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INTRODUCTION

Which is worse to lose all your earthly possessions, lose your health, your reputation and all 
things earthly, or to sin against God?  One of the repetitive features of the OT narratives is 
that no matter how serious the problems were the characters of the Bible were facing, you 
will find that God sees sin as more serious than any other catastrophe that can happen to 
us.  Sin is what brings the judgement of God upon us, sin is what makes God our enemy 
who is stronger than any earthly trouble we could face.  The story we have before us is a 
narrative that summarises Saul’s reign highlighting his sins.  The chapter outlines the 
tragedy of how Saul lost the kingdom for he and Jonathan who was looking so promising.  
We will track Saul’s loss of the kingdom by looking at the three main characters of this 
chapter, Jonathan, Saul and Samuel.

Jonathan

You will have noticed that our chapter begins in a very strange way, ‘v1, ‘Saul was ...  years 
old when he began to reign, and he reigned ... and two years over Israel.’  There are 
extreme translation difficulties here that the ESV has left ambiguous.  But let us move on to 
the situation.  We are told in verse 2 that Saul’s core army was divided into two with himself
leading two thousand and Jonathan leading one thousand.  So picture it.  The nation of 
Israel has recently recommitted to the Lord, Saul is securely king.  This section alerts us to 
some alarming realities.  In v3 we have our first peculiarity, ‘Jonathan defeated the garrison 
of the Philistines that was at Geba, and the Philistines heard of it. And Saul blew the trumpet
throughout all the land, saying, "Let the Hebrews hear."’  Geba is in the middle of the tribe 
of Benjamin’s territory, and although Saul has led a successful campaign against the 
Ammonite threat, the longstanding threat of the Philistines has gone unaddressed and it is 
Jonathan and not Saul that takes the lead.  We see that it is Jonathan who defeats the 
Philistines garrison.  Saul was anointed for the job is not doing his job, but Jonathan rises to
the task.  

This complacency with the strongholds of the enemy in the heart of his homeland is 
unfortunately in us all.  We all react to the extremely urgent as Saul did with Nahash, but 
what about those old familiar enemies who are happy to occupy your homeland and less 
violently control you.  Saul has failed to wage continual warfare and the Christian can grow 
complacent in their ongoing struggle against sin.

But in the providence of God, though Saul is neglectful God’s will to deliver His people does 
arise through another.  This reminds us of Esther 4:14, ‘For if you keep silent at this time, 
relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place, but you and your father's 
house will perish. And who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a 
time as this?"’  We are responsible to fulfil our duties but God is not dependent upon them 
in an ultimate sense to make His will come to pass.  



This act of initiative was like kicking a hornet’s nest.  We see that the Philistines took notice 
and responded.  Saul then kicks into gear and calls the nation of Israel together to fight, 
v3b-4, ‘And Saul blew the trumpet throughout all the land, saying, "Let the Hebrews hear." 4
And all Israel heard it said that Saul had defeated the garrison of the Philistines, and also 
that Israel had become a stench to the Philistines. And the people were called out to join 
Saul at Gilgal.’  Please notice the headline about who defeated the Philistines.  It appears 
that early on Saul is very concerned about his reputation, this will be a sin that will cause 
him to want to kill David.  Here we see it rearing its head in the form of stealing another’s 
glory.  Pretending that the success was due to his own actions, letting others believe a lie 
that he is braver and more active than he actually is.

The Philistines turn out in force, v5, ‘And the Philistines mustered to fight with Israel, thirty 
thousand chariots and six thousand horsemen and troops like the sand on the seashore in 
multitude. They came up and encamped in Michmash, to the east of Beth-aven.’  This show 
of force had the desired effect, and Israel who always have gone by sight withered in fear, 
v6-7, ‘When the men of Israel saw that they were in trouble (for the people were hard 
pressed), the people hid themselves in caves and in holes and in rocks and in tombs and in 
cisterns, 7 and some Hebrews crossed the fords of the Jordan to the land of Gad and Gilead.
Saul was still at Gilgal, and all the people followed him trembling.’  The people hid, fled, or 
trembled after Saul.  Here is the problem when your faith is built on what you see.  Saul 
looked the part of a good king because of his height and looks, but now the Philistines were 
looking the part of a very formidable enemy.  Instead of looking to the invisible God who is 
stronger than all they were taken in and fearful.  

Saul

Saul had called Israel to Gilgal, this is that spiritually significant place where Israel renewed 
their covenant, but instead of it inspiring and renewing faith the people took their eyes off of
God put them on the Philistines and turned tail.  Now this is a major test for Saul, the test 
for all leadership is to see whether the leader will crack like the rest or hold out.  The 
leaders courage must not buckle like the mob but inspire and lead the mob, in this instance 
the king of Israel ought to be an example in faith.  Saul makes an attempt and makes a 
beginning of obeying Samuel’s instruction to wait seven days until he comes.  V8, ‘He waited
seven days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel did not come to Gilgal, and the 
people were scattering from him.’  So Saul took matters into his own hands, v9, ‘So Saul 
said, "Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the peace offerings." And he offered the 
burnt offering.’  On the day Saul was first anointed king this instruction to wait seven days at
Gilgal for Samuel to make offerings was one of the first things he was ever told.  Saul is 
watching the people trickle away, and instead of seeing the situation like the whittling down 
of Gideon’s army his own fear and lack of faith is evident.  When Samuel came he would 
make offerings to God and pray in order to secure God’s blessing.  Saul thought that he 
needed God’s blessing now without waiting out the full time.  It is just then Samuel arrives 
and Saul tries to justify himself, v10-12, ‘As soon as he had finished offering the burnt 
offering, behold, Samuel came. And Saul went out to meet him and greet him. 11 Samuel 
said, "What have you done?" And Saul said, "When I saw that the people were scattering 
from me, and that you did not come within the days appointed, and that the Philistines had 
mustered at Michmash, 12 I said, 'Now the Philistines will come down against me at Gilgal, 
and I have not sought the favor of the LORD.' So I forced myself, and offered the burnt 
offering."’  This results in the pronouncement of the kingdom being removed from Saul.  
Let’s analyse this sin.



Do you think this sin merits Saul, even Jonathan losing the kingdom?  Don’t you think given 
the situation and the great danger they are facing that the action is more understandable, 
that one could claim extenuating circumstances?  Does this action of not waiting deserve the
taking away of the kingdom?  Let’s think on the sinfulness of Saul’s actions.

Firstly, although Saul did not violate a general command like one of the ten commandments,
he did break a commandment given expressly to him by a prophet.  This is not a case of 
him misunderstanding how a general principle might have applied in a certain situation.  He 
had been given specific and personal information about what to do.  He was told to wait.  
He had to wait for Samuel the prophet to make offerings for sin and to pray for God’s 
blessing.  All of these actions emphasize that the results are as a result of God’s grace in 
hearing sinners and God’s power.  Saul would not be seen to be powerful and in control of 
the situation, but merely another man who was dependent upon God and God would get the
glory.  
Secondly, there are no minor sins.  The Catholic church makes a distinction between venial 
and moral sins, and it is only moral sins that kill.  All sin is equally sinful and antithetical to 
the nature of God.  He hates sin as much in the unbeliever as His children.  The repetitive 
emphasis of the OT narratives are that sin is the central concern of God and His relationship 
to His people.  It was sin that originally killed mankind and drove him from the Garden.  Sin 
is what provokes the wrath of God to punish.  God is holy and sin is serious, and it is better 
to die painful torturous death than sin for God’s glory is always worth more than your 
comfort or life.  The bible is not portraying the picture of a God who is just picky and 
oversensitive when it comes to sin, but a God of infinite holiness who we only ever 
underestimate.  These consequences are to impress upon us the seriousness of sin.  And 
our desperate need for Christ who alone is our propitiation.    
Thirdly, notice the contagious nature of fear.  Fear like the flu is virulently contagious.  In 
group settings fear grips the human heart like an airborne virus.  Think of a battle line facing
a charging army, the men stand there nervously, your courage to stand lends strength to 
your neighbour, but as soon as you break, your neighbour falters and the line is routed and 
flees.  Much in our spiritual lives is caught from others, let me ask you, are you influencing 
others to fear or faith?  Are your eyes set on the invisible all powerful God and your actions 
following, or are your eyes on the charging enemy and on the personal losses you might 
suffer?  What is your influence upon your neighbour to stand strong and face a stronger 
enemy or flee?
Fourthly, notice how Saul dresses his sin up.  He uses excuses and blame.  Firstly, he points 
to the fact that people were leaving, v11.  Or rather that the people were scattering and he 
needed to do something.  He is implying that his actions were necessary, a necessary evil 
argument.  But also notice his accusations, ‘you did not come within the days appointed.’  I 
had no other choice and it was your fault.  Externally these arguments may seem compelling
but sin is always melodramatic and exaggerates to justify itself.  The blindness of doubt 
always prefers the pragmatic actions that guarantee results than waiting on God, the tunnel 
vision of doubt thinks in terms of never and always with no exceptions not allowing space 
for God.  So what if everyone leaves, so what if the Philistines attack Gilgal and you have a 
small army, so what if your timing expectations were not met.  There is never an excuse big 
enough to sin against God.  Try and finish this sentence, ‘I believe it is ok to sin against God 
when….’  Whatever you attempt to put at the end of that sentence is your God.  There is 
nothing that can sit in that place.  Sin is never justified.  
Fifthly, Saul offers partial obedience not full obedience and loses the kingdom.  Saul waited 
seven days, Saul made sure sacrifices were offered.  But Saul adjusted God’s command and 
put his own spin on it offering only partial obedience.  God rejects this form of obedience.
Sixthly, notice that Saul reveals his priorities.  Saul wants the blessing of God but not the will
of God.  He makes sacrifices to get the blessing, but he is not careful to insure that God’s 



will is done.  In this way he treats God as a lucky charm and not the holy God of scripture.  
This is what lies at the heart of all false religion.  We do something to secure our won wills, 
but we do not do God’s will.  Our religious activity is done in the pursuit of getting our own 
way not as a way to please God.  

Samuel

V13, ‘And Samuel said to Saul, "You have done foolishly. You have not kept the command of 
the LORD your God, with which he commanded you. For then the LORD would have 
established your kingdom over Israel forever.’  When the bible talks about foolishness, there 
are two types of fools in Proverbs.  Firstly there is the uninstructed, the young, the naïve, 
the inexperienced who are unthinking.  These are those who blunder into situations because
they did not take pains to educate themselves in the truth and cause damage everywhere 
they go.  Secondly, there is the fool who rejects God, who knows the good and rejects it, 
who refuses to walk in it.  This is the foolishness that Saul is accused of, the foolishness of 
insolence and rebellion.  Wisdom begins with a fear of the Lord, godly fear acts as if the God
of the Bible in all of His infinite glory is real and acts appropriately.  Foolishness is to act as if
the holy God of scripture is a myth and indulge in self-made religion superstitiously and 
pragmatically.  

Here are the consequences, v14, ‘But now your kingdom shall not continue. The LORD has 
sought out a man after his own heart, and the LORD has commanded him to be prince over 
his people, because you have not kept what the LORD commanded you."’  Israel’s choice 
has failed, the arm of the flesh has failed.  And so God promises to raise up another king, a 
better king.  Samuel is prophesying about David, but we need to remember that David too 
will fail and God in His mercy will finally send Christ to save us from our sins.  Christ is the 
only one who will obey God perfectly, who will rule us perfectly, who will live and die for us, 
to remove the guilt of our sins and will crush all of our enemies and secure a perfect eternal 
kingdom for us.  Just as Adam and Eve lost Eden and were cursed but God mixed grace into
the judgement in pointing forward to a final deliverer, Samuel is doing the same here with 
Saul.  

V15, ‘And Samuel arose and went up from Gilgal. The rest of the people went up after Saul 
to meet the army; they went up from Gilgal to Gibeah of Benjamin.’  The second 
consequence is scary too, Samuel leaves.  In other words, the word of God departs.  Saul 
did not want God’s word and did his own thing, he now gets what he wants, no prophet.  
This absence of God’s word is a curse and a judgement.

The chapter ends with the great start of Jonathan against the Philistines turning into their 
advantage because of Saul’s sin.  Saul and 600 hole themselves up in Gibeah while the 
Philistines, uncontested raid the land removing blacksmith’s so that Israel has no weapons.  
Obedience is better than sacrifice.  
     
    
 

     
 


