
“Second Causes” 

1 Samuel 16:1-4 

(Preached at Trinity, May 21, 2017) 

 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  
substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  
make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

 

1. In Chapter 15 we found the final rejection of Saul as king over Israel. 

1 Samuel 15:28-29 NAU - "Samuel said to him, "The LORD has torn the 
kingdom of Israel from you today and has given it to your neighbor, who is better 
than you.  29 "Also the Glory of Israel will not lie or change His mind; for He is not 
a man that He should change His mind."  

2. As Chapter 16 opens we find God charging Samuel to set aside his grief over Saul. The 

grammar states God had already rejected Saul and had already chosen David. It was time 

for Samuel to go to Bethlehem and carry out God’s plan to anoint the next king of Israel. 

This was new to Samuel’s ears but certainly not new to God. God had decreed this from 

the farthest reaches of eternity. It was actually not new to Samuel’s ears either. God had 

already declared this back in Chapter 13 when Saul assumed upon himself to offer up a 

sacrifice. 

1 Samuel 13:13-14 NAU - "Samuel said to Saul, "You have acted foolishly; you 
have not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, which He commanded 
you, for now the LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel forever.  
14 "But now your kingdom shall not endure. The LORD has sought out for Himself 
a man after His own heart, and the LORD has appointed him as ruler over His 
people, because you have not kept what the LORD commanded you."  

3. Samuel was naturally fearful. Samuel had already observed changes taking place in 

Saul’s life.  

a. In Chapter 10 we found God’s rich blessings upon Saul. 

1 Samuel 10:6 NAU - "Then the Spirit of the LORD will come upon you 
mightily, and you shall prophesy with them and be changed into another 
man."  

b. But now the Spirit of God was departing from Saul and he was becoming 

increasingly suspicious and paranoid.  

To go to Bethlehem Samuel would have to pass by Gibeah, Saul’s city. If Saul 

found out why Samuel was going to Bethlehem he would surely seek his life. 

1 Samuel 16:2 NAU - "But Samuel said, "How can I go? When Saul hears 
of it, he will kill me."  

c. For Samuel, it was a momentary loss of trust in God’s power to preserve him. 

This is amazing knowing the wondrous works of God Samuel had witnessed 

during his life. Would not the God that sent him on this errand also protect him? 
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4. What we find in the following verses is the way God most often works in this world. God 

is about to demonstrate to Samuel that He rules over every detail of life. God most often 

works through what is called “second causes” or the use of means.  

 God interconnects every detail of life in such a way that they all work together to fulfil 

His purpose. Paul wrote in Romans 8 

Romans 8:28 NAU - "And we know that God causes all things to work together 
for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His 
purpose."  

 a. LBC – Chapter 5:2,3 – Divine Providence 

2.  Although in relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the first cause, all 

things come to pass immutably and infallibly; so that there is not anything befalls 

any by chance, or without his providence; yet by the same providence he ordereth 

them to fall out according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, 

or contingently. 

3.  God, in his ordinary providence maketh use of means, yet is free to work without, 

above, and against them at his pleasure.  

b. God could have intervened directly and said, “I will turn the heart of Saul away 

from bringing you any harm.” Or, “I will prevent Saul from finding you.”  

We can see this as Jacob traveled to Bethel and God brought terror upon the cities 

so that they would not attack Jacob: 

Genesis 35:5 NAU - "As they journeyed, there was a great terror upon the 
cities which were around them, and they did not pursue the sons of 
Jacob."  

c. Instead, God worked through the ordinary use of means, means of which He was 

in control over every detail.  

1 Samuel 16:2-3 NAU - "Take a heifer with you and say, 'I have come to 
sacrifice to the LORD.'  3 "You shall invite Jesse to the sacrifice, and I will 
show you what you shall do"  

d. We will also see God working through appointed means to raise up David by first 

excluding David’s brothers before bringing forth David. God could have told 

Samuel, “Go to the house of Jesse and choose his youngest son, David. He will be 

the one to replace Saul.”  

5. Some struggle with the apparent deception being set forth. Was God telling Samuel to tell 

a lie or tell a half-truth? God was telling Samuel to conceal his actions by holding a 

sacrifice. But this is in no way an indication of any wrong-doing on God’s part.  

a. John Murray, as usual, gives us clarity on this subject: 1 

(1) Samuel was authorized to say nothing more than what he actually did say 

and perform. He did not speak what was contrary to fact. There was no 

untruth in what the Lord authorized.  

(2) This incident makes clear that it is proper under certain circumstances to 

conceal or withhold part of the truth. Saul had no right to know the whole 

purpose of Samuel’s mission to Jesse nor was Samuel under obligation to 

disclose it. Concealment was not lying.  

                                                 
1 Murray, John, Principles of Conduct, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1957), pages 

139-140. 
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(3) This instance give us no warrant whatsoever for maintaining that in 

concealing the truth we may affirm untruth. It is necessary to guard 

jealously the distinction between partial truth and untruth 

b. Murray’s point is we are under no obligation to divulge all that we know to every 

person who seeks it. This is true of God’s dealings with men. There are an infinite 

number of things God keeps from us. There are times we assume God is doing 

one thing when, in fact, He is doing something else. God is under no obligation to 

divulge to us what He is doing, and Samuel was under no obligation to divulge to 

Saul what he was doing.  

 So God orders Samuel to hold a sacrifice even though that was not his ultimate intention.  

6 This is the mystery of God’s providence. He can work directly without the use of means 

or He can work through the endless possibilities of second causes. God’s purposes will be 

carried out according to His good pleasure.  

7. The point is Samuel had nothing of which to fear. God moves in mysterious ways, in 

ways that are beyond our comprehension. William Cowper wrote: 

God moves in a mysterious way 

His wonders to perform; 

He plants His footsteps in the sea 

And rides upon the storm.  
 

Deep in unfathomable mines 

Of never failing skill 

He treasures up His bright designs 

And works His sov’reign will.  
 

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; 

The clouds ye so much dread 

Are big with mercy and shall break 

In blessings on your head.  
 

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, 

But trust Him for His grace; 

Behind a frowning providence 

He hides a smiling face. 

8. God transcends this world and yet He works mightily in this world. He is sovereign over 

every detail of life. God ordained that Samuel would hold the sacrifice and Jesse would 

attend with his sons and that all of them would be rejected and that David would be 

tending sheep.  

1 Samuel 16:13 NAU - "Then Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in 
the midst of his brothers; and the Spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David 
from that day forward. And Samuel arose and went to Ramah."  

9. As we live our lives we must trust that God is the Lord of every aspect. He uses even the 

smallest details to accomplish His purpose. He will often work in ways we least suspect. 

Trust Him and trust His ways.  

Isaiah 55:8 NAU - "For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your ways 
My ways," declares the LORD."  
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I. The first thing we have to understand about God’s providence is God is free to work with 

or without the use of means – but He normally works through the use of means.  God is 

sovereign over “second causes.” 

A. God had already chosen David. 

1 Samuel 13:14 NAU - "The LORD has sought out for Himself a man after 
His own heart, and the LORD has appointed him as ruler over His people"   
1. He could have chosen an infinite number of ways to bring to pass his rise 

to the throne. 

2. We must not overlook the fact that Saul has a son. Wouldn’t Jonathan be 

the rightful heir to the throne?  

a. God’s rejection of Saul was also a rejection of Jonathan, although 

Jonathan was a young man of strength and character. 

b. It was God who stirred Jonathan’s heart to love David. Never will 

we find a spirit of jealousy in Jonathan. God moves upon the 

actions of men to accomplish His purposes. 

Proverbs 21:1 NAU - "The king's heart is like channels of 
water in the hand of the LORD; He turns it wherever He 
wishes."  
Proverbs 16:9 NAU - "The mind of man plans his way, But 
the LORD directs his steps."  

3. God decreed every step in bringing David to the throne. David was a man 

after God’s own heart. God made David the exact man for the day and 

order every event to make Him king. 

B. God is free to work through or without the use of means. God is sovereign over 

the second causes 

1. For example, God ordained that Christ would die on the cross as a 

substitutionary sacrifice for sinners.  He also ordained the actions of Judas 

Iscariot in betraying Christ.  He also ordained the actions of Caiaphas and 

the counsel as well as the actions of Pontius Pilate.  All of these were the 

means God used in carrying out His purpose 

  2. God can work with or without the use of means 

   London Confession, Chapter 5 – of Divine Providence 

“. . .there is not anything befalls any by chance, or without His 

providence; yet by the same providence He ordereth them to fall out 

according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, or 

contingently.  God in His ordinary providence maketh use of means, yet is 

free to work without, above, and against them at His pleasure.” 

3. The Bible gives us endless examples: 

a. God used the wicked act of Joseph’s brothers to sell him into 

captivity which would then be used to deliver Israel from the 

famine. It was also used to God to bring them into Egypt where He 

would deliver them with a mighty demonstration of His power. 

Genesis 50:20 NAU - "As for you, you meant evil against 
me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this 
present result, to preserve many people alive."  
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b. God decreed judgment against Israel and then used the Assyrians 

as His instrument of judgment. They were completely unaware that 

God was using them. 

Isaiah 10:5-6 NAU - "Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger 
And the staff in whose hands is My indignation,  6 I send it 
against a godless nation And commission it against the 
people of My fury To capture booty and to seize plunder, 
And to trample them down like mud in the streets."  
Isaiah 10:12-13 NAU - "So it will be that when the Lord has 
completed all His work on Mount Zion and on Jerusalem, He 
will say, "I will punish the fruit of the arrogant heart of the 
king of Assyria and the pomp of his haughtiness."  13 For he 
has said, "By the power of my hand and by my wisdom I did 
this, For I have understanding; And I removed the 
boundaries of the peoples And plundered their treasures, 
And like a mighty man I brought down their inhabitants,"  

c God used the heathen king, Cyrus to deliver Israel from Babylon 

Isaiah 44:28 NAU - "t is I who says of Cyrus, 'He is My 
shepherd! And he will perform all My desire.' And he 
declares of Jerusalem, 'She will be built,' And of the temple, 
'Your foundation will be laid.” 

d. What about when Herod determined in his heart to hunt down and 

kill Jesus as a child. 

    God could have used any means to rescue Jesus from harm 

a. Why didn’t God just cause Jesus to be hidden like when the 

angels smote the people of Sodom with blindness in the day 

of Lot. 

    b. Why didn’t God just kill Herod? 

    c. Instead He appeared to Joseph in a dream: 

Matthew 2:13 NAU - "Get up! Take the Child and His 
mother and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell 
you; for Herod is going to search for the Child to 
destroy Him."  

4. We must not forget the endless means God used to bring the Midianite girl 

name Ruth to Bethlehem to meet and marry Boaz who would then have a 

son whom they would name Obed who would then get married and have a 

son named Jesse. God used all of this to bring David into being. 

5. I preached a sermon titled, “God’s Unseen Direction” back in Chapter 9 

as we saw God working behind the scenes to providentially bring Saul and 

Samuel together at precisely the right time.  

6. Do you see how many endless ways God works His purpose through the 

use of means.  

a God has chosen to use people in the sending forth of the Gospel 

message. Who did God send to you? 

2 Corinthians 4:7 NAU - "But we have this treasure in 
earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the 
power will be of God and not from ourselves;"  
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   b. He has often used persecution to advance and purify the church. 

Acts 8:1 NAU - "And on that day a great persecution began 
against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered 
throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria"  
Acts 8:4 NAU - "Therefore, those who had been scattered 
went about preaching the word."  

c All healing comes from God.  He can heal supernaturally, yet God 

usually uses the means of the body’s natural defenses, as well as 

medicines and other medical care. 

d God provides our daily bread. This is our prayer – “give us this 
day our daily bread.” 
(1) There are times God works supernaturally. He caused 

manna to fall from heaven. He multiplied the loaves and 

fishes.  

(2) But the normal means of God providing for us, however, is 

by blessing our labors. 

2 Thes. 3:10 NAU - "For even when we were with 
you, we used to give you this order: if anyone is not 
willing to work, then he is not to eat, either."  

 

Conclusion: 
1. What we can learn from this is God’s ways are not always discernable. 

Isaiah 55:8-9 NAU - "For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your ways 
My ways," declares the LORD.  9 "For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
So are My ways higher than your ways And My thoughts than your thoughts."  

2. God works through many means to accomplish His purposes. Sometimes He works in 

ways totally unexpected. Our duty is to trust Him in all His ways.  

Prov. 3:5-6 KJV - "Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine 
own understanding.  6 In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy 
paths."  

3. Samuel was highly fearful as he considered the prospect of Saul finding out about the 

anointing of David. But he had no reason to be afraid. God is able to protect us in an 

infinite number of ways. May we stand in awe before Him.  

 

 


