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Why are you here today? Luck, Fate, or Providence? Your view of God and His interaction with the world makes a 

tremendous difference in how you see life. Currently, I’m reading a book by Ed Catmull (picture), founder and 

President of Pixar, called Creativity, Inc. In it Catmull writes:  

  “We know that there are happy accidents.” Then he shares this experience: “When I was twelve years old, returning 

from vacation in Yellowstone Park with my family. My dad was driving our yellow Ford ’57 station wagon, my mom 

was in the passenger seat and my brothers and sisters and I were piled into the back. We were traveling up a winding 

canyon road with a steep cliff immediately to our right and no guardrail. Suddenly up ahead, from around a bend, came a 

car that had drifted into our lane. I remember my mother screaming and my father slamming on the brakes; he couldn’t 

swerve because the cliff was a few feet to the right. I remember time slowing down and a moment of utter quiet before—

bang!—the other car slammed into us, crushing the side of our car…If the other car had veered another two inches into 

our lane, it would have caught our front bumper, instead of the side, and pushed us right over the cliff. Two more 

inches—no Pixar.” 

  Apparently, Ed Catmull believes in luck. What do you believe in? Luck, Fate, or Providence? That’s what 1 Samuel 9 

helps us work through. Did all of this just happen? Is it luck? Is it fate? Or is it God’s hand of providence?  

  Do you believe in luck? Many people believe luck is behind everything, all of the events of life. Chance is another 

word for luck. Most believe that this world and even all of creation are a product of chance.  

  Famous American painter, Jackson Pollock (picture), believed in chance. Dripping paint on a canvas by swinging a can 

from the ceiling, he attempted to demonstrate that even art is luck or chance. While I believe he was wrong, one of his 

paintings did recently sell for more than $2.3 billion.  

  Do you believe in fate? Many believe fate is behind all of the events of life. Some call it Determinism. It’s the belief 

that what’s going to happen will happen. It’s pre-determined, beyond our control. It’s the worldview of one of my 

favorite musicians, Paul Simon (picture). In his song, Patterns: “From the moment of my birth. To the instant of my 

death. There are patterns I must follow. Just as I must breathe each breath. Like a rat in a maze. The path before me lies. 

And the pattern never alters. Until the rat dies.”  

  D. Martyn Lloyd Jones (picture) responded to this worldview of fatalism with: “It teaches that what is to be will be. It 

does not matter what you do or say, it is going to happen…Therefore it is utter folly to strive or make any effort. 

Fatalism teaches that you can do nothing about life, that there are powers and factors controlling you inexorably, and 

holding you in the grip of a rigid determinism.” 

  Do you believe in providence? God’s Word teaches that God is in control and is behind all of the events of life. Divine 

providence is the governance of God by which He, with wisdom and love, cares for and directs all things in the universe. 

Providence asserts that God is in complete control of all things and through it accomplishes His will. To ensure His 

purposes are fulfilled, God governs the affairs of men and women and works through the natural order of things.  

  By now, maybe you’re thinking, “What possible relevance does this have for us?” After all, many of you are digital 

natives. Yours is a world full of Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and TikTok. People like me, Technological Neophytes and 

Digital Immigrants, are up here with a Bible suggesting to you that 1 Samuel 9 is of vital importance. That’s because 

underpinning our study of Samuel and really all of our study of the Old Testament is a verse in Romans, 15:4, 

“For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the 

encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” In other words, our study is not theoretical; it’s practical. It’s 

practical insofar as in Scripture, God continues to speak through what He has already spoken, His Word. 

  The truths found in 1 Samuel 9 help life make sense. There are immense differences between the providence of God 

and luck or fate. The key to this difference is found in the character of God. Luck is blind while God is all-seeing. Fate is 

impersonal and unfeeling while God is a loving Father.  

  There are no blind, impersonal forces at work in human history. All is brought to pass by the invisible hand of 

Providence, the loving hand of God.  

  1 Samuel 9 unpacks for us that there is meaning to all of life. It’s The significance of the insignificant and it makes all 

of the difference.   

  Since their conception, for a 1000 years, the nation of Israel has been kingless. God was their King. Patriarchal at first, 

she developed strong tribal heads who served as leaders. Then Moses came, Joshua and a dozen other military leaders 

followed by those known as Judges. The prophet Samuel has served as Israel’s CEO for the last 50 years. “And all 

Israel knew that Samuel was established as a prophet of the Lord.”  

  But now Samuel is an old man. The nation of Israel fearful and wishing to be like the nations around her, demand a 

king. 1 Samuel 9 and 10 record the appointment of Saul as king over Israel. He’ll first be anointed privately by Samuel 



and then publicly presented to the nation of Israel. These chapters illustrate that all things, even the seemingly smallest 

details, are under the control of a sovereign and loving God.  

  Remember, they asked Samuel for a king. The name Saul literally means “ask, or asked for, requested.” How God 

brings Saul to the forefront is amazing. It shows that God is in control of even the details and using them to bring about 

His will. But it’s not just them, it’s us too. What can we learn?  

 

1.With God there are no accidents. This morning we could work through event after event from the Bible and from 

history. Over and over again we would see this pattern of seeming accidents bringing about the will of God. They’re true 

in your life too even though you may not know it. As R.C. Sproul (picture) said, “There is no such thing as chance. 

Chance does not exist. It is merely a word we use to describe mathematical possibilities. But chance itself has no power 

because it has no being. Chance is not an entity that can influence reality. Chance is not a thing. It is nothing.” 

  What’s something you’ve lost? Did you choose what you’d lose or when you’d lose it? We had a golden retriever some 

years ago, Dakota (picture). In her later years she developed “doggie dementia” and would chew through her metal 

chain and wander off. She did that late one Saturday night and we’re frantically looking for her. You can’t control 

wandering animals.  

  Verse 3, “Now the donkeys of Kish, Saul’s father, were lost” and verse 20, as Samuel speaks to Saul. “As for your 

donkeys that were lost three days ago, do not set your mind on them, for they have been found.”  

  Providentially, Saul’s donkeys wander off at the same time Samuel is coming to “Zuph.” It’s the second time we’ve 

heard of Zuph: “There was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Elkanah 

the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, an Ephrathite” (1 Samuel 1:1). This is Samuel’s hometown, 

named after one of his ancestors.  

  As far as anyone knew it was just another day on the farm. It’s a minor irritation of life, the donkeys run away. “Lost 

donkeys, fruitless search, a servant’s suggestion, a prophet’s hospitality…” Coincidence? God frequently magnifies the 

minutiae of our lives into channels of His providential will.  

  Some of you have had to search for lost livestock. Since this was an agrarian culture, losing livestock would be like 

misplacing a paycheck. It was worthy of a thorough search. It all seems so casual, who would have known that it was 

planned? Verse 15: “Now the day before Saul came, the Lord had revealed to Samuel.”  

  Saul thinks he is looking for lost donkeys unaware that God is looking for him and had sent him to Samuel. What an 

encouragement to know that even in looking for lost donkeys, God is in control. Yet, of all of the players in this drama, 

no one ever feels that his personal freedom is in any way interfered with. All of them are at perfect liberty to follow the 

course that commends itself to their own minds. “The heart of man plans his way, but the Lord establishes his steps” 

(Proverbs 16:9).  

  We don’t know how long Israel waited for a king, but God had it all planned. We just need to remind ourselves that 

God is not on our timetable. 

 

2.With God what’s valuable is different. In an article entitled “21 Weird Things Americans Are Obsessed With 

According to TV And Movies,” Australian writer, Jenna Guillaume, writes: “Growing up in Australia…there are certain 

things I grew up believing were a totally normal part of American culture.” Here are a few things she listed: Everyone 

lives in a big house (picture). High schools have lots of cliques. Jocks and cheerleaders are the most popular (picture). 

High school sports are huge, particularly football (picture). Everyone carries guns (picture) around all of the time. 

Remember, she’s from Australia and learned about America via Hollywood.  

  There’s nothing wrong with popular trends or fads, but they must be subsidiary to eternal values. Often as Christians we 

prioritize this world’s values. A theme we’ll see repeatedly in 1 Samuel is that God is much more concerned about our 

hearts than He is with how we look or externalism. Do you want your life to count? Then you must value what God 

values.  

  Notice the natural, positive qualities that apparently made Saul a good choice for king. God doesn’t bypass our 

humanity. He uses those qualities. He is looking for those He can use. If you have gifts, God gave them to you and 

intends for you to use them for His glory. In Psalms 139:13-16 we’re told that even our genetic structure, the way we’re 

made physically is designed by God. For example, I love Steven Curtis Chapman’s (picture) music. I’m thankful he uses 

his gifts to serve God. God has gifted each one of us. Who are you using those gifts for that He’s given to you?  

  Saul has a great family. Before we’re introduced to Saul, we’re introduced to his Dad, Kish, and given a four-

generation genealogy. Apparently, Saul came from a wealthy, influential family from the tribe of Benjamin.  

  Saul is handsome. Dale Ralph Davis (picture) quips, “People would have voted him Mr. Israel had there been such a 

contest.” He’s tall, dark and handsome. No wonder the young ladies going to draw water stopped to tell him where to 

find Samuel. He caught their eye. Saul wasn’t only tall, he’s nearly a giant compared to most Israelites.  



  As someone tall, Saul was much more kingly than his contemporaries. Kings of other nations were tall. Israel had asked 

for a king like the other nations and Saul fit the bill. In fact, Saul is the only Israelite identified in the Bible for his great 

height. Tall men are often political leaders. Fourteen of out of our forty-six presidents (picture) have been at least 6’ tall.   

  Saul has leadership abilities. He’s in his late thirties or even forty when Kish sent him on this quest to find the lost 

donkeys. This is an errand for a servant, not a son. Not only did he do it, but he also stayed at it for several days. A trek 

through the territory of Benjamin wasn’t a walk in the park but hard work. True leaders are willing to work hard and do 

the seemingly trivial.  

  And Saul has a trait too often not found in leader’s – he’s humble. When Samuel says that he is the one “desirable” in 

Israel, Saul blushes. He’s humble and contends that he’s just a simple country boy.  

  It’s heartbreaking that the one trait missing too often among believers and specifically church leaders today is humility. 

We’ve succumbed to “celebrity Christianity.” We have all of the answers and are proud to share them.  

  The Lord Jesus modeled humble leadership. There were no airs—pretension was absent from His personality. Christ 

could be gentle and aggressive at the same time. He led, but led with sensitivity and prayerful obedience to His heavenly 

Father. A humble leader refrains from public pomp and defers to a modest manner. Do you want to be used by God? 

Realize that all you have is a gift from God. He doesn’t need any of us.  

  Saul is spiritually dull and disconnected. His servant knows about Samuel but not Saul. Samuel has been a prophet for 

fifty years, yet Saul has never heard of him. Like many professing believers, Saul wasn’t against religion, it just wasn’t 

part of his life. The idea of seeking spiritual guidance was foreign to him. Prayer wasn’t a last resort for him, it wasn’t 

even on his menu. 

  Add to that, Saul thought that he had to pay off the prophet. Verse 8, “The servant answered Saul again, ‘Here, I have 

with me a quarter of a shekel of silver, and I will give it to the man of God to tell us our way.’” A lost world thinks that 

Christianity is just another business, but true men of God can’t be bought or paid off.  

  I don’t want to make too much of this but please notice verse 13: “For the people will not eat till he comes, since he 

must bless the sacrifice; afterward those who are invited will eat.” A pattern that we find in Scripture is praying and 

thanking God for the food before we eat. It’s what we call “asking the blessing.” I don’t want to be legalistic, yet it’s a 

good reminder to us that everything we have comes from God.  

  Our family has used this practice as a gospel witness. We often tell our server that we’re going to pray for our food and 

ask if we can pray for them. The response we’ve frequently received is sometimes astounding.   

 

3.God listens to His friends when they pray. Many of you are like me. I have to be really involved in a meeting or an 

appointment to not answer the phone when my wife or one of my children call. Of course, spam and all of those 

obnoxious calls from Walgreens can go to voicemail. God told Samuel “For I have seen my people, because their cry 

has come to me” (1 Samuel 9:16). We must become people of prayer. Are you praying your children will know Jesus? 

Are you praying for our church that God will give us revival? Are you praying for our community and for our country?  

  When we pray, God doesn’t put us on hold. Three of my favorite verses are Hebrews 4:16-18: “Since then we have a 

great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do 

not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted 

as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and 

find grace to help in time of need.” 

  Do you spend time in the Word with the Lord on a regular basis? If you do, you’ll notice how often God listens to His 

friends when they pray.  

  Eugene Peterson (picture) illustrates this point in his book on the Psalms. He writes: “The human condition teeters on 

the edge of disaster. Human beings are in trouble most of the time. Those who don’t know they are in trouble are in the 

worst trouble. Prayer is the language of the people who are in trouble and know it, and who believe or hope that God 

can get them out. As  prayer is practiced, it moves into other levels and develops other forms, but trouble—being in the 

wrong, being in danger, realizing that the foes are too many for us to handle—is the basic provocation for prayer.”  

  Isaac Bashevis Singer (picture) said, “I only pray when I am in trouble. But I am in trouble all the time, and so I pray 

all the time.” The recipe for obeying Paul’s “Pray without ceasing” is not some legalistic regimen but a watchful 

recognition of the trouble we are continually in. 

 

4.God wants us to know His will. While Saul was looking for lost donkeys, God was sending Him to Samuel, and had 

already revealed to Samuel that He’d already chosen their king.  

  Interestingly the word used for king means prince or leader because Israel’s real king was God. Saul and whoever the 

king was were under God’s authority. While we are not Israel, the same is true of our government. God has the real 

government.  



  Christians often wonder, “What’s God’s will for me?” God has already revealed all of His will that we need. Our 

problem is that too few of us are reading His will. You will never have the fulfilled life God wants to give you unless 

you faithfully read His Word. You may think this or that. Your background may be this or that, but God’s will and plan 

for you are found in  His Word.  

  Why are so many churches and Christians indistinguishable from a lost world? We don’t know God’s will because we 

don’t read God’s Word. It’s not our roadmap. As Warren Wiersbe (picture) said, “When you open your Bible, God 

speaks. When you close your Bible, God stops talking.”   

  God’s will is not complicated. Many Christians think God’s will is like a goat path, one step over the line and you fall 

off the edge, missing God’s will. God’s will is more like a five lane highway. Sometimes you’re veering toward the 

shoulder or you shouldn’t be in the express lane, so you adjust.  

  For example, do you believe that there is only one person that you could marry and be in God’s will? One early mega-

church pastor, R.B. Thieme (picture) taught that. Thieme pastored the  Berachah Church in Houston from 1950-2003 

and went off the deep end on one woman for one man. He taught that there was only one person for a Christian to marry, 

otherwise they’d be out of God’s will. His followers began getting divorces because they believed that they’d married 

the wrong person outside of God’s will.  

  Now I’m about to mess up all of the incurable romantics so you might want to close your ears. This July 2nd, Jane and I 

will have been married 39 years. I love Jane. One of the greatest days of my life was when I married Jane. But I believe 

that I could have married several different women and been in God’s will and the same is true for Jane with husbands.  

  Follow my logic. What if one person marries the wrong one outside of God’s will? Then, we’re all blown. God’s will is 

like a five lane highway. God wants us to know His will and plan. We though must read His Word.  

  Two important things are going on here. “‘For I have seen my people, because their cry has come to me.’ 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” (vss. 16-

17).  

  God hears the prayers of His people. God hears the prayers and cries of His people. He doesn’t ignore us. Israel cried 

out for relief from their enemy the Philistines and God heard them. 

  God is giving them a “restrainer.” The word is a negative one. It indicates that because they trusted a king to take care 

of them instead of God, God was going to answer their prayer…but Saul wouldn’t be the king they wanted. God would 

use Saul to punish Israel.  

  God gives a nation the government they deserve. As we look at America and our nation’s blowing off of evil and 

calling evil good, are we really surprised at the government that God has given us?  

  Before Saul is king Samuel begins treating him as the king. He’s seated at the head of the table and given the best of the 

food. These thirty guests might have been prominent people, a type of meet and greet, for the future king.  

 

Conclusion: So why are you here today? Luck, Fate, or Providence? Saul thought he was searching for donkeys, but he 

was part of something much bigger. He was looking for donkeys, but God was King picking.  

  Sometimes it feels like we’re just looking for donkeys, too. But we’re part of something much bigger. Personally, I 

don’t believe in accidents. I believe in divine appointments.  

  I believe there’s a reason that you live in the neighborhood you live in, who your server will be the next time you go out 

to eat, who your clerk is at Walmart. So much of our lives are just ordinary, day-to-day events that don’t seem to hold 

any special meaning, but they do. Much of life is like looking for donkeys. 

  Read God’s Word for yourself. Lots of what seemed like coincidences were the hand of God. What possessed Moses’s 

mom to defy Pharaoh and put him in a basket in the bullrushes? How would she ever know that the daughter, the 

princess, would be out to bathe in the river, at the part of the river where she would see the basket? The unfolding drama 

involving Moses unfolds on the basis of an apparently random and inconsequential moment. 

  “Hey, David, would you go see your brothers? They’re fighting a war somewhere. Take them some bread and some 

cheese.” “Okay, Dad, will do.” Neither father nor son ever have imagined that the sandwiches would lead to the defeat of 

the Philistines. What if David hadn’t taken the sandwiches? 

  The other side of the equation: “Hey, Joseph? We hate you and we hate your dreams. We don’t like it when you come 

down at breakfast and start this stuff about us bowing down to you. And you know what? We’re gonna get rid of you one 

of these days.” And the contrived death of one individual leads to the salvation of a nation. But it’s not just back then, 

it’s today.  

  What if you were kidnapped by Islamic terrorists? Some of you may remember the names, Martin and Gracia Burnham 

(picture). For 17 years, missionaries Martin and Gracia Burnham lived and worked in the Philippines with New Tribes 

Mission. Martin was a jungle pilot and Gracia supported the work in many ways while also home-schooling their 

children.  



  But on May 27th, 2001, the Burnhams were celebrating their wedding anniversary at a resort when the Abu Sayyaf—a 

Muslim terrorist group linked to Al-Qaeda —kidnapped the couple and 18 other guests. Within six months, all but the 

Burnhams and one additional captive remained in custody. Some had been released, others killed. The Abu Sayyaf took 

refuge in the jungle—forcing the Burhams to live in primitive conditions while evading the Philippine military.  

  On the afternoon of June 7th, 2002, the military succeeded in pinning the group down. Martin Burham was killed 

during a rescue attempt by the Philippine Army, but his wife, Gracia, survived. Family members say that, during 

Martin’s final hours, both he and Gracia had a sense that they might not make it out alive. 

  Over the two decades since the rescue, Gracia has visited hundreds of churches sharing her story. Earlier this year she 

spoke at the Cross Con Youth Conference. As we close, let me share a short excerpt of her presentation. She said:  

  “Well, you know how our story went, and you know how Martin died in the gun battle that rescued me. But…my kids 

and I have been asking people like you, all over the world to pray for the guys who held us captive. And why are we 

surprised when God does something awesome, and answers our prayer? I don't know. Oh, me of little faith. God has 

given me a ‘rest of the story.’ 

  Several years ago, an American couple that works in prison ministry in the Philippines contacted me. They had gotten 

ahold of a comic book series that our foundation printed. These were printed in Tausug - the language that many of the 

Abu Sayyaf spoke. They're beautiful, colorful, I have no idea what they say - they're in Tausug. But they gave them out in 

the prison and the guys loved them… 

  But they said the interesting thing that’s happening here is these guys found out Gracia Burnham printed these. They're 

coming to us saying ‘we're former Abu Sayyaf. We’re the ones who held Martin and Gracia captive.’ 

  I said, ‘Well, ask ‘em their names. Maybe I know them.’ And here came the names; sure enough, guys we walked with, 

lived with, starved with for a year - 23 or so of them in prison for the rest of their lives… 

  This American couple and I have gotten together to figure out ways to show the love of Christ to these guys. And I 

could spend an hour telling you that story. But awesome things are happening. These guys are reading the scriptures in 

their own dialects. Some of them are going to Bible studies.  

  To make a long, awesome story very short, so far, five former Abu Sayyaf that I know of have come to know the Lord as 

their Savior. Some of them are in the prison. Some are not. One is a very violent man with over 20 counts of murder 

against him - a new person in Christ, a brother in the Lord.  

  And we just keep praying. And I wonder if you'd want to start praying, too, when you think about me and my story. Pray 

for these guys in the prison. God can do anything can’t He? And it's not over till it's over. And I think that God has let 

me be a small part of what's happening there in the prison, just to encourage my heart because He loves doing good 

things for His children.  

  Had I known while we were going through our hard year in the jungle, that one day, even one of those guys would 

come to know Jesus, because of our experience, I think the days would have been easier to bear. And I could kick myself 

now and say, would it not have been enough to trust a good God with the days of my life? Can we begin to believe that 

God takes us into hard situations, not to crush us, but so that we can learn to see His hand and learn to trust Him when 

He's doing a good work? And God's work is good, it's always good. 

  And I've been encouraged that there can't be a harvest without seed planters. And maybe planting seeds isn't always 

fun. Maybe planting seeds for you is downright uncomfortable. And you don't see any fruit for your labors. You might 

wonder why you were called to plant seeds, because you're not even good at it. But all of a sudden you see what God's 

doing. And I've been encouraged that the seed we planted long ago in the jungle was not wasted. Others are reaping 

what we sowed ever so long ago.  

  So keep planting those seeds, my friend - those seeds of the gospel that Christ died for our sins, the ones that God said 

will never be wasted. Keep on when you feel like givin’ up. When you don't see any fruit, when you wonder if you even 

really know what you're doin’, keep on. It's God that's going to do the work on down the road.” 

  Was their kidnapping just bad luck? Fate? Was Martin Burnham’s life wasted? Gracia Burnham, his widow, doesn’t 

think so. More importantly, God doesn’t think so. God was in control and going to use even a terrible criminal act of 

kidnapping and death in a hostage rescue attempt to reach some of the worst criminals with the gospel.  

  My friend, you’re not here by accident. Your life and the events of your life are not an accident. It’s God’s providence.  

  So what divine appointments do you have this week? Who is God going to bring into your life, to have cross your path?  

  Did God bring you here today to hear the gospel? Is God trying to reach you? Do you know Jesus as your Lord and 

Savior?   

 


