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Memory Verses

And Samuel said, “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and 
sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than 
sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of 
divination, and presumption is as iniquity and idolatry.

–1 Samuel 15:22-23

Unit 1

God the King 
1–2 Samuel

Writers
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Session 1

Session

1
When We Demand a King…

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Our holiness is expressed in our dependence on 
God as the true King, not in our desire for substitutes.

For most people the idea of “God” is a welcome thought, yet there are those who reject 
the notion of a higher power. The tension for most people isn’t whether or not God 
exists but how much authority this God has in their lives. Many seem to be okay with 
God as long as He is just a spiritually uplifting thought or someone to turn to in hard 
times. But what about a God who dictates the purpose and shape of their lives? The 
notion of an intrusive, obedience-demanding deity is offensive. And because many do 
not see the evidence of God’s provision in their lives, they do not trust Him and His 
ways for their well-being. 

Have you ever heard the phrase “My God is like…” or “My God would never 
do…”? What do these phrases communicate about one’s view of God?

As we resume our journey through the biblical narrative, we move from the period of 
the judges into the period of the kings. In this session we see the Israelites rejecting God 
as their King by demanding a human king to rule over them. This desire revealed that 
the Israelites did not believe God was sufficient for them. Their sinful demand opened 
the door for enslavement and made them resemble the other nations. Although today 
we may not demand a monarch, we search for “kings” to provide security for us. Israel’s 
story reminds us of the need to be fully satisfied in God as the true King. 
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1. �When we demand a king, we admit that God is not 
enough for us (1 Sam. 8:1-9). 

1 When Samuel became old, he made his sons judges over Israel. 2 The name of 
his firstborn son was Joel, and the name of his second, Abijah; they were judges in 
Beersheba. 3 Yet his sons did not walk in his ways but turned aside after gain. They took 
bribes and perverted justice.

4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah 5 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.” 6 But the thing displeased Samuel when 
they said, “Give us a king to judge us.” And Samuel prayed to the Lord. 7 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. 8 According to all 
the deeds that they have done, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt even to this 
day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so they are also doing to you. 9 Now then, obey 
their voice; only you shall solemnly warn them and show them the ways of the king who 
shall reign over them.”

Samuel sensed that the people’s request represented a lack of trust in God. God was 
supposed to be their true King, as they were to depend on Him for everything. But the 
people were asking for something more than God to bring them security. The people 
had not rejected God outright; they were, in effect, saying, “God, yes, we want You, but 
we also need a guarantee of this, and that, and this, and that.” 

In Israel’s story, we see two ways to reject God: 
one is to reject Him outright; the other is to say 
you follow Him but then not really depend on 
Him. This second form of rebellion is expressed 
whenever you insist on a number of other things 
to be present in your life before you can feel secure 
(ex. job, marriage, health, safety). 

It would be so much easier to trust God if we could 
control Him, but we cannot. So, too often we 
create a list of requirements in addition to God. We 
will “follow” Him, but with our own stipulations. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“The Lord reigns, not the 
idols. Not money or power. 
Not the rich or powerful. Not 
the beautiful. Not the nicest 
people, not the worst ones. 
Not companies or CEOs. Not 
human kings or presidents. 
The Lord reigns, and that is 
our only hope.” 1 

–Ed Stetzer and Philip Nation 
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What are some things that make you feel secure? 

What are the signs that we are trusting in these things for our security 
and not in God alone? 

God called their request for a king disobedience, 
but then He acquiesced. If this request was so 
bad, why did God give it to them? Why not 
simply say no? This is why: God will sometimes 
answer your prayers to let you learn the hard way 
that your motivation was wrong. 

The reverse is also true. Some of God’s greatest 
mercies to us come in the form of unanswered 
prayers. Some people get mad at God for not 
answering their prayers, but the greatest blessing 
God could ever give is the ability to be happy in Him 
alone. Sometimes He has to teach us that by withholding blessings that we think would 
be beneficial. 

To clarify, it is not wrong to ask God for good things. The problem comes when a 
person craves those things and feels like he or she could not be happy or secure without 
them. This is what was at the root of Israel’s request for a king. 

Have you ever received something that you really wanted only to feel 
unsatisfied after you got it? Explain. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“The reason the Israelites 
give betrays their apostasy, 
an abandonment of their 
missional calling…They 
wanted to be ‘like the other 
nations’—precisely what God 
had called Israel not to be.” 2 

–Michael Goheen  
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2. �When we demand a king, we open the door to 
enslavement (1 Sam. 8:10-18). 

10 So Samuel told all the words of the Lord to the people who were asking for a king 
from him. 11 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. 12 And he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands 
and commanders of fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and 
to make his implements of war and the equipment of his chariots. 13 He will take your 
daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. 14 He will take the best of your fields 
and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his servants. 15 He will take the tenth 
of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers and to his servants. 16 He 
will take your male servants and female servants and the best of your young men and 
your donkeys, and put them to his work. 17 He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you 
shall be his slaves. 18 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.”

Samuel didn’t hold back when he foretold the consequences of Israel’s demand for a 
king. The dominant word in this description is take: the king will take your sons and 
daughters; he will take your crops and your lands; he will take the best years of your 
lives—he will exploit you and all your resources for himself. 

The irony here is tremendous. The Israelites looked to a king to guarantee prosperity 
and security. What they would receive instead were kings who would take those things 
from them. They wanted a king whom they could control. Instead, their kings would 
wind up controlling them. What they thought would empower them would actually 
enslave them!

This is an Old Testament version of a New Testament principle: When you have other 
kings besides God, those kings do not save you; they enslave you. Whatever you depend on 
for happiness and security, you become the slave of that thing. For example: 
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If you have 
to have a 
certain kind of 
relationship to 
be happy…

You become the slave of that relationship. 

If you have to 
be successful to 
find fulfillment…

You become the slave of success. 

If you have to 
have some 
physical escape 
to release stress 
or feel relaxed…

It can quickly enslave you. 

What are some examples of things in life that “promise” to give us 
something but instead “take” from us? 
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Every life has a “king.” A king in your life is 
whatever you must have in order to be happy and 
secure. And kings make all of their subjects into 
servants. The apostle Paul said it this way: 
“Formerly, when you did not know God, you were 
enslaved to those that by nature are not gods” 
(Gal. 4:8). Or as Bob Dylan sang, “You’ve gotta 
serve somebody.” There are no exceptions. You are 
either submitted to Someone who brings life—
God—or you are enslaved to something that 
brings death. 

Where do you find yourself turning for fulfillment other than God? 

How do these “lesser kings” fail to deliver on their promise? 

3. �When we demand a king, we look just like everyone 
else (1 Sam. 8:19-22).

19 But the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel. And they said, “No! But there 
shall be a king over us, 20 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.” 21 And when Samuel had 
heard all the words of the people, he repeated them in the ears of the Lord. 22 And the 
Lord said to Samuel, “Obey their voice and make them a king.” Samuel then said to 
the men of Israel, “Go every man to his city.”

 Voices from 
Church History
“The power of sin is broken 
by new power that is greater…
Man now transcends his old 
self. He finds himself anew 
in his new resurrection life 
in Christ.” 3 

–E. Y. Mullins (1860-1928) 
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Even though Israel had been warned that a king would ultimately abuse his power, 
they still demanded one. They wanted someone they could visibly see who would “fight 
their battles.” They were forfeiting the very thing that set them apart from every other 
nation. God is not like a human king, who will abuse his power and unfairly take from 
his people. God is a loving Father who has gone to great lengths to rescue and save His 
people. Yet Israel wanted to be like every other nation. 

Similarly, when people who have been redeemed by Christ look to things in this world 
for protection, security, and validation, they start to look like everyone else. Forgetting 
their identity and the love that comes from a restored relationship with God, they 
become bound to a “king” they think will satisfy them. This is not what God intended 
for His people. This is not what He intends for you. He wants you to know the love and 
assurance that comes from knowing Christ. He doesn’t want you to obsess over things 
in this world that hold only empty promises. 

How does the assurance of God’s love for us break the power of sin in 
our lives? 

God warned the people of Israel of all the bad consequences of receiving a king. But 
they demanded one anyway. In the next few chapters, we see how God gave them 
exactly what they asked for. King Saul promised change, gave the people hope they 
could believe in, and guaranteed that Israel’s status in the world would be restored. 

But after a good start, Saul started to do exactly what God said he would. He started to use 
the people for his own advantage. He turned out to be a self-idolizing, self-willed tyrant. 

All earthly kings will disappoint. We have the chance to make the choice that Israel did 
not—the choice of faith. And we have more evidence to analyze than they did. We have 
a longer history of God’s faithfulness to reflect upon, more stories of His faithfulness 
in the midst of human faithlessness. Most importantly, we have the cross, the ultimate 
display of God’s love and faithfulness to us. There is no king we could serve who gave 
more for us than God did. 
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Many people find the idea of the Christian God 
just fine, provided they can institute certain 
conditions: “As long as God does this, prevents 
me from that, and provides me with this, then 
I will follow Him.” But that is not faith at all. 
That is rejection because conditional obedience is 
still disobedience. To follow this King, we must 
step out in faith, with absolutely no conditions 
and no exceptions. How can we be sure that God 
will take care of us? Because of the cross, we 
know He is the King worth trusting with 
absolutely everything.

In what ways do we stand out from 
the world when we are trusting in God 
alone as King?

How does standing out in this way aid us in our mission of making disciples?

Conclusion

Our society is full of people willing to make room for God as a piece in the puzzle of 
their lives. What sets believers apart from the world is that we find true happiness and 
satisfaction only in God Himself. The God who saved us is the same God who sustains 
us. When we begin to trust God alone with our entire lives, we will look different from 
those around us. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Israel’s demand for an earthly king was a twisted 
form of a good desire—for God’s kingdom to come through His anointed 
leader. God’s big plan incorporated Israel’s sinful desire and eventually led 
to the coming of Jesus, the King of kings.

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
5. Authority of Scripture

Since the Bible is the inspired 
Word from God, God’s special 
revelation to humanity, the 
Bible is the ultimate standard 
of authority for the Christian. 
Because it is truthful in 
everything that it teaches, 
Scripture is humanity’s source 
for wisdom, instructing us 
on how to live life well to the 
glory of God. Submitting to 
the authority of Scripture 
means that we are to believe 
and obey God by believing 
and obeying His Word.



18 Personal Study Guide

1. �What are some specific ways you will affirm God as King over your life?

2. �How can we display our happiness and satisfaction in God in a way that 
helps others recognize their enslavement to “lesser kings”? 

3. �Write a prayer asking God to help you point a specific person to the King of 
kings who provides true happiness and satisfaction—Jesus Christ.

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to stand out from the 
world by showing that true happiness and satisfaction can be 
found only in God.
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To download this quarter’s recommended playlist of songs,  
go to LifeWayWorship.com/GospelProject.
Get the following collection of great songs and artists:

“Christ Is Enough”—Hillsong Live

“Come as You Are”—Crowder

“God I Look to You”—Bethel Music

“Awesome”—Charles Jenkins

“God and King”—Gateway Worship

“What a Savior”—Laura Story

“Good, Good Father”—Housefires

“The Fear of the Lord”—Tommy Walker

“My Heart Is Yours”—Passion

“Hope and Glory”—Tim Hughes

“You Hold It All”—Travis Ryan

“I Am Not Alone”—Kari Jobe

“Jesus, the Anthem”—Shelly E. Johnson

PLAYLIST
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1. PROMOTE GOSPEL TRANSFORMATION, NOT BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION

Every session points participants to the gospel of Jesus Christ as the source of 
life-transformation and the foundation for spiritual growth.

2. SEE HOW THE WHOLE BIBLE FITS TOGETHER

From Genesis to Revelation, understand how the entire Bible reveals God’s plan of 
redemption through Jesus Christ.

3. UNITE EVERY AGE IN CHRIST-CENTERED STUDY

For churches that wish to align all ages, The Gospel Project provides Christ-centered 
study for babies through adults.

4. COMPEL MEN AND WOMEN TO LIVE ON MISSION

Every session challenges participants to consider how the gospel compels them to live on 
mission every day.

5. UNDERSTAND THE KEY THEMES OF CHRISTIANITY

Helps men and women identify and understand 99 essential theological doctrines of the 
Christian faith as they are found throughout the Bible.

The Gospel Project Core Values

Personal Study Guide  



Now you can study The Gospel Project anywhere. Just download the free 
app, and you can purchase the latest Personal Study Guide or Leader Guide 

for your phone or tablet. Available in two Bible translations (HCSB® or ESV). 
To get started, just search your app store for The Gospel Project.



The Gospel Project
A Kingdom Established

During the time of the judges, everyone did what was right in his 
own eyes. It was evident that a king was needed, but he must 
be God’s king and desired for the right reason—to shepherd the 
people for the glory of God in the world. Though the people 
desired otherwise, God would raise up a man after His own heart 
to lead His people. King David was flawed and sinful, but through 
him God would raise up the King whose kingdom is everlasting—
Jesus, the Messiah.

God has ordered His world and His kingdom to work according 
to wisdom. Therefore, King Solomon rightly asked for wisdom 
as a gift from God in order to govern the people and to help 
them shine like a light to the nations. God’s wisdom instructs 
us how to live well and to praise our God, but it also teaches 
us how to reflect on the meaning of life and the suffering that 
we experience. For all his wisdom, Solomon still made foolish 
choices, and this points to our need for a greater Wisdom—Jesus, 
the very Word of God made flesh for us.

What’s Next? 
FALL 2016
Volume 5: Prophets and Kings
God the Revealer (1–2 Kings, Isaiah)
God the Pursuer (Prophets, 2 Chronicles)

 
WINTER 2016-17
Volume 6: Exile and Return
God the Sustainer (Daniel, Ezra)
God the Provider (Esther, Nehemiah, Malachi)

SOME OF OUR UPCOMING WRITERS
Mary Jo Sharp
Michael Kelley
Daniel Akin

Web: GospelProject.com   Twitter: @Gospel_Project   Facebook: TheGospelProject
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