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the Second Sunday after Pentecost 

 

From this morning’s first reading: Samuel said to the people, “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…. He will take your male and female slaves, and 

the best of your cattle and donkeys, and put them to his work.  He will take one-tenth of your 

flocks, and you shall be his slaves.”
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What an indictment of kings, and of other forms of government.  Military draft, forced 

labor, and high taxes. 

Up to this point in the story, the Hebrews have been living with little more than tribal 

government.  But they keep getting attacked by neighboring tribes.  They are attacked.  A leader 

arises, called a judge, sometimes an already-recognized tribal leader, sometimes a charismatic 

individual with military skills.  They beat back the attack, and settle down to an uneasy peace.  

Then another of the twelve tribes is attacked, or the same one is attacked again.  And a leader 

arises.  And so, on and on, it goes.  Peace is always uneasy; life is always precarious. 

But some of the neighbors are a little better organized.  They have kings.  So sometimes 

they can prevent attacks that a loose tribal confederation can’t, or at least they are better prepared 

to resist attacks when they come.  And so the people go to Samuel, the priest and prophet who is 

as much of a central figure as the Hebrews have at that time.  He is old, his sons are incompetent 

or worse.  So they say to Samuel, “Give us a king to govern us.”  Samuel replies as I summarized 

when I began.  Kings will mean a military draft, forced labor, and high taxes. 

Now given that little snippet of Biblical history, what if I were to ask you: “What is the 

Biblical teaching about kings?”  From this story, I guess you would have to say, “The Biblical 

teaching about kings is that they bring the military draft, forced labor, and high taxes.  Kings are 

a bad deal.” 

But what about King David, beloved of God, supposedly the author of many of the 

Psalms, and the presumed ancestor of the Messiah, the first to whom the words of the second 

Psalm were believed to apply:  “I myself have set my king upon my holy hill of Zion.  Let me 

announce the decree of the Lord:  he said to me, ‘You are my Son; this day have I begotten 

you’”?
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  What of King Solomon, with his reputation for wisdom, who, as a new king was asked 

by God what he would like God to give him, and he selected wisdom before riches or long life or 

the heads of his enemies? 

But, then, there is kindly King David, who, on his deathbed, instructed his son Solomon 

to even the score with many of David’s old enemies, even some whom David had forgiven.  And 

wise King Solomon, who began his reign in the manner of a typical autocrat, having his close 

relatives executed, and anyone else who might threaten his throne, and who fulfilled Samuel’s 

worst fears about kings. 

My point here is that there is no simple Biblical teaching on kings.  Or, for that matter, on 

many other topics. 

So, now I’m in deep trouble.  You will all report me to Harold:  “Douglas Williams 

doesn’t believe that there is a simple Biblical teaching on anything.”  Well, not quite. 
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At ordination, every Anglican ordinand takes, among other things, the following oath:  “I 

solemnly declare that I do believe the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the 

word of God, and to contain all things necessary to salvation.”  I took that oath, and I have never 

had a reason to go back on it.  But what do we mean when we say that the Holy Scriptures are 

“the word of God”?  An awful lot of people seem to think that it means that the Bible is a 

textbook, written by God, and that when you quote a Biblical passage you are reciting the very 

words of God. 

But think about it.  If God is God, then why should we expect that there will be a 

textbook somewhere, by means of which we can simply and quickly understand exactly what it 

is that God may want to say to us?  God is God, and we are—what?—little motes of dust?  Or, to 

take another image, isn’t it somewhat like a Francophone nuclear physicist lecturing on atomic 

theory to a three-year-old Anglophone?  There is no reason why the three-year-old cannot learn 

enough French and physics to eventually understand, at least well enough, what the physicist is 

saying, but it is not going to be a simple process.  And if the Bible is, indeed, the word of God, as 

I believe it is, then why should we think that we are going to be able to grasp its meaning right 

off the bat? 

God does speak to us through the Scriptures, but the Bible is not a textbook, dictated by 

God.  In fact, it is not a textbook about anything.  It is the record of a people—Hebrew and then 

Christian—to describe and to understand their experience of God.  It is not a finished manifesto 

which all we need to do is to read and obey.  When the old Collect prays that we may “read, 

mark, learn, and inwardly digest”
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 the Holy Scriptures, it is speaking of a much more complex 

interchange between the text and our minds and souls than simply reading and obeying. 

Far more than a manifesto, the Scriptures are an invitation into a conversation.  Earlier, I 

spoke of them as an attempt by a community to describe and to understand their experience of 

God.  We are that community.  The attempt to describe and to understand goes on.  When we say 

that “the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testaments … contain all things necessary to 

salvation,” we are not saying that the conversation has ended, and we are there simply to replay 

it.  We are saying that all the necessary topics of the conversation are already embedded in the 

Scriptures.  But the conversation continues. 

This conversation has been going on for a long time.  It took around fifteen hundred years 

to write it all down, and the conversation has continued for almost two thousand years since then.  

So of course we will be guided by the ancient tradition in attempting to understand what is being 

said.  Later scriptures comment on earlier scriptures.  The early Church Fathers add their 

understandings, and so do all the centuries and generations since then.  But so often that 

tradition—either the Scriptures alone, or the Scriptures together with the Church Fathers—is 

seen as a dead hand, confining the meaning of the Scriptures to a single, simple, finished 

meaning.  But, as our Lord said when the Sadducees tried to box him in on the subject of the 

resurrection, our God, “is not the God of the dead, but of the living.”
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  The tradition is a living 

thing, not the lock of a dead hand on the meaning of the Scriptures.  We learn from the tradition 

of the past, and we add to the tradition of the future. 

So take up your Bible.  Open it up, and join the conversation.  Listen to it.  It is a 

conversation unlike any other you will ever have.  “Read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest” it.  

Read it, wrestle with it, inquire of it.  Slowly it will begin to reveal its meanings.  But do not 
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freeze the meanings in concrete.  Read the Scriptures.  Come to see what they have to say to you.  

Question them.  They will respond. 

“The holy scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the word of God.”  But a word 

bears fruit only in conversation.  Left trapped in a book, or trapped in a mind, it can do nothing.  

Flowing back and forth, in earnest dialogue, the word can give life. 

Join the dialogue. 

And then, maybe, someday, you can tell me what the teaching of Scripture is about kings. 

 


