1 Samuel Part two

(Saul)

1 Samuel 13-15

Key verse: 15:22

“Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices

as much as in obeying the voice of the LORD? To obey is better 

than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.”


13:1 says, “Saul was thirty years old when he became king, and he reigned over Israel forty two years.” Looking back, he was anointed by Samuel in private according to YHWH’s will. He was announced as king in public. He was welcomed by the people of Israel to be their king when he rescued the city of Jabesh from the Ammonites. As a result, “he was confirmed as king in the presence of the LORD” (11:15). His 42 years of service is described in 14:47-48 this way: “After Saul had assumed rule over Israel, he fought against their enemies on every side…He fought valiantly and defeated the Amalekites, delivering Israel from the hands of those who had plundered them.” In summary, his kingship was from YHWH and his service is well recognized in the Scriptures.


Yet he was rejected by YHWH, and the reason of his disapproval is not easily convincing to us. As we know, David, his successor, sins greatly, as we shall see. Men like Gideon and Samson were far from sinless. Saul seems far better intended and had no record of their sort of messy behavior. Why was Saul rejected after all his good service of God’s people, as is mentioned, and in spite of his clean record? What does it mean that he failed to “keep the LORD’s command” (13:14)? He protested in 15:20, “I did obey the LORD.” But Samuel replied that he did not obey “the voice of the LORD.” What is it to obey “the voice of the LORD”?


If we only focus on this question with the aim to avoid becoming like Saul, and become a better performer, then we ignore the fact that he was a servant of YHWH for God’s people for 42 years. We should pray that God may help us to listen to and obey “the voice of the LORD,” since we are called to live before him by the grace of the sacrifice of Christ Jesus.

1.  You have not kept the LORD’s command (13:2-15)


The author tells us of the stories of three battles of King Saul against the enemies of God’s people Israel in this passage. The first battle recorded in this passage was prompted by Jonathan when he attacked the Philistine outpost at Geba. At that time Saul had 3,000 soldiers under him: 2,000 were with him at Micmash and in the hill country of Bethel, and 1,000 were with Jonathan at Gibeah in Benjamin. Referring to the map we can easily find his army stationed strategically in the middle of the land of Palestine. From there he could respond to the attacks from any side of the land. The location of his army indicates the tension the newborn kingdom of Israel was under. As it is today, Israel was surrounded by enemies—Philistines on the west, Moab and Ammon on the east, Aram to the north and Edom to the south. Israel was not yet organized in her system of government and was barely getting out of the tribal stage, while the surrounding enemies were long established kingdoms with enough war experience. The location was strategically chosen, and the size of the army was decided with mobility in mind. We remember that Joshua chose Jericho as his target to open the conquest of the land for the same reason. He could cut the land into two pieces after he gained Jericho and Ai. He himself did not have a well equipped or trained army. But by taking advantage of the strategic location he could gain easy access to operate his army, to attack south and then north and west. Saul seems to have had a similar strategy in mind. He was doing his best to serve his country with his limited resources. It is no wonder that the author recognizes his service with the good comment in 14:48.


Jonathan his son was a good co-warrior with Saul. 13:3-4 say, “Jonathan attacked the Philistine outpost at Geba, and the Philistines heard about it. Then Saul had the trumpet blown throughout the land and said, ‘Let the Hebrews hear!’ So all Israel heard the news: ‘Saul has attacked the Philistine outpost, and now Israel has become a stench to the Philistines.’ And the people were summoned to join Saul at Gilgal.” Some may wonder why Jonathan attacked the Philistines who were stronger than his army. As a result of his aggression his father was put in difficulty and eventually rejected by YHWH. Why did Jonathan stir up a beehive? As we thought about the geopolitical situation of Israel in those days, Jonathan had no other choice but to attack. Defense is a luxury which is allowed only to those who are secure. We ourselves have witnessed that the military strategy of the U.S. has turned to offense since the vulnerability of this country is acknowledged recently.


At any rate, Jonathan’s attack on the Philistines forced Saul to summon all Israel to join the battle. As it turned out the Philistines assembled to fight Israel with three thousand chariots, six thousand charioteers and soldiers as numerous as the sand on the seashore. As we read in 13:22 the army of Israel was equipped with just two swords. Jonathan had one and Saul had one. The Bible doesn’t tell us what kind of weapons the other Israelites had. Obviously their weaponry was ignorable. Yet the enemy used chariots, swords and spears, and the charioteers alone outnumbered the Israelite army two to one. 


The author describes the reaction of Israel’s army in 13:6-7. “When the men of Israel saw that their situation was critical and that their army was hard pressed, they hid in caves and thickets, among the rocks, and in pits and cisterns. Some Hebrews even crossed the Jordan to the land of Gad and Gilead.” In view of 13:15 we may imagine that perhaps 80% of Israel’s army deserted, 2,400 out of 3,000. The escape of some Hebrews to the land east of the Jordan speaks of how critical and desperate the situation was. The Hebrews gave up their national identity and abandoned their country itself. Talking about war and defense was nonsense.


Saul remained in Gilgal, and all the troops with him were quaking with fear, says 13:7b. In this pressing situation from inside and outside obviously Saul was told to wait for Samuel for seven days. He waited for seven days, but to make the already bad situation worse Samuel did not show up on time. Saul noticed that his men began to scatter, as we observed perhaps up to 80% of them. He had to do something. So he said, “Bring me the burnt offering and the fellowship offerings.” And Saul offered up the burnt offering. 


Just as he finished making the offering, Samuel arrived, and Saul went out to greet him. Perhaps Saul expected some encouraging words. But the prophet rebuked the king first. “What have you done?” asked Samuel. Saul replied, “When I saw that the men were scattering, and that you did not come at the set time, and that the Philistines were assembling at Micmash, I thought, ‘Now the Philistines will come down against me at Gilgal, and I have not sought the LORD’s favor.’ So I felt compelled to offer the burnt offering.”


Saul seems reasonable to us. At least his words are convincing and reasonable. But Samuel corrected Saul. “You acted foolishly,” Samuel said. “You have not kept the command the LORD your God gave you; if you had, he would have established your kingdom over Israel for all time. But now your kingdom will not endure; the LORD has sought out a man after his own heart and appointed him leader of his people, because you have not kept the LORD’s command” (13:13-14). 


What was wrong with Saul’s act? After all, the punishment seems to be too much and too unfair. Considering such a critical situation, it was not the time to argue about right and wrong. Saul had to fight against an enemy with ten times his army’s size and equipment, with just 600 men who were already quaking, and that with just two swords. Couldn’t God be kinder to the king, not to mention the punishment of taking away the kingdom from him? What is it to keep YHWH’s command that it was taken so seriously? What is keeping YHWH’s command in this situation?


We can never find a satisfying answer to the question if we approach the question from an ethical aspect alone. Some may argue that Saul had to listen to “the word of God” rather than his own idea. That is still ethics. Moreover, that person doesn’t know what he is talking about considering the critical situation Saul was put in. He is more naïve than Richard Gere, who preached the peace of Buddihism to those who were hurt with the September 11th attack. We can perhaps find the answer in Samuel’s words in 12:24. He said, “But be sure to fear the LORD and serve him faithfully with all your heart; consider what great things he has done for you.” Saul did not fear the LORD. In light of Samuel’s other rebuke in 15:23 we see that it means Saul committed the sin of divination, and the worship of idols. He rejected YHWH. 


We will think about this matter more in the last section of this study, but we should remember that to fear the LORD is the object of all Christian activities. We should not misunderstand Samuel’s teaching as rigid legalism. though some take it that way. To fear YHWH you have to know YHWH. Knowing YHWH means knowing the testimonies he has established in the Biblical record as they are, and the effect of the testimonies on our lives on a personal level. If we put these ideas altogether, we can guess that Saul was supposed to worship YHWH with thanksgiving for his work. What? In that critical situation? Yes, regardless of the situation. What is man’s chief end? To worship God and enjoy him forever. We are not talking about a religious cliché. We are talking about salvation. Joshua was given the mission of conquering the promised land; in that task he worshiped God. That is what Jesus our Lord was doing when he had to confront sin and death. And God’s glory was revealed every time. In light of this story, we can boldly say it is time for ourselves to see the glory of God as much as we are pressed. May this Christmas be the time of rest and joy for all of our co-workers all over the world. May it be the occasion for all in America. Glory to God and peace be on earth.

2.  Jonathan the warrior of God, Saul the leader (13:16-14:52)


If the dismissal was all he had to take, that could have been easier for Saul. But Saul still had to take the burden of fighting the Philistines even after he was dismissed. He was still the servant of God. He was more than that. I hope those who are dismissed from their position may learn something from this truth. 


13:16-22 is the graphic description of the situation Saul and his army were in: “Saul and his son Jonathan and the men with them were staying in Gibeah in Benjamin, while the Philistines camped at Micmash. Raiding parties went out from the Philistine camp in three detachments. One turned toward Ophrah in the vicinity of Shual, another toward Beth Horon, and the third toward the borderland overlooking the Valley of Zeboim facing the desert. Not a blacksmith could be found in the whole land of Israel, because the Philistines had said, ‘Otherwise the Hebrews will make swords or spears!’ So all Israel went down to the Philistines to have their plowshares, mattocks, axes and sickles sharpened. The price was two thirds of a shekel for sharpening plowshares and mattocks, and a third of a shekel for sharpening forks and axes and for repointing goads.” Just imagine the mob-looking Israelite army who were holding all the farming tools as their weapons. Just imagine their frustration. While Saul and his army got stuck in Gibeah because they had no mobility, the Philistines sent their fleet of chariots to raid the north, west and south. All Israel could do was watch the cloud of dust and hear the rumbling noises as the Philistines boasted their mobility and technologically superior army gear.


But in chapter 14 Jonathan breaks the stalemate. One day Jonathan slipped out of the camp with his armor bearer and attacked the outpost of the Philistines single-handedly. Jonathan fought with his hands. He did not even use his armor. It was literally hand to hand combat. 14:13 says, “Jonathan climbed up, using his hands and feet, with his armor-bearer right behind him. The Philistines fell before Jonathan, and his armor-bearer followed and killed behind him.”


How could be so brave? He said to his young armor-bearer in 14:6, “Come, let’s go over to the outpost of those uncircumcised fellows. Perhaps the LORD will act in our behalf. Nothing can hinder the LORD from saving, whether by many or by few.” He had a good co-warrior. “Do all that you have in mind,” his armor-bearer said, “Go ahead; I am with you heart and soul.” The word “perhaps” tells us that YHWH did not persuade him to do so. Jonathan committed his life into YHWH’s hand. He reminds us of Jesus who did so.


14:4 tells us that the Philistine outpost was located on the steep cliff: “On each side of the pass that Jonathan intended to cross to reach the Philistine outpost was a cliff; one was called Bozez, and the other Seneh. One cliff stood to the north toward Micmash, the other to the south toward Geba.” Jonathan simply climbed up the cliff with his friend. He could have gotten killed easily on the way up. What was his reasoning to do such an unreasonable action? Jonathan said to his armor-bearer who pledged to go with him, “Come, then; we will cross over toward the men and let them see us. If they say to us, ‘Wait there until we come to you,’ we will stay where we are and not go up to them. But if they say, ‘Come up to us,’ we will climb up, because that will be our sign that the LORD has given them into out hands.’” He bet on God. Perhaps we should challenge Harvard with Jonathan’s faith.


 At any rate, in that first attack Jonathan and his armor-bearer killed some twenty men in an area of about half an acre. “Then panic struck the whole army—those in the camp and field, and those in the outposts and raiding parties—and the ground shook. It was a panic sent by God.” The victory in the first battle became a decisive turning point for Israel to overcome the Philistines. Those Hebrews who had deserted their army and joined the Philistines rejoined Saul and Jonathan. 14:23 says, “So the LORD rescued Israel that day, and the battle moved on beyond Beth Aven.” God blessed Jonathan who thrust himself into God’s hand. God does that to anyone and everyone who thrust themselves into his hand. That is how we know the One who is living yet holy and therefore inaccessible and incomprehensible. But we should watch out. We are not talking about the secret to success. We are talking about the secret how to gain access to YHWH. Anyone who misuses this truth of his grace will condemn themselves. 

In 14:24-46 is the episode of Jonathan eating honey. We can learn about Saul the king of Israel in the episode. When he saw the sign that YHWH was giving Israel a decisive moment to overcome the Philistines he pushed Israel to the maximum. He had bound the people under an oath not to taste food until they finished the battle. The soldiers were in distress that day, says verse 24. But we can again understand that Saul was a reasonable strategist. There is a time to feed and let soldiers rest. And there is a time to drive them hard. It was a time to push and press. Hungry people fight better. So that is why Saul made his army not to eat until they finished the battle. 14:35 says, “Then Saul built an altar to the LORD; it was the first time he had done this.” In 14:19 we read that Saul stopped the priest praying because he had to jump into a battle. Now he was praying because it was necessary to win the battle. He did his best and it worked. But his strict order caused a problem because Jonathan violated it. Then Jonathan was spared because everyone wanted to save him. Saul was what we call a goal oriented person. Unfortunately his goal was not the worship of YHWH. 


Again we are not here to despise Saul. The Bible doesn’t do that. 14:47-52 tells us that Saul was a deliverer of Israel. Verse 52 says, “All the days of Saul there was a bitter war with the Philistines, and whenever Saul saw a mighty or brave man, he took him into his service.” Saul was a dedicated leader. We do not want to name our children Saul. We like David or John or Paul. But the Jewish peoples’ understanding of Saul is perhaps different from us. We should know why we think of Saul the way we understand. It has nothing to do with YHWH. We should wake up to YHWH.

3.  The LORD rejects Saul as king (15:1-35)


In chapter 15 is the story of how and why Saul was rejected by YHWH. Samuel said to Saul in 15:1-3, “I am the one the LORD sent to anoint you king over his people Israel; so listen now to the message from the LORD. This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘I will punish the Amalekites for what they did to Israel when they waylaid them as they came up from Egypt. Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy everything that belongs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.”


So Saul and his army destroyed the Amalekites completely. “But Saul and the army spared Agag and the best of the sheep and cattle, the fat calves and lambs—everything that was good. These they were unwilling to destroy completely, but everything that was despised and weak they totally destroyed,” says 15:9.


We again see here that Saul was a very reasonable leader. He warned the Kenites in advance and protected them because the Kenites did good to Israel. Saul knew history well. But in 15:12 it says “he set up a monument in his own honor.” He was a human, we would say. Even in his argument with Samuel we can see that he wanted to offer good things to YHWH. Then in his confession in 15:24 we find that he was afraid of the people and so he gave in to the demand of his people. We can sympathize with him as a leader who did his best. As he argued in verse 20 he did obey the LORD in his own way. Over all he did not seem too bad, though he was too creative and flexible in his thoughts and actions. Even when he was severely treated he did not complain like Cain. He just begged. He was a good guy. Why is he dismissed? Why is he treated so severely?


Let’s read 15:22-23. “Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he has rejected you as king.” Saul was ignorant to the fact that the punishment of the Amalekites had to do with the Covenant. He saw everything from a human level. He never understood Samuel according to his behavior in the following verses.

