
Sermon 10: 1 Samuel 9: The Providence of God

OUTLINE

A handsome man
A sovereign God

INTRODUCTION

Living by sight and not by faith is the perennial challenge for the Christian.  We often live as 
if God as revealed in the Scriptures is not real.  Living by sight will look different depending 
on when and where you live.  If you are a tribal person living in animistic Africa before the 
age of modern science and medicine, living by sight means looks like forsaking trusting in 
God for health and fertility and turning to the witch doctor and your ancestors for blessing.  
You interpret the world not through the lens of the teachings of scripture but the lens of 
your non-Christian worldview.  To live by faith is to take that unbelieving worldview and 
conform it to the teachings of the bible.  In our modern age the challenge to live by faith 
and not sight is harder than if you were living in animistic Africa.  We live in the age of 
scientism and verificationism where the material is seen to be the only thing that is real 
because it is testable.  The modern man no longer thinks in terms of angels and demons, of 
heaven and hell, of God and the devil, or of having a soul.  Self-help, techniques, formulas, 
not prayer is the answer to our problems.  So the portion that we have before us is very 
helpful in terms of reminding us of God’s involvement in the universe and what we hold to 
by faith.  We are taught by this portion to interpret the events of our lives not as random 
chance events that are inconsequential and have no author or purpose. Instead we are 
reminded of a sovereign God whose providence reigns over every aspect of creation.  

God is granting selfish Israel’s sinful request and giving them the king after their own hearts.
God is the one who is leading the orchestra of the events that leads to Saul becoming King. 
We have a while chapter dedicated to banal and everyday events but which are all under the
control of God to bring about His purposes.  He is going to discipline Israel, He is acting in 
His fatherly power, and He mercifully uses His power to guide events to fulfil His ultimate 
aims for Israel.  As we move through this chapter we want to take note of Saul as the man 
Israel wanted but more importantly we want to see every detail of our lives as lived in the 
hands of our all-powerful God.  

A handsome man

At the end of the last chapter we saw Israel acting like a stubborn child, refusing all wisdom 
and insisting on her own way.  Samuel was ordered to give into their demands and since 
God had offered no further direction everyone had been sent home.  We are all waiting now 
to see what sort of man God will afflict His people with, v1-2 tells us.  ‘There was a man of 
Benjamin whose name was Kish, the son of Abiel, son of Zeror, son of Becorath, son of 
Aphiah, a Benjaminite, a man of wealth. 2 And he had a son whose name was Saul, a 
handsome young man. There was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome 
than he. From his shoulders upward he was taller than any of the people.’  Here we see that
Saul was a true Jew, a Benjaminite.  He came from a significant family.  And we see that he 
was tall and handsome.  Please note that we are not told as we will be with David that he 
was a man after God’s own heart.  We are told nothing of his inner life we are only told of 
his exterior.  And as far as appearances went he had everything going for him.  He was a 
winner in life, a looker, He grabbed and held people’s attention, he was a good candidate for
leadership for he looked the part.  We will see that he is a man who is fixated on 



appearances.  V20 highlights how Saul instilled what Israel thought was important, ‘As for 
your donkeys that were lost three days ago, do not set your mind on them, for they have 
been found. And for whom is all that is desirable in Israel? Is it not for you and for all your 
father's house?"’  Here we are being taught a lesson in our wrong desires and our shallow 
way of evaluating leaders, lovers, heroes, saviours etc.  

Today the world rejects Christ because of this self-deceiving way of thinking.  In our age of 
pluralism the only reasonable saviour is one who saves all peoples of all faiths.  In our age 
of tolerance the only law that makes sense are not the laws of God that restrict desire but 
the law of live and let live.  In our age of humanism the message of being a broken sinner 
that needs someone else to save us, and whose sins are so terrible that they deserve 
eternal conscious torment in hell is unimaginable.  We reject the message of Jesus needing 
to save us, of hell being a fair judgement, and we even think that the Father sending His 
Son to die on the cross is a form of cosmic child abuse because we cannot see our wrong 
and the necessity of justice being satisfied against our sins.  In our age of celebrities, face 
book and twitter moral norms that have been in existence across thousands of years across 
the world are tossed out the window as beautiful and famous people post rainbows for all 
the world to see, and these endorsements by beautiful people carry weight because we are 
deceived just as the Israelites are.  The cultures that our young people embrace are the 
cultures that are approved by those people that are seen as beautiful and successful in the 
eyes of the world.    

This deluded way of thinking is not only prevalent in the unbeliever but even amongst 
believers.  Think of the popularity of the prosperity gospel, think of the success of those who
are all about self-esteem, think about the sorts of books that Christian superstores stock 
because that is what is selling these days.  The desire of our hearts is for comfort, approval, 
license, security, ease and many other things and we can gather for ourselves teachers 
which will tickle our ears.  We must guard against appearances.

A providential God

The main hero of our story is not our cover boy Saul, but the sovereign God who works by 
His power to bring Saul to the throne.  This idea of God working in every detail of our lives, 
in every hair falling from our heads, every bird falling to the ground, the rise and fall of 
every leader in the world, all according to His power and will is known as the doctrine of 
God’s providence.  Dale Ralph Davis defines it this way: ‘…that wonderful, strange, 
mysterious, unguessable way Yahweh has of ruling His world and sustaining His people, and
His doing it frequently, over, under, around, through or in spite of the most common stuff of 
our lives or even the bias of our wills.’1  

The interpretive key which helps us see that everything in this chapter is in fact not just 
happenstance but God’s deliberate working is verses 15-17, ‘Now the day before Saul came, 
the LORD had revealed to Samuel: 16 "Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man 
from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be prince over my people Israel. He 
shall save my people from the hand of the Philistines. For I have seen my people, because 
their cry has come to me." 17 When Samuel saw Saul, the LORD told him, "Here is the man 
of whom I spoke to you! He it is who shall restrain my people."’  God reveals to Samuel that
he is sending him the future king, that God is actively in the various irritating and mundane 
details of the events of this chapter.  Note with me the various ways in which God’s 
providence works.  

1 1 Samuel, p78.



Firstly, God’s providence uses stupid donkeys who get themselves lost v3.  The animal world
was being used by God to draw Saul away from his home across the country to a particular 
place and time.  Zuph was the familial home of Samuel v4.  
Secondly, God’s providence made Kish choose Saul from all his family to be the one to find 
the donkeys v3.
Thirdly, God’s providence used the memory of the servant at just the right time when Saul 
was thinking about returning home to remember that there was a prophet that could help 
them.  And Saul decided to give up the search just as they were near the very town where 
the man of God lived, this was no accident v5-6.
Fourthly, God had arranged it so that when Saul produced an argument for not wanting to 
go to see the man of God, the fact they had no offering for him, the servant had an 
appropriate gift with him for the task v7-8.  
Fifthly, God’s providence ordained that certain women with the necessary information would 
be drawing water when they arrived in order that they could urge them on with haste so as 
not to be late for the feast.  They were even able to point them to the very place they would
find Samuel, v11-14.  

Then as we come to v15-16 we now know that none of this was happenstance but all God’s 
preordained will brought to pass by His power.  God’s providence was over the animals and 
people.  It was over their memories, choices on who should go or what to bring, it was over 
their timetable, it was over the knowledge that they had, it included all these apparently 
free and coincidental actions in His plan.  This is a most important lesson for us to learn.  
God is right now, in the irritating inconveniences of our lives, through the animal world we 
encounter, through the decisions of those who order us about, through the people he 
partners us with, through their memories and associations, through the little actions that 
they do which might have seemed random, through others timetables and knowledge, in all 
of these things and many many more God is working all things together for the good of 
those who love Him. 

This knowledge that God is working all things according to a divine plan should help us feel 
comforted and assured, but a wrong response would be to try and discern God’s secret 
councils that He has not revealed.  There are many who think that in order to know God’s 
will they need to know what God’s big plan in every situation is, but this is not the case.  
Deut. 29:29, ‘"The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are 
revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.’  
When it comes to things like choosing a wife, a job, a place to live many Christians are 
waiting for a revelation from God where His big plan is revealed and you then know which 
way to go.  The trouble is God is leading us by faith, and does not reveal everything to us 
but keeps many of His councils secret from us, and He is God so we cannot fault Him for it.  
Analysis paralysis can set in if we forget that we are not called to know all of God’s will but 
merely to do the best with what we understand of it.  Obedience and not knowing all the 
mind of God is what is required of us.  This information about God’s overruling and guiding 
all things is given to you to comfort you and assure you that when things look bleak there is 
a divine design in it all, behind a frowning providence there is a smiling face.  

Another wrong response that Christians fall into is a type of fatalism.  It is a wonderful 
revelation to know that God does not need us to accomplish His will, that His plans depend 
on His power and not us, this sets us free from the guilt of trying to do everything by our 
own power and lean on God.  However, many have gone from the extreme of a flesh 
dependent activism to a pseudo-spiritual passivism.  They think well if God is going to save 
His elect I don’t need to preach, if God is going to finish the work that He has started in me 
I can just coast, if God knows what I am going to pray before I pray I don’t need to pray at 



all.  These are all extrapolations based on reason but not revelation.  I need to remind us all
that a failure to keep God’s commands is sin, we must still pray, evangelise, strive depending
on God’s Spirit for holiness.  You don’t have to live your life trying to connect the invisible 
dots of God’s hidden plan all you have to do is what is before you.  Are you married be a 
good husband or wife, are you a parent be a godly parent, do you have a job do it to the 
glory of God, are you a neighbour then love them as yourself.  It is God’s business to run the
universe you are called to be faithful to what you know.    

It was this same providence that was at work in the life of Job when God gave no answers 
to why Job was suffering.  It was the same providence at work in Joseph’s life when Joseph 
was being prepared by God to save thousands of lives from starvation.  It was the same 
providence of God that arranged that by the hands of wicked men, Christ the Saviour of His 
bride should die and save His people.  It is this same providence that we are told is working 
in the lives of every single one of His children.  Rom. 8:28, ‘And we know that for those who
love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose.’  Matt. 6:31-33, ‘Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What
shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32 For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and 
your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But seek first the kingdom of God 
and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.’                   
    


