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“Be careful what you wish for because you just may get it.” I am pretty sure we 

have all heard that expression. It is often used to give a slight warning to those 

who long for things for which they have no idea how it will impact their lives. 

I remember the funeral director in a local community in my first appointment on 

what is now the James River District. He was a man who I thought was already 

quite wealthy, but apparently, his wife did not. When Virginia began having the 

lottery, he bought a ticket and actually won a million dollars. He got what he 

wanted, but so did she; as soon as he collected his winnings, she left him, taking 

her half with her. Hence, the expression. 

But isn’t that the case with just about anything for which we have never really 

had? We see others and envy what they have, ignoring the blessings that already 

lay at our disposal. And when we finally do get what we want, we are surprised 

to learn that it comes at a cost we did not expect. Sometimes that cost is much 

greater than we can afford. 

Such was the case for the Israelites. When they left Egypt, God had appointed 

judges over them to rule not as a king but as an arbiter of justice, someone to 

help settle disputes and give just punishment. As for a king, Israel already had 

one; it was Yahweh, the invisible but living God. The very same one who had led 

them out of Egypt and through a forty-year wilderness trip and into what they 

came to call the “Promise Land.” 

But that had been generations ago. And now, the people of God looked out and 

saw what other people living around them had in a human king, who lived in a 

plush environment compared to what they were living in. Like that apple in the 

garden of Eden, it just looked too good, so they began to demand that Samuel 

appoint a king of their very own. 

They would use Samuel’s sons as their excuse as to why they needed to have a 

king. Samuel’s sons, Joel and Abijah, were not following in the ways of 

Samuel. They accused them of criminal behavior and being in it for personal 

gain. 



So, Samuel is very distraught over this and brought it before the Lord, and the 

Lord helped Samuel see what was really going on. He told them that this was not 

really  about him or his sons. But it was about these people never being satisfied 

with what God had done for them. They always wanted more. 

So, God tells Samuel to go ahead and appoint them a king that God himself will 

choose, so Samuel appointed Saul. But he was to do so with this warning to the 

people. God tells Samuel, “Now then, listen to their voice; only you shall solemnly 

warn them and show them the ways of the king who will reign over them. 

So, Samuel told them exactly what God had 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, and he will 

appoint for himself commanders of thousands and hundreds and fifties, and some 

to plow his fields, He will take your daughters and make them his perfumers and 

cooks and bakers. And he will make slaves of your children and your children’s 

children. In other words, an earthly king would whittle away at their identity as 

God’s people. 

He was telling an Israelite people who did not remember what it was like to be 

enslaved, mainly because this generation had not yet been born when their 

parents and grandparents had left Egypt. Oh, sure, they had heard the stories, 

but that was when they were Hebrew slaves to an Egyptian pharaoh and his 

people. 

It’s kind of like telling your grandchildren about the good old days when you had 

to dial the phone or wait for the mailman to deliver a message or send it. They 

know it happened; they just don’t understand why. 

But the problem here was more profound than just them not remembering or 

being able to relate to the stories they heard growing up. The problem here was 

they wanted to be like other nations. 

The warning from 1st Samuel verse 8 shows us how an authentic crisis can support 

the temptation to “Be like other nations.” The crisis of leadership that came 

about with Samuel’s age and the corruption of his sons opened the door for 

Israel’s desire to be like other nations to take root. Their response to this very real 

crisis was to become like everyone else and stop living in and following their 



covenant with God. In other words, they compromised their identity with God. 

But isn’t that what we often do? 

There was a pastor in California at the start of World War II who struggled with 

guilt his entire life because he had failed to say a word of protest when a close 

personal friend and neighbor of Japanese descent was taken to an internment 

camp, causing him to lose his home and business. The crisis of war and the 

pressure of public sentiment, and the fear of seeming to be different made him 

want to be just like everyone else who looked like him. 

The crisis of the war with Japan was real, but he compromised his deepest faith 

commitments because of the pressure of public sentiment, the fear of seeming to 

be different. 

We have all known that pressure. At its simplest, it is an unwillingness to be 

identified as a person of deep faith in our communities and workplaces. At its 

most demonic, it is a church body that accommodates itself to evil in the name of 

patriotism and can produce a nation like Nazi Germany or commit crimes of 

ethnic cleansing, such as the 1921 Oklahoma City Massacre. 

Not everyone there, I believe, thought that the massacre of so many African 

Americans was the right thing to do, but they kept quiet about it at the risk of 

being seen as different. It seemed to be safer to be just like everyone else. 

“The church as an institution is vulnerable to this danger of responding to the 

crisis by becoming “Just like other nations.” Many denominations and 

congregations have become concerned over membership decline. Outreach and 

evangelism are always legitimate concerns, but not at the cost of our basic faith 

identity. 

In our eagerness to reach the world, we must be careful of what we ask for 

because the temptation is to compromise our basic identity as God’s covenant 

people and forget who we are. We can so easily fall into it, sometimes not even 

realizing we have done it. To be a person of a covenant faith, we must be one 

who is willing to be a part of a covenant community. And    our covenant with God 

takes us beyond being just like everybody else. 


