Obed.

As the book ends, we realize this, in fact, was a story about David’s great-great-grandmother. 
That is what it was about, because the lineage of the genealogy at the end takes us right down 
to King David. God was at work in the midst of a tough time, in the midst of a corrupt time, in 
the midst of a decline—morally, spiritually, militarily, and religiously. With good people faithful 
to Him, He was able to do things that countered the trends, and that in fact a wonderful part of 
His overall plan, through David and also down to Christ—the Son of David—of whom Ruth and 
Naomi are also ancestors.
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Discussion Questions
Describe how you have observed the Deuteronomic Cycle operate in at least one context—e.g., in 
your own life, in the lives of other individuals, or in the church. 

Just as the book of Ruth serves as a positive example, how have you observed an exception to the 
Deuteronomic Cycle?

In what ways do we see God’s Spirit at work in the books of Judges and Ruth?
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Further Study
Suggested reading for this lesson: 

Stedman, Ray C. Adventuring Through the Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Entire Bible. 2nd ed. 
Discovery House Publishers: 2012.

Read Chapter 12: “A Panorama of Defeat” (Judges) and Chapter 13: The Romance of Redemption 
(Ruth)

Philip Yancey Devotional
Tough Love - Ruth 1

“Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God 
my God” (Ruth 1:16).

This charming tale about two scrappy women has nothing of the broad sweep of history found 
in Judges. Rather, Ruth narrows its focus to the story of one family trying to cope during chaotic, 
tumultuous times. 

Things had gotten so bad in Canaan, especially after a severe famine, that Naomi’s Israelite family 
migrated into enemy territory just to survive. There her two sons married local pagan women and 
settled down. Years later, after both those sons and her husband had died, Naomi decided to return to 
the land of her birth. This book mainly tells of the stubborn loyalty of Naomi’s daughter-in-law Ruth. 

Ruth and Naomi were unlikely friends. Ruth was young and strong. Naomi was past middle age and 
brokenhearted. In addition, they came from completely different ethnic and religious backgrounds. 
Who would have put them together? But somewhere along the way Ruth had converted to the 
worship of the true God, and she insisted on returning with Naomi to the land of the Israelites. 

In a few brief chapters, Ruth manages to capture a slice of agrarian life in ancient times. The male-
dominated society posed problems for unattached women, and these two lived in harsh, trying times. 
Ruth served awhile as a migrant farm worker, surviving on the gleanings left in the fields by the 
harvesters. 

You can read this small book in several ways: as a tiny, elegant portrait of life in ancient times, or as 
a record of God’s faithfulness to the needy, or as an inspiring story of undying friendship. (Ultimately 
Ruth does get a loving husband and both women find economic security.) Perhaps the most accurate 
way to read this story, however, is as a missionary story. God not only accepted Ruth, a member of 
the despised Moabites, into His family, but He also used her to produce Israel’s greatest king. Ruth’s 
great-grandson turned out to be David. To anyone who thinks God’s love was for the Israelites only, 
Ruth’s life makes a striking contradiction. 

Life Question: When has a friend gone out on a limb for you?
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Glossary
Charismatic Leadership — Judges were referred to as charismatic leaders, because they were raised 
up by God’s Spirit as His free gift even though they had no societal claim to leadership. Thus, it can 
be affirmed that God raised them up to deliver Israel.

Chemosh — The national god of the Moabites. On the Moabite Stone, King Mesah ascribes his 
victories over the king of Israel to this god: “And Chemosh drove him before my sight.”

Philistines — They occupied the five cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and Gath, in the 
southwestern corner of Canaan.

Shiloh — A town in Ephraim that was the center of tribal administration and worship for the twelve 
Israelite tribes from the time of Joshua until its destruction (probably by the Philistines) about 1050 
B.C. The prominent tell of Shiloh stands at the northern end of a large valley nineteen miles north of 
Jerusalem, just east of the main road to Shechem.
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1.  How many judges are mentioned in the book of Judges?
A.  Six major judges and six minor judges 
B.  Eight major judges and four minor judges 
C.  Four major judges and eight minor judges 
D.  Four major judges and four minor judges 

2.  Invariably, what happened when one of the judges died?
A.  Another judge immediately took his place. 
B.  The people turned to the Lord. 
C.  The Deuteronomic Cycle repeated again. 
D.  All of the above 

3.  Ruth was originally from:
A.  Bethlehem 
B.  Moab 
C.  Midian 
D.  Egypt 

4.  Samson fought, all by himself, the:
A.  Moabites 
B.  Midianites 
C.  Philistines 
D.  Edomites 

5.  The book of Judges records events associated with the time period between:
A.  The death of Moses and the death of Joshua 
B.  The death of Joshua and the death of Samson 
C.  The death of Joshua and the rise of Samuel 
D.  The death of Joshua and the death of Samuel 

6.  The book of Ruth ends by noting that Ruth became part of the lineage of:
A.  David 
B.  Samuel 
C.  Jesus 
D.  All of the above 

7.  The events recorded in the book of Ruth took place during the time of the book of:
A.  Genesis 
B.  Exodus 
C.  Joshua 
D.  Judges 
 

Quiz
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8.  The most exemplary judge was:
A.  Ehud 
B.  Deborah 
C.  Gideon 
D.  Jephthah 

9.  The period of the judges is a period of:
A.  Peace 
B.  Success 
C.  Decline 
D.  Faithfulness 

10.  This statement is found several times in the book of Judges:
A.  “There was no standard in Israel in those days. Everyone did what was right in his 

own eyes.”
B.  “There was no prophet in Israel in those days. Everyone did what was right in his 

own eyes.”
C.  “There was no priest in Israel in those days. Everyone did what was right in his own 

eyes.”
D.  “There was no king in Israel in those days. Everyone did what was right in his own 

eyes.” 

Answers: 1. A 2. C 3. B 4. C 5. C 6. A 7. D 8. B 9. C 10. D
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Objectives
This lesson in 1 Samuel is a study of Israel’s struggle to be inferior. Israel had God as her King but 
she was determined to trade Him for a human leader. The contrast in integrity between Samuel 
and Saul, and then between Saul and David, is a priceless lesson in leadership and integrity.

When you complete this lesson, “1 Samuel: A Case Study in Integrity,” you should be able to:

• Explain why Israel wanted a king.

• Describe Israel’s process of rejecting God and pursuing a human king.

• List contrasts between people who have and people who lack integrity.

• List specific ways to guard your integrity.

Scripture Reading
Read the Book of 1 Samuel.
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Transcript
Course Title: Judges-1 Samuel: Israel’s Choice From God-Rule to Human-Rule 

Lesson Two: 1 Samuel: A Case Study in Integrity

I. Introduction

First Samuel is a book of transition. It tells the story of the transition from the days of the judges 
to the monarchy, the kingship of Israel. The end of the book of Judges says in several places, 
“There was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” It says that by way 
of disapproval: Israel did need a king. There are three big figures, three big human characters, 
in 1 Samuel, and they are Samuel, Saul, and David. To a considerable degree, the book is their 
story. Approximately the first third of the book deals with Samuel, who is the last judge. He is not 
mentioned in the book of Judges but he is the last judge of Israel. Then comes Saul who is Israel’s 
first king, though not a very successful king in the overall scheme of things. Then comes David. 
David actually dominates most of 1 Samuel, even though David is not yet king in the eyes of the 
people. He does get anointed as king, an advanced kind of anointing in which God indicates that 
David will be king, but it is not until 2 Samuel that David actually assumes the throne.

It is important to appreciate the fact that 1 and 2 Samuel go together. They are a unit and they are 
divided into first and second books because of their length. It is a little like those videos that you 
get from the video store that have two cassettes because the movie is too long to get on one. That 
is why we have the terms 1 Samuel and 2 Samuel. Nevertheless, the story of 1 Samuel does come 
to a convenient end with the death of Saul, which is a logical breaking point. We can speak of 1 
Samuel as a unit, as we do in this lesson.

II. Samuel’s Background, Call, and Leadership (1:1-8:22)

A. Background

Samuel is a fine figure. He is a godly judge. He really does contrast with judges like Gideon or 
Jephthah or especially Samson in the way that he is successful militarily, leading the Israelites 
against their primary enemy, the Philistines; in the way that he is loyal to the Word of God, to 
God’s covenant; in the way he teaches that Word to the people of Israel, and the faithfulness 
with which he carries on his work as a judge. The judges were actually political military leaders. 
But as political military leaders, they also had a secondary role: that was their judicial role 
in which people came to them, sort of like going to the Supreme Court of a country, to get 
rulings on difficult legal matters. Samuel functioned in that way for the people of Israel. He was 
respected and revered; and his godliness is a fine model, a fine example for us, and always has 
been appreciated by people who have read this book.
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B. Call

The story begins with Hannah’s concern—that she would have a child. She was childless for 
a long time, and it was hard for her in that culture to be comforted by anything else but the 
thought of finally having a child. When God in His mercy gave Hannah a child, He did give her a 
special child—Samuel. She dedicated him to the Lord; and he served the Lord as an assistant to 
the high priest Eli at the tabernacle at Shiloh. The stories about his childhood are interesting, 
because he really was called by God. He was called at a young age. He was called with the 
“double naming” that in the Bible indicates tenderness and affection. God calls him, “Samuel, 
Samuel.”

C. Leadership

After he grows up, he becomes a judge and experiences in his lifetime some of the gains and 
losses that were characteristic of those days before the monarchy in Israel, in the eleventh 
century B.C. One thing that happened during his early years was the loss of the ark of the 
covenant in battle to the Philistines. This is described in the early chapters of 1 Samuel as a 
terrible blow to the people. Indeed, upon hearing the news, the high priest Eli falls over dead 
of an apparent heart attack or stroke, so severe was the news to him. The ark represented 
God’s presence among His people and so they brought it out with them into battle, this big 
box carried by poles through golden rings with the Ten Commandments inside. This was the 
people’s symbol of the presence of God.

The fact that the enemy could capture that important symbol is an indication of the way that 
things were going. In other words, the Israelites were losing the Promised Land. Bit by bit, little 
by little, they were actually losing territory, losing various battles. And the Philistines, who 
originally started along the Mediterranean seacoast on the west, were making more and more 
inroads into the heartland of Israel proper, capturing this town and that, this region and that, 
taking away people’s homes and fields. And so, it was a difficult time.

III. The Anointing and Rejection of Saul as King (9:1-15:35)

Samuel, faithful to God as an adult, taking over as one of the judges, was able to stem that tide in 
many ways. We read in some of the chapters about his successes militarily as he led the people. 
But, he was getting very old. Soon enough, as is described for us in chapters 8-10, the people of 
Israel begin to demand a king. Their motives for demanding a king were not ideal. They say, in 
chapter 8, when they come to Samuel: “Give us a king so that we can be like the other nations.”

This was always a problem for the people of Israel, a tendency to think in terms of copying others. 
That is one of the factors that got them into idolatry so easily and so constantly. It is one of factors 
that made them compromise religiously. It is one of the factors that tended to take their attention 
away from the Lord and trust in Him and place it in military might and political alliances. In 
chapter 8, they are doing it again. They are saying to Samuel, “You are old, you have gone into 
retirement. Your sons, who have been appointed to be judges as successors to you, are corrupt; 
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they are taking bribes. We cannot stand this. We need a king. Let us get rid of the whole system of 
judges. Give us a king that we can be like the other nations.”

In particular, they wanted a king who would lead them out into battle. They sensed their own 
disorganization after Samuel became too old to lead them as a warrior in battle. They were keenly 
aware that they were losing frequently, if not almost always, and they needed help. They thought 
in terms of the way it worked in other countries, where a king had as his first responsibility 
military leadership. God was not, in fact, against giving them a king; but God wanted to give them 
the right kind of king and for the right reasons. Through Samuel (in his role as prophet, since he 
was not only judge but also prophet), God warned the people that He could give them a king, but 
their king could turn out to be one who would take more and more power to himself, who would 
build up the monarchy, who would virtually enslave certain categories of people, who would bring 
about some successes but also would change the scope of things politically for the people of Israel, 
taking away some of their freedoms.

A. God Chooses Saul

Nevertheless, they wanted a king and God in His goodness gave them one. Now the king they 
got was Saul, and we read in chapters 11-15 about the early part of Saul’s kingship. At first he 
was enormously successful in leading the people in battle. He was a very tall individual—strong 
and tall. This was impressive; people naturally liked him as a leader when they just looked 
at him. In addition, he seems to have had some real military skill. Unfortunately, he was also 
capable of fear. Some kind of psychological imbalance appears to have accompanied Saul in 
at least some ways. He was erratic as a leader, unpredictable, sometimes heroic, other times 
afraid. He was sometimes completely obedient to the Word of God and the principles to holy 
war; other times violating that very convention that God had insisted His people undertake if 
He were to bless them.

B. Saul Is Rejected as King

There came a time when Saul violated the principle of holy war that says you cannot take 
plunder or spoil and you must annihilate the enemy. He took all kinds of goats and sheep in a 
battle and brought them home as spoils of war and also a king named Agag, an Amalekite king, 
to kind of show off—here’s the king that we defeated and captured. Samuel, very old by this 
time, but a person God needed to employ, once again, came to Saul and told him that God had 
decided to reject him as king. Now, you know in the Bible we find many instances of a judgment 
sentence from God that is pronounced, but the execution of that judgment sentence comes 
at a later time. The prophets do this a great deal. They will announce a judgment upon this 
nation or that city with the understanding that in due time, when God decides, that judgment 
will actually be carried out. So the announcement of the judgment is a different thing from the 
imposition of the judgment.

This happens even back in the Garden of Eden with the prediction of “the day you eat it, 
thereof, you will surely die.” When Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, they did not keel 
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over; but rather their judgment had been announced, their death would eventually come, they 
became mortal. So this announcement of a judgment sentence on Saul, that he is rejected as 
king and will be removed as king, is actually given relatively early on in his career as king. In 
fact, years will go by during which time many stories about Saul—his weaknesses and problems 
and occasional successes—and many stories about David will take place.

IV. Parallel Lives of Saul and David (16:1-31:13)

At the same time, however, that Saul is rejected as king, God is not leaving His people without 
a plan. He is not saying, “I gave you the monarchy and now I am taking it away from you.” 
Samuel is told to go to a rather small town, Bethlehem, just a few miles to the south of 
Jerusalem. He is told to go there to the family of Jesse, and he is told to anoint the person 
whom God will show him to be king over His people.

A. David Anointed King

Samuel makes the trip and he finds Jesse, and he asks Jesse to bring his sons out for 
examination as it were. Each of them proceeds before Samuel by age from the oldest down, but 
none of them is the one that God indicates to Samuel He has chosen. Samuel is puzzled, as are 
all of them. So Samuel, sensitive to God’s leading, knowing that none of these were chosen, 
says to Jesse, “Isn’t there someone else? Do you have any other sons?” Jesse says, “Well, yes 
there is one other, but he is really a kid; he is out tending the flocks.” Samuel says “Get him.” 
And when he arrives, though this young man, David, is very young and quite possibly rather 
short in stature—in other words, scrawny—God impresses on Samuel that this is the one who 
will be king.

It is an instance of God doing the reverse of what cultural expectations would suggest. In 
the ancient world, it was the oldest son who generally got the privilege. If there was an 
opportunity, you gave it to the oldest son. The oldest son got a double inheritance right; the 
oldest son would be the successor in a monarchy. And here we have a case of the youngest 
son, the one least likely for anybody from a human point of view to choose. But as Samuel 
reminds the people, we look on the externals, but God looks on the heart. God sees the inside, 
so in the same way that Abraham, not the oldest son, was chosen by God to be the leader of 
faith and the beginner of a people. In the same way, Isaac was not his oldest son but was the 
child of promise. In the same way, Jacob was not the firstborn of Isaac but was the child of 
promise. In the same way, Joseph was the eleventh-born of Jacob’s children but became the 
most prominent of the sons, and so on. So we have Moses as well, the third-born in his family 
of leaders of the Exodus—Miriam, Aaron, and Moses.

We now have David as the youngest son, the least likely to be chosen; yet God, who is looking 
not at externals but real character, is making a decision contrary to what anybody at the scene 
expected. Thereafter, David knows that he is to be king; very few others do—it is a private 
anointing just at a family’s house. Even so, conscious of the fact that God has chosen him to be 
king, David is very careful to be respectful of the Lord’s anointed. Indeed what happens then is 
David becomes more and more successful militarily. He first goes out to visit his brothers who 
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are with Saul in a battle against the Philistines, and there is a champion challenge given.

B. David and Goliath

The Philistines have got their combat champion named Goliath. He is big, and he is ready to 
fight. They issued the challenge to the Israelites to come and fight this guy, sending out the 
best Israelite warrior, the two of them to fight, and then the winner to proclaim that his side 
will now be superior to the other. It is sort of a proxy battle in which one champion fights 
on behalf of each side. Saul did not know whom to send. Goliath is described in some of the 
manuscripts, most of the ones that are often used or have been historically used for our English 
translations, as six cubits and a span tall. That would be nine feet, nine inches tall—extremely 
tall. He is, however, described in many other manuscripts, including the Dead Sea Scrolls, as 
four cubits and a span. That is six feet, nine inches tall; in other words, a real good NBA player 
but not inhumanly tall. He was an imposing figure in those days when the average individual 
was only about five feet high. This relatively small individual, David, pesters Saul, in effect 
asking him to allow him to go out and fight Goliath.

Could there be any hope that this little guy could win against that huge seasoned warrior? 
There are two factors: one of them, a very modest factor from a human point of view—David 
was a slinger. One of the kinds of skills in battle that the Israelites had was slinging stones. The 
book of Judges mentions 400 left-handed slingers that were in the Benjamite army. David was 
skilled with a sling, projecting stones at a high speed, but that is really very minor in the story 
compared to the fact that God was with David. It was God’s will to bring David to prominence 
in this way. So a relatively unknown, quite young, probably on the short side, individual goes 
out not even wearing armor because the armor that Saul tried to put on him was just too 
cumbersome for him to be able to move his arms to get the stone out of the sling. He is up 
against a huge champion from the Philistines who has got full armor and a sword and a spear 
and even a shield carrier out in front of him. But David knocks him to the ground and cuts off 
his head. Thereafter, of course, David is seen as a hero among the people.

C. Saul and David

The Philistines still renege on the deal. They do not actually agree to be servants of the 
Israelites as they had projected that they would in advance of the encounter. David joins Saul 
as Saul’s commander-in-chief. David becomes the general of Saul’s army—inspires the troops, 
leads them ferociously, and they begin to have success. Saul invites David to marry into his 
family, and David marries Michal, one of Saul’s daughters, and now he is Saul’s son-in-law. But, 
that same instability that seems to have affected Saul increases, and sadly enough it seems to 
be enhanced by Saul’s spiritual instability, the same kind of thing that caused God to reject him 
as king.

Saul begins to spend more and more of his time not interested in fighting the enemy but in 
getting rid of David. He becomes jealous of David; he becomes jealous of David’s success within 
his own family, and David’s friendship with the crown prince Jonathan. We see Saul in many of 
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these chapters in the book chasing David. David ends up having to leave Saul’s home territory 
in Benjamin to go on the run. David has to gather around himself a kind of private army, and 
he lives off the land almost like a bandit might. There are occasions where, in his desperation, 
he even joins temporarily with the Philistines and places himself at their disposal, along with 
his private army, as a kind of mercenary. God protects him from ever having to fight against the 
Israelites, and eventually David is able to, of course, be a very successful leader against the very 
Philistines that he got to know so well.

D. Saul Goes to Endor

At the end of the book, we find the Philistines advancing; we find them making more and more 
inroads into Israel. Saul, having diverted his attention from fighting them to pursuing David, 
has ruined the military strategy that could have brought success. And we see Saul increasingly 
departing from loyalty to the Lord, the God of Israel. Indeed, very close to the end of the book, 
Saul is at a place called Endor; and he actually consults a witch, a woman who is called in the 
Hebrew “an owner of a pit,” or “a pit-lady.” She is a woman who alleges that she can call down 
into this pit in the ground and can have contact with the spirits of the dead and through them 
get information about the future. It is a sad indication of the way that Saul’s faithfulness to 
God had deteriorated.

E. Saul and Jonathan Slain on Mt. Gilboa

Finally at the end of the book, in chapter 31, we find Saul and Jonathan fighting valiantly on 
Mount Gilboa, where they have been attacked by Philistines and are trying to hold them off. 
One problem is that Gilboa is more than two-thirds of the way from the Mediterranean to the 
Jordan River. In other words, it is not nearly in the heartland of Israel; it is really in that part of 
Israel that the Israelites first took under Joshua. The Israelites are being driven back so far that 
they are back into some of the early places in their holdings of the Promised Land. There at 
that battle, Saul loses his life, and Jonathan loses his. The Israelites are brutally defeated; large 
numbers of them are killed, the rest flee.

The tragic story of Saul comes to an end—one who was anointed by God, one who was tall and 
strong, one whom God was willing to give skill and ability and success to, but who turned away 
from God increasingly, who had let his fears and his sinful inclinations possess him, and who 
even had rejected the best military leader, David, he ever had. Saul is dead, Israel is defeated, 
and 1 Samuel comes to an end.
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Discussion Questions
What principles for Christian leadership can be identified from 1 Samuel?

Where did Saul go wrong?  What were the consequences of his mistakes?

What does the book of 1 Samuel teach us about faithfulness?
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Further Study
Suggested reading for this lesson: 

Stedman, Ray C. Adventuring Through the Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Entire Bible. 2nd ed. 
Discovery House Publishers: 2012.

Read Chapter 14: “The Flesh and the Spirit” (1 Samuel)

Philip Yancey Devotional
Tale of Two Kings - 1 Samuel 16

“The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the 
LORD looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7).

The Philistine military threat never entirely went away. As Samuel aged, Israel needed continuing 
vigorous leadership, but Samuel’s sons hardly measured up to the task. What could be done? Looking 
around them, the tribes saw that virtually every other country had a king. Aha, that’s the answer, 
they concluded, and urged Samuel to appoint an Israelite king (8:4–5). 

The idea of a king seems to have been popular with everyone except Samuel and God, who sensed 
in the request an underlying rejection of God’s own leadership. Samuel warned the elders bluntly 
against the problems they might be inviting: tyranny, oppression, a military draft, high taxes, maybe 
even slavery. But the people begged for a king despite his warnings. 

Did God oppose the very notion of a king? Probably not. Many years before, Moses had predicted the 
Israelites would someday have a king, and God eventually used the royal line to produce His own 
son Jesus, King of Kings. But the Bible makes one thing clear: God opposed the people’s motives, as 
expressed by the elders, “Then we will be like all the other nations” (8:20). God did not want them to 
be like all the other nations. He, no human being, was the true ruler of the Israelites. 

Israel’s first king began his reign with enormous promise. Saul was a perfect physical specimen—
handsome, strong, intelligent, a head taller than anyone else. Leadership qualities oozed out of him. 
But he failed, for one simple reason: He disobeyed God, refusing to acknowledge Him as true ruler. 
Without hesitating, God ended Saul’s dynasty and looked elsewhere for a replacement. 

The replacement king was utterly unlike the first king. No one had imagined royalty potential in 
the shepherd boy David—not even his own father. But, as God said, “Man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” David had the kind of heart God could work with. 
Despite his humble beginnings, despite his many flaws, he went on to become the greatest king in 
the history of the Israelites. 

Life Question: Would the leadership qualities God values be an asset or a handicap to someone 
running for the U.S. presidency?
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Glossary
Ark of the Covenant — Made of acacia wood, it was a cubit and a half broad and high and two cubits 
long. Within this ark were to be placed the “testimony,” an apparent reference in this context to the 
tables of the Law that God gave to Moses. Upon the top of the ark, probably not as a lid but above the 
lid, the mercy seat was placed. This was a golden plate upon which two cherubim, with raised wings 
and facing each other, covered the ark.

Cubit — The standard for measures of length among the Hebrews. They used the distance from the 
elbow to the end of the middle finger as a means of measurement.

Endor — A town in the territory assigned to western Manasseh. It is identified with modern Endor, 
a village on the northern slope of Jebel ed-Duhy, more commonly known as the hill Moreh or Little 
Hermon. It is about seven miles southeast of Nazareth and four miles south of Mt. Tabor.

Gilboa, Mount — A chain of mountains in the territory of Issachar rising from the eastern edge of 
the plain of Esdraelon, the southern edge of the Valley of Jezreel, to a height of 1,696 feet above sea 
level.

Prophet — A wide range of persons with diverse associations were called prophets, because in some 
way each claimed to be communicating a divine message. There are literary or writing prophets and a 
significant number of non-writing prophets in the Bible.

Seer — A prophet. (Hebrew, Ro’eh) The name derives from the fact that the early Hebrew verb ra’ah 
referred to both sight and revelation.

Theocracy — A government in which God is the ruler. The word was apparently first used by 
Josephus (CAP ii. 16). Not withstanding the important ruling functions throughout Israel’s history of 
prophets, priests, sages, and kings, Yahweh was ultimately considered the sole sovereign ruler.
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1.  A terrible blow befell the Israelites when the ark of the covenant was lost in battle to the:
A.  Philistines 
B.  Amalekites 
C.  Amorites 
D.  Midianites 

2.  First Samuel is a book of:
A.  Beginnings 
B.  Conquest 
C.  Transition 
D.  Prophecy 

3.  From the time of David’s anointing by Samuel up until Saul’s death, the story of 1 Samuel 
finds David spending most of his time as:

A.  A musician in Saul’s court 
B.  Commander-in-chief of Saul’s army 
C.  A shepherd 
D.  A fugitive 

4.  Samuel’s announcement that Saul was rejected as king was given:
A.  Just after Saul began to reign 
B.  Relatively early in Saul’s reign 
C.  Midway through Saul’s reign 
D.  Shortly before Saul died 

5.  Saul and Jonathan died during a battle fought:
A.  On Mt. Gilboa 
B.  In the Valley of Jezreel 
C.  At Endor 
D.  On Mt. Tabor 

6.  Saul was rejected as king because:
A.  He offered an unauthorized sacrifice to the Lord. 
B.  He joined a procession of prophets and began prophesying with them. 
C.  He violated the principle of holy war that says no one could take plunder. 
D.  He gave his daughter, David’s wife, to another man. 

7.  The people of Israel demanded that Samuel give them a king:
A.  Because Samuel was getting old 
B.  So that they could be like other nations 
C.  So that they would have someone to lead them into battle 
D.  All of the above 

Quiz
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8.  The story of 1 Samuel ends with:
A.  The death of Samuel 
B.  The death of Saul 
C.  The private anointing of David as king 
D.  The public anointing of David as king 

9.  What principle underlies the choice of David as king?
A.  The oldest son gets the privilege. 
B.  Physical stature is critical for strong leaders. 
C.  God looks on the heart. 
D.  All of the above 

10.  Who was Israel’s last judge?
A.  Samson 
B.  Samuel 
C.  Saul 
D.  David 

Answers: 1. A 2. C 3. D 4. B 5. A 6. C 7. D 8. B 9. C 10. B


