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The Israelite Monarchy Brian M. Sandifer 

Demonstrate that the establishment of the monarchy was in keeping with God’s place.  In light of 
this, wherein lay Israel’s sin in requesting a king? 

Despite the common notion that the ancient Israelite monarchy was outside the will of 

God because the people were rejecting their divine king Yahweh by requesting a human king, the 

establishment of the Jewish monarchy as recorded in the Old Testament was in keeping with 

God’s eternal plan for his chosen people.  This mistaken notion can only be derived from an 

atomistic reading of 1 Samuel 8.  In this passage the elders of Israel approach their aging leader 

Samuel and ask for a king “to judge us like all the nations” (v. 5).  The request displeased 

Samuel, who interpreted it as a personal rejection of his righteous rule as Israel’s judge.  

However the Lord made it clear that the people were rejecting God, not Samuel, as evidenced by 

their continual forsaking of the God who rescued them from Egypt and instead worshipping 

other gods.  The Lord instructed Samuel to forewarn the elders and “show them the behavior of 

the king who will reign over them” (v. 9).  Nevertheless, they refused the words of Samuel and 

reiterated their desire for a king like the nations to judge them and lead them into battle (vv. 19-

20).  From this passage it is sometimes asserted that the request of a king was wrong because 

Yahweh is the true and only king of Israel, and that God eventually gave to the people what they 

requested to show the evils inherent in a human royal figure. 

But there is a better way to understand the monarchy in the plan of God.  Written 

revelation prior to the book of Samuel affirms the monarchy’s goodness and God’s preparation 

for establishing it at the proper time in the course of redemptive history.  From the very 

beginning, man was established as a type of vassal king (subject to his divine suzerain) over all 

the earth.  The chiastic structure of the Genesis 1 creation narrative positions man as the one who 

has dominion over all of creation (v. 26).  In the following chapter, God grants the privilege of 

naming the animals to Adam (2:19).  This act of naming creatures is widely recognized as a 
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kingly function.  The biblical witness in Genesis continues in the Abraham narrative.  God’s 

initial word to the patriarch is the promise to make him (among other things) a great nation 

(12:1-3).  This covenant promise is clarified in chapters 15 and 17, where the Lord promises to 

Abraham, “I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall 

come from you” (17:6).  This reference to kings descended from Abraham is especially important 

considering he is the father of the nation of Israel.  While all earthly kings may rightly trace their 

lineage to Adam, the Israelites specifically traced their lineage back to Abraham, a man without 

an heir until God miraculously provided him with a son.  Years later, Abraham’s dying grandson 

Jacob (Israel) gave a patriarchal blessing to each of his twelve sons.  Jacob’s son Judah received 

the most important blessing – royalty (Gen. 49:8-12).  “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, 

nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until Shiloh comes; and to Him shall be the obedience of 

the people” (v. 10).  This entire passage, while also exuding messianic overtones, establishes the 

royal line in Judah’s descendants with images of bowing down or worshipping (v. 8), a lion (v. 

9), and a royal bloodline in the “ruling staff between his feet” (v. 10).  Genesis, the book within 

the Pentateuch that records the extended historical prologue for the covenantal establishment of 

the Israelite nation, clearly foresees a divinely ordained and blessed monarchy in Israel’s future. 

The final section of Judges, which records the religious chaos and widespread 

disintegration of civic order in the land of Israel, repeatedly draws attention to the fact that “in 

those days Israel had no king” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25), unmistakably communicating that a 

king is what the people need.  The deliverers/protectors that God raised up during the period of 

the judges are more characteristic of proto-kings and military leaders than judicial heads.  

Clearly the author of Judges is preparing the reader for the solution to Israel’s problem: a 

righteous and just monarch.  Furthermore, the judges are compared to kings in that the “rush” of 
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the Spirit comes on a judge in the same manner as on a king.  Samson is empowered by the Spirit 

of the Lord (Judg. 14:6, 19; 15:14), Saul is similarly empowered (1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 11:6), and 

David also received the rush of the Spirit with the anointing (1 Sam. 16:13).  This would be 

expected in light of the similar duties of the biblical judges and kings, and that the office of judge 

is not distinguished from the office of king in the law code of Deuteronomy. 

So wherein lies the sin of the people in requesting a king?  If God’s eternal plan included 

the provision and eventual establishment of an Israelite monarchy, how are the people faulted for 

desiring a king?  The book of Deuteronomy sheds light on the people’s sinful request recorded in 

1 Samuel 8, as it contains lawful provisions (along with behavioral instructions) for an Israelite 

king (17:14-20).  The law required that the king must not be like all the kings of the nations.  He 

must not accumulate many horses, wives, silver, or gold.  He must read and study the law of God 

all his days.  He must be a native Israelite (not of foreign birth), and must not exalt himself over 

his fellow citizens.  He was to be the man of God’s choosing.  In other words, he was to be a 

different kind of king, one set apart from the pattern of the nations to rule a holy and set apart 

people.  But this is not what the elders had in mind when they demanded that Samuel choose for 

them a king.  They lusted for a mighty military leader who would “judge us and go out before us 

and fight our battles” (1 Sam. 8:20).  They simply did not want the kind of king the Lord had 

prescribed, but rather a common king like all the other nations.  The Lord told Samuel to give 

them their king, and the disaster of Saul’s kingship ensued.  But subsequently, God mercifully 

chose David to be the king that he intended all along. 
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