The High King

1 Samuel 11:1-12:25

Key Verse: 12:22

“For the sake of his great name the Lord will not reject his people, because the Lord was pleased to make you his own.”

In the movie Star Wars, Darth Vader is the main bad guy.  He is the main figurehead for the Galactic Empire in that movie, and in The Empire Strikes Back, he really looks like he is in charge.  Vader is commanding the Imperial fleet while looking for the rebels and he is altering terms of agreement to what best serves his agenda.  He looks a lot like some worldly kings, but in The Return of the Jedi, we really see that there is someone greater than Vader.  In that final movie, we really meet the Emperor and we see that Vader, for all the power that he has, is nothing but a servant of the Emperor.  The melty-faced, old man is the one with all the true power.  Did you know that there are some similarities between the relationship between Vader and the Emperor, and between Saul and God? (Not the evil part, though.) In the last passage, Saul was anointed as King of Israel.  He was the man who was in charge, but Saul still had to answer to God, who is the High King, much like the relationship between Vader and the Emperor.  Although, Saul was king over Israel, God was the one who had the true power.  In the same way, we are given our lives to rule over, but we are still answerable to the Lord our high king and master.  And in this passage, we will see that God is the High King and that we should really honor him as such.

Our passage begins, “Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh Gilead. And all the men of Jabesh said to him, ‘Make a treaty with us, and we will be subject to you.’ But Nahash the Ammonite replied, ‘I will make a treaty with you only on the condition that I gouge out the right eye of every one of you and so bring disgrace on all Israel.’” (11:1-2) The event that the Israelites feared was happening.  In chapter 8, the elders of Israel came to Samuel and demanded that he appoint a king so that they could be protected.  In the course of Samuel’s life, the Philistines were kept at bay, but now a new threat from the east was growing, the Ammonites.  The father of the Ammonites is Ben-Ammi, who was the incestuous son of Lot, who was Abraham’s nephew, and Lot’s daughter, and that makes the Ammonites related to the Israelites.  Even with such a relation, Judges 10 and 11 shows that the Ammonites come up and attack the Israelites living east of the Jordan River and God raised up Jephthah to crush the Ammonites.  Since that point in time, the Ammonites really don’t like the Israelites and hundreds of years later, Nahash comes up and begins to attack Israel.  In this passage, he is besieging Jabesh Gilead.  Although the Bible doesn’t say this, the historian Josephus alludes to the thought that, by the time he approached Jabesh, Nahash had already conquered most of Israel’s eastern lands, that is the land east of the Jordan, where Jabesh Gilead was.   If that is the case, Jabesh’s desire to give in is because of all the fear in the region due to the Ammonite victories.  The men of Jabesh wanted to make a treaty with Nahash, but the only way a treaty would be made was if Nahash would gouge out the right eye of every person in the city.

Well, naturally, if the people of Jabesh had a choice, they would like to keep both their eyes.  So the elders of the city requested of Nahash, “Give us seven days so we can send messengers throughout Israel; if no one comes to rescue us, we will surrender to you.” (11:3) They wanted to find help and Nahash was so sure that no one could defeat him, that he let messengers go and seek help.  When the messengers came to Saul’s hometown of Gibeah and told the news of what was happening, the people of the town were filled with great grief and they all wept aloud (4).  That seems like a strong response, but there is a link between Gibeah and Jabesh Gilead.  Mike mentioned last week that the tribe of Benjamin was decimated in a civil war with the rest of Israel.  When the war was over, the people Israel did not want the tribe of Benjamin to be completely cut off and 400 virgins were taken from Jabesh Gilead and given to the men of Gibeah.  Do you see that connection?  This would mean that in Saul’s time, everyone’s grandmother or great-grandmother in Gibeah was from Jabesh. (Judges 21) So when the news came to Gibeah, the people’s grief was from the fact that their family was attacked and undergoing such disgrace.

King Saul wasn’t in the town when the news came to Gibeah.  “Just then Saul was returning from the fields, behind his oxen, and he asked, ‘What is wrong with the people? Why are they weeping?’ Then they repeated to him what the men of Jabesh had said.” (11:5) Although Saul was king, after being accepted as king, he went back home and lived his life as normal, like the judges did in their time.  When he came in from the fields and heard what had happened, the Spirit of God came upon him, and Saul was filled with anger, cut a pair of oxen to pieces and sent them to the ends of Israel to call them to battle.  “Then the terror of the Lord fell on the people, and they turned out as one man.” (11:7) The people caught the warning and came out to battle the Ammonites.  In the end, the Israelites, led by King Saul, destroyed the Ammonite army so that each soldier was left alone and there were no two together.  

Saul acted like a king and he saved the people of Jabesh Gilead from the hand of the Ammonites.  It was what Israel wanted; it’s what they requested of Samuel and of God, but when you look at the passage, the victory does not belong to Saul, it belongs to God.  It wasn’t because Israel had a king that they were victorious; it was because God was their High King and he empowered Saul.  The victory came only after the Spirit of God came upon Saul and King Saul himself said after the victory, “for this day the Lord has rescued Israel.” (11:13) Saul acknowledged God’s power and his role in the victory.  Saul saw that it was only because of God that Israel was rescued.  The Lord is the powerful High King.

After the victory, Samuel called together Israel at Gilgal to reaffirm the kingship upon Saul.  Gilgal was a place of dedication.  When the Israelites crossed the Jordan and a entered the Promised Land for the first time, the Israelites reaffirmed their dedication to the Lord by having their men circumcised at Gilgal.  Now, Samuel called for Israel to meet at Gilgal again to dedicate Saul as leader of Israel and they held a celebration.  This celebration was the place where the torch of leadership would be fully passed from Samuel to Saul.  Because of the victory at Jabesh, the people now accepted Saul fully as their king and it was time for Samuel to step aside as Israel’s leader.

At the celebration, Samuel stood up and began to talk.  “Samuel said to all Israel, ‘I have listened to everything you said to me and have set a king over you.  Now you have a king as your leader. As for me, I am old and gray, and my sons are here with you. I have been your leader from my youth until this day.  Here I stand. Testify against me in the presence of the Lord and his anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I taken? Whom have I cheated? Whom have I oppressed? From whose hand have I accepted a bribe to make me shut my eyes? If I have done any of these, I will make it right.’” (12:1-3) Everybody who knew Samuel was gathered in one place and he asked for them to hold him accountable before the king and high king if he had done anything wrong to them.  That’s a pretty gutsy move that I don’t think anybody here could pull off.  This is Samuel’s test of integrity and the people’s response shows that Samuel was a man of impeccable integrity.  “‘You have not cheated or oppressed us,’ they replied. ‘You have not taken anything from anyone's hand.’” (12:4) Nobody there, nobody in all Israel, could say that Samuel had wronged them.  Samuel lived before God; Samuel honored God as his High King, and obeyed him to the best of his ability.

The rest of Israel, on the other hand, was not so honorable.  They wandered away from God at every instance in history.  However, Samuel really wanted to make sure the people saw that God was their Great King, the one who really delivered them out of the hand of their enemies. He said to them, “Now then, stand here, because I am going to confront you with evidence before the Lord as to all the righteous acts performed by the Lord for you and your fathers.” (12:7) Every time there was a problem, God was there for them.  Every time Israel needed help and cried out to God, he rescued them.  When the people wandered away from God and fell into trouble, they returned to God and God established a leader for them.  From the time of Moses to the battle recently won, it was God who rescued them.  The Lord is the mighty high king that is gracious to his people, but the people didn’t remember what the Lord had done.

When Nahash was building his army and coming to Israel, the Israelites became afraid and demanded a king to lead them.  Samuel said of them, “you said to me, ‘No, we want a king to rule over us’-even though the Lord your God was your king.  Now here is the king you have chosen, the one you asked for; see, the Lord has set a king over you.” (12:12-13) The people rejected God as their king and they wanted a human one instead.  They didn’t trust that God would lead them and wanted to act in their own way.  Yet, God gave them what they asked for, but there were conditions.  “If you fear the Lord and serve and obey him and do not rebel against his commands, and if both you and the king who reigns over you follow the Lord your God-good!  But if you do not obey the Lord, and if you rebel against his commands, his hand will be against you, as it was against your fathers.” (12:14-15) Even though they had a king, God was still the High King over him and Saul was subject to God’s law and his word.  If the people and the king were to obey God, it would be good for them, but if not then God’s hand would be against them.  That would be the consequences of disobedient to the High King.

To show the power of the High King and realize how evil their request for a king was Samuel called on God to send a thunderstorm during the dry season, when the wheat is harvested.  And sure enough, that very day a thunderstorm came up and rained on the Israelites.  With that sign, the people were convicted.  “The people all said to Samuel, ‘Pray to the Lord your God for your servants so that we will not die, for we have added to all our other sins the evil of asking for a king.’” (12:19) The people saw that they rejected God as their King and became fearful.  With newfound conviction, the Israelites plead with Samuel to intercede with God for them.  They recognize that in their sins they are not God’s people.  The people said, “the Lord your God” and not “the Lord our God”.  This shows that anytime a person rebels against the word of God, he refusing to acknowledge the Lord as the High King and God of their lives.  How could he be High King, if you don’t listen to him?

This is actually the story of our lives, as well.  We may not exactly intend to disobey God, but it happens every time we decide to follow our own ideas and sin against the Lord.  As we live lives of sin, we can’t possibly be referring to the Lord as our God.  He is obviously not.  Our god is the person or thing that we give undying attention to and we refuse to part with.  Some people religiously follow television shows or sports teams.  No matter what is going on, they stop everything and watch when it is on.  For other people it might be a relationship or a desire for a relationship.  Lust might be so powerful in your heart that you don’t want to let go of it.  You know, it really feels good to be with that person and you don’t want to hurt them, but by having a sinful relationship you disobey God’s commands.  Or you might be like the Israelites and want a sense of security.  We are living in hard and uncertain times.  The unemployment rate, especially around here, is still dismal, and you want some indication or government intervention so that you can live comfortably.  Even a simple act like worrying is act of disobedience. Like Israel, we seek consolation in something other than God, but they will not provide anything.  God calls these things useless.  They don’t provide any real help or hope, but actually leave us at a loss.  Sports teams provide heartache when they lose.  A sinful relationship will only leave you broken and weary.  And relying on the government or your degree will leave you disillusioned.  With respect to Israel, if Saul did not receive the Holy Spirit, there would have been no victory at Jabesh Gilead.  The human Saul was not a powerful man and Israel couldn’t rely on Saul’s strength.

Personally, I could use a little more sense of security.  Financially, things are a little tight.  The Lord gave me a job a Northwestern, but the salary is just enough to pay the bills.  However, looking forward, Viola and I are going to have our first baby in April.  With our current income, we can’t possibly afford a baby.  As you parents out there know, raising children can be expensive.  Sometimes I worry about how we are going to make ends meet and seek after a better paying job, like that would solve all my problems.  When I had a higher paying job, I squandered my money and was still financially strapped.  On its own, more money won’t lead to feeling more secure and it can’t help.

However, God is the only one who can help us.  He is the High King and the Almighty God.  No matter what we may say or think, the Lord is the High King of the whole earth and we can rely on him.  Psalm 121 says, “I lift up my eyes to the hills— where does my help come from?   My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.  He will not let your foot slip—he who watches over you will not slumber; indeed, he who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.  The Lord watches over you—the Lord is your shade at your right hand; the sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night.  The Lord will keep you from all harm—he will watch over your life; the Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and forevermore.”  Only the Lord our God is able to watch over us and keep us safe.  There is no need to worry.  He is tireless and more powerful than the mightiest foe.  There is no one who can stand up to him.  Why look toward the things of the world to make us happy and secure?  Won’t God provide something that is greater?  Jesus says that the Father in heaven would give the best possible gifts to those who ask him (Matthew 7:11).  That is the nature of our High King and God.  For my family and me, that means that I should be seeking God and trusting that we will provide for us.  Throughout all the hard times, the Lord has provided for us, and we have never gone without and never starved.  Instead of trusting in the blessing, I need to trust in the High King who loves his people, including me.

However, just as the Israelites pleaded for Samuel to mediate for them, we need a mediator because of our sins.  Thank God that we have one!  “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time.” (1 Timothy 2:5-6) God sent Jesus to this earth to stand between God and us.  He bore God’s wrath because of our sins and by his wounds we are healed and able to return to God.  When we sin against God and finally turn back to him, we have someone to cry out to for help.  We can cry out to Jesus to change us.  There is a song with the chorus, “Turn me around, pick me up Undo what I've become Bring me back to the place Of forgiveness and grace I need You, I need Your help I can't do this myself You're the only one Who can undo what I've become.”  We can cry out to Jesus to intercede for us and bring us back to the Lord so that we can live once again in the light of the High King.

When we come, when we sincerely come, there is hope.  When Israel repented and asked for Samuel to pray for them, Samuel responded, “Do not be afraid.  You have done all this evil; yet do not turn away from the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart.  Do not turn away after useless idols.  They can do you no good, nor can they rescue you, because they are useless.  For the sake of his great name the Lord will not reject his people, because the Lord was pleased to make you his own.” (12:20-22) Samuel tells the people to not be afraid.  He just laid on a really big rebuke, but he still had a heart for the people and he knows that God does too.  Samuel tells them that the Lord will not reject his people and that he was pleased to make them his own.  That’s a beautiful statement.  God loves his people, no matter what they do.  He loved them like a Father loves his children.  Children can be infuriating and irritating, but that doesn’t diminish the love that a father has for them.  God continues to give his people an opportunity to come back to him and live according to his ways.

Think about that.  We might be lost and broken and have wandered so far away from him, but because of Jesus our mediator, we can come back to his open arms.  Our God is gracious beyond all imagination and rejoices when one sinner repents and turns back to him.  That is the kind of God we have.  That is the nature of our High King.  We don’t have to be fearful, thinking that there is no way that we can be forgiven.  If you look at the history of Israel, the turned from God over and over again before this point and they continue to do so after this even.  A thousand years after Gilgal, God sends Jesus to draw people back to him, but still they disobey, and even now God is patient with his people waiting for them to come back to him.  I cannot stress how patient and gracious God is.

For all that love and grace, the Lord’s patience does have an end, so we can’t take God for granted.  Through Samuel, God warns the Israelites that if they continue to disobey, they would face the consequences.  “Yet if you persist in doing evil, both you and your king will be swept away.” (12:25) God doesn’t tell the Israelites when this would happen or how many chances they would have, but we know that there are two occasions, after which there are no more chances to return to God: death and once Jesus returns and judgment begins.  Unfortunately we don’t know when either of those will happen.  We might think that we have plenty of time to come to God, but sometimes death is sudden.  Just this past week the high winds toppled a tower and a student that was taking photographs was killed, and a woman was impaled by a piece of flying debris that came through her car’s windshield.  Both these events illustrate the uncertainty of how long we have.  We don’t have eternity to honor the High King and neither did Israel.

Samuel pleads with Israel and her king over again to obey God.  “But be sure to fear the Lord and serve him faithfully with all your heart; consider what great things he has done for you.” (12:24) Samuel tells Israel to fear the Lord and serve him faithfully with all their heart.  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Proverbs 9:10).  When we have awesome respect for who God is and what he already has done, then we can see that he is the High King.  God created the heavens and the earth and is sovereign over everything.  That makes him the High King.  No matter what we think, we are subject to his laws and we have to serve God faithfully with all our heart.  God has given us our lives, but we don’t have the option of doing what we want with them.  There is still a High King over us and we need to acknowledge that fact before time runs out, but thank God that he does give us many opportunities to come back to him.
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