
Partial Obedience

1 Samuel 13:1-15:35

Key Verse: 15:22

“But Samuel replied: “Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.”
Chapter 13 starts out giving us a time frame of when these events took place. “Saul was thirty years old when he became king and he reigned over Israel forty two years.” (v13:1) Saul was in the prime of his life, 30 years old and already a king. After the victory over that eye stealing thug Nahash and reaffirming Saul as king, Saul creates a standing army of 3K men, 2K under his command and 1K under his son Jonathan’s. The remaining 327K he sends back to their homes to be on call incase he needs them in the future. Having an army is a good idea because Israel has never had an official army before so their desire to be like other nations seems like it was a pretty good move. 
However the time of peace does not last long when Jonathan suddenly attacks the Philistine outpost at Geba. (v3) I am not sure if Jonathan acted on his own or under the command of Saul but Saul takes it as his own and has trumpets blown throughout the whole nation of Israel announcing their attack and summoning them to join him at Gilgal. Now this summoning at Gilgal had some special significance. This was the moment that Samuel was referring to when he first met Saul back in chapter 10. After providing Saul with three supernatural confirmations of his anointing, Samuel commanded Saul: “Once these signs are fulfilled, do whatever your hand finds to do, for God is with you.  8 “Go down ahead of me to Gilgal. I will surely come down to you to sacrifice burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, but you must wait seven days until I come to you and tell you what you are to do.” (v10:7-8) This was going to be Saul’s first test to see if he would obey the Lord or not. 
As Saul and his army stayed at Gilgal, the Philistines assembled to fight them. But the Philistines had a much better turn out than Israel. Look at verse 5. Three thousand chariots with six thousand riders and soldiers like the sand on the beach gathered in front of Israel. The Philistines had as many chariots as Israel had soldiers. In today’s equivalent that would like 3K soldiers armed with rakes and snow shovels going up against 3K tanks plus a huge army. Needless to say, they were heavily out numbered. When Saul’s army saw the size of the Philistine army, they ran away as fast as they could some even hid in giant water jars. (v6) Saul tried to obey what he was told. He waited at Gilgal for seven days, which was the time that Samuel said, but Samuel didn’t show up and Saul’s army was shaking with fear and all his men were scattering until only about 600 were left. There is something to note here, sometimes when we follow God and try to obey Him, we may find ourselves in a more difficult situation than if we hadn’t obeyed Him in the first place. That’s what we find happening here with Saul. It seems that when Saul tries to obey God, everything begins to fall apart. This is what it might look like from the outside. But this was God’s way of testing Saul. How do we know where we stand unless we face a really tough test? 

The reality is, that God does test his people with severe trials. But he does not test us beyond our limit (1 Cor 10:12-13) but gives grace to those who trust in his deliverance. Moses learned to trust the Lord with his back to the Red Sea. Which God parted at the last moment to save his people and destroy the Egyptian army. Likewise, Saul would need to trust the Lord in this difficult situation so as to see God’s salvation.
In the end, this test was too difficult for Saul. He gives in to his fear and impatience and decides to perform the burnt offering himself instead of waiting for Samuel. In some ways we can sympathize with him, the enemy he had provoked was drawing near, it was much bigger than he anticipated, his own army was melting away, and he was stuck waiting for Samuel to come and offer the sacrifice so that he could be sure of God’s favor. What would you do if you were in his shoes? Before we criticize him too much are you sure that you would do better? I’m not so sure. 

What’s sad is, how often God’s people fail when just a little more obedience would have won the victory. In Saul’s case, he broke down and offered the sacrifice just as Samuel was walking up. Verses 10-11 say, “Just as he finished making the offering, Samuel arrived, and Saul went out to greet him. 11 “What have you done?” asked Samuel.” Samuel’s voice kind of reminds me of God’s when he confronted Adam in the Garden of Eden. And like Adam with his fig leaves, Saul tries to cover up his disobedience saying, “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, 12 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.” (v11-12) At first Saul sounds sincere as if he is seeking the Lord’s favor but in reality what we see is a pattern that begins to emerge from Saul where he pushes the blame of his sin off to other people. There is no sense of repentance or acknowledgement of doing anything wrong. Is Saul self serving or oblivious? According to Samuel’s response what Saul did was intentional and he would be held accountable for it. Look at verses 13-14. “You have done a foolish thing,” 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. 14 But now your kingdom will not endure; the LORD has sought out a man after his own heart and appointed him ruler of his people, because you have not kept the LORD’s command.” According to Samuel, had Saul obeyed and passed God’s test, then his kingdom would have been embraced by the Lord and established forever. However since Saul failed to obey God’s Word, his kingdom would not continue. This was the beginning of the Lord’s rejection of Saul.

Why would God reject Saul over this? Was it because Saul offered the sacrifice that only priests could offer? Not exactly, because other kings would offer sacrifices and Samuel wasn’t a priest either and he offered sacrifices. The answer is simple; God rejected Saul because he wouldn’t listen to God and follow his instructions. In other words, Saul served God the way he wanted to serve God, NOT the way God wanted to be served. Samuel said that God was seeking “a man after His own heart,” what that means is that God desired a king whose heart was wholeheartedly committed to him in faith. Saul’s disobedience revealed a problem regarding his heart, it wasn’t committed fully to the Lord. Israel wanted to be “like other nations,” now they had a king who was becoming a king like kings of other nations. 
After his rebuke, there is no response from Saul, he just leaves Samuel and goes and counts his men. It is as if his heart had gone cold. After this, Saul begins to make foolish decisions. The next chapter shows a contrast of character between Saul and his son Jonathan. In a short time we’ve already gotten to know Saul pretty well, but Jonathan is new to the scene. He is not one of the primary people in 1 Samuel, but he plays an important role in so many different situations that we get to know him pretty good as well. And what we find is that Jonathan never displays any weaknesses and he always acts with bold faith and devotion to the Lord and his servants. We know that Jonathan must have been a sinner, yet in his biblical portrayal we see a shining model of a godly man, faithful friend, and devoted servant of the Lord. Jonathan stands in stark contrast to his father. 
In the beginning of chapter 14 we find that Saul is cornered on the outskirts of his capital with a mere six hundred soldiers who lack even basic weaponry like swords or spears. Facing an enemy that is vastly superior in both numbers and armament, Saul and his followers appear so dispirited that they fail even to post proper guards as Jonathan slips away unnoticed. Not only that, we find that Saul has replaced the godly counsel of Samuel with the disgraced and cursed counsel of the descendants of Eli. Spiritually Saul has lost his way and he begins to set up a false appearance of credibility. Saul takes no military initiative and just sits under a pomegranate tree, as I imagine him sipping tea. 

Here we see a contrast: while Saul sits, Jonathan acts. While Saul’s inactivity inspires no help from the Lord, Jonathan’s faith-driven initiative receives God’s mighty blessing. Here we see that faith leads to action, on the other hand a lack of faith leads to no action. In an impossible situation, Jonathan does the unthinkable. He goes out with only his amour bearer and attacks the massive enemy. His act is insane, it’s suicide, it’s stupid. However behind Jonathan’s daring actions was the simple conviction of his faith. Take a look at verse 6. “Come, let’s go over to the outpost of those uncircumcised men. Perhaps the LORD will act in our behalf. Nothing can hinder the LORD from saving, whether by many or by few.” In other words, Jonathan realized that salvation is not a matter of our situation, but by God’s grace and power alone. If the Lord would be pleased to use Jonathan to gain a victory for Israel, then it did not really matter what forces were arrayed against him or how many men he had or even the difficulty of the terrain. His faith did not rely on favorable circumstances but on God and his power.
I’m sure that Jonathan is aware of how demoralized the army was so he set out to see if the Lord could use him to change the situation. Who knows, maybe God would use him, maybe not, but at least he was willing to try. This is the kind of daring initiative and faith that is so needed in our world today. Jonathan combined personal initiative with trustful hope in the Lord’s blessing as he sought to advance the cause of the Lord and his people. The easy thing to do is to act like Saul sitting under a tree doing nothing trying to look spiritual. It is better for us to do something in faith like Jonathan, acknowledging the possibility, even the certainty, of failure if the Lord doesn’t help but having the courage to trust that God will bless you when you act boldly doing anything for Him. Through Jonathan we see that we usually don’t have the answers to prayers before we act in faith. All we truly need is a faith that believes that our God is able to triumph whether by many or by few. Jonathan’s armor bearer is a great encouragement telling him that he is with him “heart and soul.” This enables him to carry out his plan. At this point Jonathan doesn’t know what God wants him to do. So he comes up with a clever way to find out God’s desire. Look at 8-10. Jonathan’s plan is to show himself to the Philistines and depending upon how they respond he would know God’s will. If the Philistines say, “wait there” Jonathan would know that God doesn’t want him to fight them, however if they say, “Come up,” then he would know that God wants him to fight them and would defeat them. Jonathan doesn’t take the easy route as he chooses the more difficult way as God’s will. That takes faith. And what happens next, is like a scene out of the latest Mission Impossible movie.  When Jonathan shows himself to them, the Philistines offer to teach him a lesson up there. Now he has to follow through depending upon God and climb up this cliff whose name means “slippery” and fight these guys after he get to the top. Without hesitation heads up the cliff with the confidence that he is following God’s will and that the Lord is with him and would give him victory. Jonathan’s faith and courage is amazing. And before long, there were twenty men who would never teach a Israelite another “lesson.” To confirm God’s presence, He throws the whole Philistine army into a panic, and for dramatic effect, He adds an earthquake which send them into a terrible panic as the footnote says. 
Here we see another contrast between Saul and Jonathan. Saul remembers the trouble he got into when he didn’t follow the proper procedures in dealing with the Lord. He knew that Israel was not to go into battle if it wasn’t God’s will so he asks the priest to bring the ark of God there. So far so good, but the problem occurs when Saul sees the enemy’s army melting away and waiting for the ark is taking too long. We can almost picture Saul pacing back and forth until he impatiently couldn’t wait any longer and tells the priest to stop what he’s doing as Saul decides that waiting for the Lord might jeopardize his military advantage. Saul’s decision rests upon his own insight rather than dependence upon God and a commitment to obey him. The section ends in verse 23 saying, “So the Lord rescued Israel that day…,” but it all started with a young man’s faith in God. If Saul was near thirties, Jonathan had to be young, maybe David, Barnabas or Brian’s age this fact gives glory to God all the more. 
After this we find Saul making poor decision after poor decision. When the army should have been celebrating after a great victory verse 24 reveals that they were in distress because of Saul for he commands them not to eat until he has avenged himself. Everything seems to be going to Saul’s head and it’s all about him. He has forgotten completely about God. He even steals Jonathan’s victory for himself and makes a silly curse to defend his “honor,” or what’s left of it. Because of his selfishness Saul causes the men to sin against God by not allowing them to eat until they are so hungry that they can’t wait any longer and they eat meat with the blood still in it. Another poor decision Saul makes is that he was willing to kill his own son over the honey incident, instead of admitting that he was wrong. And chapter 14 ends on a solemn note saying that “All the days of Saul, there was bitter war with the Philistines.” This stands in contrast to Samuel’s time where God’s hand was against the enemies of Israel. (v7:13-14)
Finally we get to the climax of our story in chapter 15. God gives Saul one final test. This was like his final exam and it was pass or fail. God prompts Samuel to give him this message take a look at 15:2-3. “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. 3 Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy all that belongs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.” When you first hear God’s command it sounds difficult, committing genocide and killing babies. Some people these days say that they don’t want to follow a god who commanded his people to do this. What these people fail to realize is the history behind the Amalekites. They were descendents of Esau  (Gen 36:12) and without provocation, attacked Israel killing innocent people as well as doing other evil things without any fear of God. At that time God said that he would remember and repay them for the evil they had done. (Dt 25:17-19) It was kind of like carrying out a convicted criminal’s death sentence the guards have to do it even though they might not agree with it. One thing we know is that God is just and He is patient, look at how many chances he gives Saul. So he had his reasons to ask Saul to carry out this command. 
So what does Saul do, he destroys everything except the Amalekite king Agag and the best of the sheep, cattle, fat calves and everything that was good. (v15:9) Why didn’t he carry out God’s command, because he was unwilling to get rid of the good stuff. This was a direct disobedience of God’s command and God was grieved that He had made Saul king, because Saul had turned away from God and didn’t carry out His instructions. Samuel was troubled, and he cried out to the LORD all that night. (v15:11) In the morning when Samuel goes to confront Saul he finds out that Saul has gone to another town to set up a monument in his own honor. Saul has finally gone off the deep end. And when the two meet Saul greets Samuel, “The Lord bless you! I have carried out the Lord’s instructions.” (v15:13) And Samuel responds, “Well then why do I hear sheep?” Again Saul puts the blame on the soldiers denying any responsibility even though the soldiers were under his command. Also he refers to God as “the Lord your God,” showing that he doesn’t have a personal relationship with the Lord. 
Samuel gives Saul one final chance to repent and asks in verse 19, “Why did you not obey the Lord? Why did you pounce on the plunder and do evil in the eyes of the Lord?” Saul skips this opportunity and reveals what a fool he has become saying, “But I did obey the LORD,” Saul said. “I went on the mission the LORD assigned me. I completely destroyed the Amalekites and brought back Agag their king. 21 The soldiers took sheep and cattle from the plunder, the best of what was devoted to God, in order to sacrifice them to the LORD your God at Gilgal.” (v15:20-21) Let’s read Samuel’s response together in verses 22-23. “But Samuel replied: “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. 23 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.”
In verse 23 when Samuel says, “For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry” basically he was saying is that Saul’s actions were as if he was worshiping other gods. Saul had dethroned God from his heart. The Lord was seeking a man after God’s heart but Saul wasn’t interested, he was going after his own desires. Our God doesn’t want big shows or fancy productions; all He wants is for us to obey him. That’s all. That’s why we see Samuel stressing the fact over and over again “with all your heart” because that is what our God desires, all our heart – not just part of it. Saul had partial obedience which is really no obedience at all. What God is seeking are those who truly love him. And the practical way we reveal our love for God is through our obedience. How else can we really show it? Jesus said, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me.” (Jn 14:21) Jonathan stands as a contrast to Saul as one who sought out what God wanted and then obeyed it even if it sounded crazy or was hard to follow, still he did it. But there is one who stands in ultimate contrast with Saul, the true king of God’s people, the righteous Lord Jesus Christ. When Jesus presented himself to God at the end of his earthly ministry, he could give a report very different from king Saul’s. Jesus prayed to the Father, “I have glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work that you gave me to do.” (Jn. 17:4) Perfect obedience was the memorial that Jesus erected to God. This is why God accepted Jesus on behalf of those who trust in him. For Jesus, to obey really was better than sacrifice – this is why Jesus didn’t need anyone to die for him, rather it was his obedience that enabled him to die for us.
Often we think partial obedience is good enough. It’s like being in school and saying, “a B is good enough,” but we can’t go though life like this with minimum effort. God wants our whole heart, complete obedience. What does it mean to obey, it means finding out what God wants and doing it. For example when people cheat on their taxes, they say, “I’m paying taxes, just taking a few liberties with my exemptions,” they sound just like Saul, “I obeyed the Lord.” I’m not saying that we commit one act and we are condemned, but what we see is that a pattern forms in our life and just like with Saul one act of disobedience leads to another and another and another. So now I ask you, where do you stand? Are you obeying God fully or do you have partial obedience? 
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