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Text
Then Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh-gilead, and all the

men of Jabesh said to Nahash, “Make a treaty with us, and we will serve you.” 2

But Nahash the Ammonite said to them, “On this condition I will make a treaty
with you, that I gouge out all your right eyes, and thus bring disgrace on all
Israel.” 3 The elders of Jabesh said to him, “Give us seven days’ respite that we
may send messengers through all the territory of Israel. Then, if there is no one to
save us, we will give ourselves up to you.” 4 When the messengers came to
Gibeah of Saul, they reported the matter in the ears of the people, and all the
people wept aloud.

5 Now, behold, Saul was coming from the field behind the oxen. And Saul said,
“What is wrong with the people, that they are weeping?” So they told him the
news of the men of Jabesh. 6 And the Spirit of God rushed upon Saul when he
heard these words, and his anger was greatly kindled. 7 He took a yoke of oxen
and cut them in pieces and sent them throughout all the territory of Israel by the
hand of the messengers, saying, “Whoever does not come out after Saul and
Samuel, so shall it be done to his oxen!” Then the dread of the Lord fell upon the
people, and they came out as one man. 8 When he mustered them at Bezek, the
people of Israel were three hundred thousand, and the men of Judah thirty
thousand. 9 And they said to the messengers who had come, “Thus shall you say
to the men of Jabesh-gilead: ‘Tomorrow, by the time the sun is hot, you shall have
salvation.’ ” When the messengers came and told the men of Jabesh, they were
glad. 10 Therefore the men of Jabesh said, “Tomorrow we will give ourselves up to
you, and you may do to us whatever seems good to you.” 11 And the next day Saul
put the people in three companies. And they came into the midst of the camp in
the morning watch and struck down the Ammonites until the heat of the day. And
those who survived were scattered, so that no two of them were left together.

12 Then the people said to Samuel, “Who is it that said, ‘Shall Saul reign over
us?’ Bring the men, that we may put them to death.” 13 But Saul said, “Not a man
shall be put to death this day, for today the Lord has worked salvation in Israel.” 14

Then Samuel said to the people, “Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew the
kingdom.” 15 So all the people went to Gilgal, and there they made Saul king
before the Lord in Gilgal. There they sacrificed peace offerings before the Lord,
and there Saul and all the men of Israel rejoiced greatly.
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Introduction
No president in American history inherited as perilous a situation as Abraham Lincoln.

In response to his election to the presidency, and his opposition to expanding slavery to
new territories, six states had secceded from the union prior to Lincoln taking the oath of
office. Once he became president in March of1861, it took less than six weeks for the
Battle of Fort Sumter and the beginning of the Civil War.

When we read about Israel and the Promised Land in the Bible, I think we have a
tendency to imagine Israel as one unified state.

But Israel was composed of 12 tribes who had their own territories within the Promised
Land.

Kind of like a United States of Israel.

The tribes did not always get along with each other. For instance, the territory of
Benjamin fought a civil war of their own at the end of the Book of Judges. In that war,
the rest of Israel went to war with Benjamin. Thousands of Israelites died.

Later in Israel’s history, that same Benjaminite territory would be the birthplace of King
Saul.

We’ll have more on that later.

Similar to America, there were also divisions in Israel among the northern and southern
tribes. Saul was the first king, followed by David, followed by Solomon. By the end of
Solomon’s reign, Israel was a divided kingdom between the north and south and never
reunited.

But in First Samuel, the even bigger threat to the flourishing of Israel were the
surrounding nations. The most prominent foe of the Israelites were the Philistines. In 1
Samuel 4, the Israelites had lost to them in battle and the Philistines actually
confiscated the Ark of the Covenant from the Tabernacle.

Eventually the Ark was given back but the Israelites but the Philistines remained hated
enemies. One of the reasons why the Israelites had wanted a king was to have
someone to lead them to victory over the Philistines.

Now at the end of chapter 10, where we were last week, Saul became king of Israel.
And it was a fairly underwhelming begin to his reign. We don’t see any royal action or
speech.
Chapter 10 ends.
And then Chapter 11 abruptly changes to a new scene.



Then Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh-gilead, and all the men
of Jabesh said to Nahash, “Make a treaty with us, and we will serve you.”

So instead of the Philistines, the Israelites come under threat from another surrounding
nation. The Ammonites. It’s another reminder of how weak Israel was at the beginning
of Saul’s reign1. They have foes on multiple borders.

And so in this passage, we see Saul’s first test as king of Israel. And it’s also the high
point of his reign. But ti’s not primarily a passage about Saul or a battle. It’s a passage
about God’s faithfulness.
With that, we’ll jump into our passage this morning and we’ll be looking at three scenes
today.

First scene - Israel under threat
Let’s look at verse 1 again:

Then Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh-gilead, and all the men
of Jabesh said to Nahash, “Make a treaty with us, and we will serve you.”

The name Nahash in Hebrew actually means serpent. It’s the same word that’s used in
Genesis for the serpent in Eden.

And he’s an Ammonite.

The Ammonites were cousins to the Israelites. Their genealogy is traced back to
Abraham’s nephew Lot having an incestuous relationship with his daughter.

Genesis 19:36-38:

36 Thus both the daughters of Lot became pregnant by their father. 37 The firstborn
bore a son and called his name Moab. He is the father of the Moabites to this day.
38 The younger also bore a son and called his name Ben-ammi. He is the father of
the Ammonites to this day.

And the Ammonites lay siege on a city called Jabesh-Gilead which was in eastern
Israel.

And the citizens beg for mercy when they say: “Make a treaty with us, and we will
serve you.”

In exchange for their lives to be spared, they’d rather make a treaty which would
effectively make them vassals to the Ammonites.

1 David F. Payne, “1 and 2 Samuel,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th ed.
(Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 307.
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Now, on the one hand, their response is understandable. If you were facing
overwhelming might, wouldn’t you be tempted to do whatever you could do to preserve
life and limb? To protect your family? To keep your home?

I think most people want to take the path of least resistance and avoid pain for
themselves and their families.

It’s a very challenging situation.

But the problem is that the Israelites are overlooking their covenant with God2. They are
a chosen people who are set apart. It is the Lord who has given them this Promised
Land. They have a covenant with God. And it is the Lord who is meant to be the
protector of Israel.

Israel doesn’t need to cut a deal. What they need to do is to trust the Lord.

To look at a couple of Old Testament passages where this idea is expressed.

Exodus 23:22 says:

   if you carefully obey his voice and do all that I say, then I will be an enemy to
your enemies and an adversary to your adversaries.

We also see this in Deuteronomy 20:1-4:

When you go out to war against your enemies, and see horses and chariots and
an army larger than your own, you shall not be afraid of them, for the Lord your
God is with you, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt. 2 And when you
draw near to the battle, the priest shall come forward and speak to the people 3

and shall say to them, ‘Hear, O Israel, today you are drawing near for battle
against your enemies: let not your heart faint. Do not fear or panic or be in dread
of them, 4 for the Lord your God is he who goes with you to fight for you against
your enemies, to give you the victory

Gospel
Where are the places in our lives where we forget about God’s promises?

I’ll start with the most significant.

I think for a lot of Christians, we forget that we’re forgiven because of the gospel.

2 John L. Mackay, “1-2 Samuel,” in 1 Samuel–2 Chronicles, ed. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Jay
Sklar, vol. III, ESV Expository Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019), 126.
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Sometimes we mess up. Sometimes we have an area where we’re really struggling and
feel like we’re constantly going two steps forward, and one step back. And we sin, and
there can be this shame. And if it’s something really bad, we can feel so down about
ourselves.

Sometimes when we sin, we can try to atone for our own sin or resort to works or other
actions we’re doing to try to make ourselves feel like we’re right with God.

You can’t do it.

Yes we should repent and turn from our sins.

But we can’t atone for our sins. We can’t do something good to cancel out our sin.

But the good news is the gospel.

Ephesians 2:8-9 says:

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing;
it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.

We don’t have to wallow in shame and despair. We don’t have to go through life feeling
like God doesn’t love us every time we don’t get it right.

I think we can forget that sometimes. We are not our own saviors. Jesus is and he did it
perfectly.

And the promise we so often forget is that God is gracious. Not only is God gracious but
the only way to be forgiven by God is through his grace.

We aren’t given two options. It’s not that we can try to earn God or we can take the
option of grace.

The first option is not an option because we can’t earn God because we can’t be good
enough if we try.

Again, I’m not saying our sin doesn’t matter. We should be working to kill sin in our lives.
But it’s not so that God can love you. But so you can live a life to God’s glory, so you
can serve him and love him more fully, so you can experience joy without being
encumbered by sin, and so that you can live a more fulfilled life in living in accordance
with the wisdom of God.

The people in Jabesh-Gilead either forgot or didn’t fully trust God’s faithfulness to them
as his people. And I think we can also be guilty of that sometimes.

And so the Israelites try to make a deal with these pagan Ammonites.



And then the king gives them an absolutely absurd condition.

Verse 2:

But Nahash the Ammonite said to them, “On this condition I will make a treaty
with you, that I gouge out all your right eyes, and thus bring disgrace on all
Israel.”

Gouge out the right eye of all of the male inhabitants of that city.

There are two reasons why Nahash would make such a demand. From the text, it says
that it would bring disgrace upon them. I think that’s pretty obvious. A way to shame and
humiliate the people by half-blinding the nation and also the pain which that would
involve.

A second reason is also likely for such a request. If they just gouged out one eye, they
could still farm and therefore serve the Ammonite conquers. But it would make it much
harder for them to have any type of military resistance. It would affect depth perception.

Most people are right handed and so to have to carry a sword in your right hand when
you couldn’t see in your right eye would also cause problems. Carrying a shield with the
left hand could also potentially obstruct the view in the left eye, especially when
marching in formations as was common in ancient warfare3.

So there is strategy behind this, but given that Nahash wanted to bring disgrace upon
Israel, we also see hatred and vengeance as motivations for why he wanted to defeat
them.

Back in our passage. Verse 3, we see a request from the Israelites in Jabesh:

3 The elders of Jabesh said to him, “Give us seven days’ respite that we may send
messengers through all the territory of Israel. Then, if there is no one to save us,
we will give ourselves up to you.”

They ask for a reprieve of seven days. They want to see if they have any options.

It’s obvious from the context of the passage that the Ammonite king agrees because
messengers get sent out in the following verse.

Perhaps he’s overconfident or assumes that the Israelites couldn’t possibly mobilize a
force in seven days.

3 Richard D. Phillips, 1 Samuel, ed. Philip Graham Ryken and Richard D. Phillips, Duguid Iain M., 1st ed., Reformed
Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2012), 171.
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Now I’ve spent a decent amount of time setting the scene.

I’m going to pick up the pace for the rest of this passage.

We’ve seen Israel’s situation as they come under threat.

But as I said in the beginning, this is ultimately a passage about the Lord protecting his
people.

We come to a second scene.

Second scene - Saul responds
So the Israelites asked for a seven day reprieve.

They send out messengers.

Verse 4:

4 When the messengers came to Gibeah of Saul, they reported the matter in the
ears of the people, and all the people wept aloud.

We don’t know how many messengers are sent or how wide ranging these messengers
were sent throughout Israel.

But some messengers had made their way to Gibeah, the hometown of Saul, Israel’s
new king.

I don’t want to bog us down in a lot of geographical details, but there is one point worth
making that helps us understand the connection between Saul’s hometown of Gibeah
within the Benjaminite territory and Jabesh-Gilead which was the city under Ammonite
siege.

This will take 30 seconds.

As I keep mentioning, Saul was a Benjaminite and so he lived in the Benjaminite
territory.

I mentioned in the beginning that the Benjaminites had fought a war against other
Israelite tribes.

One area that did not participate in this war were the soldiers from Jabesh-Gilead4.

4 D. A. Carson, ed., NIV Biblical Theology Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2018), 460.
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So Jabesh-Gilead is under attack in today’s passage. They go to a place that they had
previously spared and ask for help.

So you have some good historical relations between these two cities.

And that place just “happens to be” the home of the new king.

I say “happens to be” in quotes because it wasn’t just some random coincidence. Once
again in this passage, we continue to see this theme in Samuel of the providence of
God.

And I want to reiterate the point I keep making. That this passage is about God’s
faithfulness. Here, we see it through his providential actions.

Verse 5:

5 Now, behold, Saul was coming from the field behind the oxen. And Saul said,
“What is wrong with the people, that they are weeping?” So they told him the
news of the men of Jabesh.

So it just happens to be these two cities who had this warm relationship with each other,
and it just happens to be the hometown of Saul, and now Saul just happens to pass by5.

People are weeping. We’re not sure if the messengers even know that there’s a king, or
know that they’re in his hometown.

He’s just coming by with his livestock.

We continue to see God’s divine initiative in verse 6.

6 And the Spirit of God rushed upon Saul when he heard these words, and his
anger was greatly kindled.
So we’ve seen the providence of God, now we see the equipping from God.

The Spirit rushed upon Saul.
This is something that we also see in the Book of Judges where the judges are
endowed by the divine Spirit in times of crisis and then act.

The same thing happens to Saul and he goes to work.

Verse 7:

5 Joyce G. Baldwin, 1 and 2 Samuel: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 8, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 104.
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7 He took a yoke of oxen and cut them in pieces and sent them throughout all
the territory of Israel by the hand of the messengers, saying, “Whoever does not
come out after Saul and Samuel, so shall it be done to his oxen!” Then the dread
of the Lord fell upon the people, and they came out as one man.
If nothing else, Saul is a showman.

Pretty gruesome.

Cutting up the oxen alludes back to events in Judges but it is also giving a stern warning
to his people that they’re being called upon by their king to serve.

The verse ends with they came out as one man.

Saul’s action had its intended effect. And for one of the few times in the history of
Ancient Israel, the people are united.

We come to our third scene and we see Israel’s victory.

Third scene - Israel defeats the Ammonites
They’re able to assemble a large army.

Verse 8:

8 When he mustered them at Bezek, the people of Israel were three hundred
thousand, and the men of Judah thirty thousand.

Numbers can always be a little bit difficult in the Bible. Especially in the Old Testament.
In English, our word for thousand always refers to a numerical value. The Hebrew word
translated thousand can mean more than one thing. So it’s possible that it’s 300
thousand. It’s also possible it’s 300 military units, but not necessarily 300 thousand
men6.

It’s a large group in any event.
Also noteworthy that you have a split between Israel and Judah - north and south - just
two generations later and even here, it’s listing the military numbers for these primary
regions of the kingdom separately.

The news of this army is shared with the besieged city of Jabesh-Gilead.

Verse 9:

6 Richard D. Phillips, 1 Samuel, ed. Philip Graham Ryken and Richard D. Phillips, Duguid Iain M., 1st ed., Reformed
Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2012), 175.
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9 And they said to the messengers who had come, “Thus shall you say to the
men of Jabesh-gilead: ‘Tomorrow, by the time the sun is hot, you shall have
salvation.’ ” When the messengers came and told the men of Jabesh, they were
glad.

And so they give their response to the Ammonite king:

10 Therefore the men of Jabesh said, “Tomorrow we will give ourselves up to
you, and you may do to us whatever seems good to you.”

In the Hebrew, their wording is actually a little bit cryptic.

The ESV translates it as we will give ourselves up to you.

The ESV commentary on 1 Samuel says that more literally, what they’re saying is we
will come out to you.

Which has a double meaning where the Ammonites could think they were coming out to
surrender, but in reality they would be coming out to do battle7.

Verse 11, the battle is recorded.

11 And the next day Saul put the people in three companies. And they came into
the midst of the camp in the morning watch and struck down the Ammonites until
the heat of the day. And those who survived were scattered, so that no two of
them were left together.

Again, it’s a passage where a battle happens but it’s not really a passage about the
battle itself. It gets summarized in one verse.

Saul divided his men and they surrounded the Ammonites and so we see some skill in
planning on the part of Saul.

The Israelites have a decisive victory. No two of them were left together.

The Ammonites are decimated.

More attention is actually given to the aftermath of the victory than to the battle itself.

To explain the end of this chapter, we need to remember the end of our passage from
last week and I didn’t talk a ton about this verse at the time.

7 John L. Mackay, “1-2 Samuel,” in 1 Samuel–2 Chronicles, ed. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr.,
and Jay Sklar, vol. III, ESV Expository Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019), 128.
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But after Saul becomes king, he returns to his home and chapter 10 ends by mentioning
that there were some who were enthusiastic about the new king, and there were some
who were not.

Chapter 10, verses 26-27:

26 Saul also went to his home at Gibeah, and with him went men of valor whose
hearts God had touched. 27 But some worthless fellows said, “How can this man
save us?” And they despised him and brought him no present. But he held his
peace.

After the victory, people wanted to round up those detractors who had been less
enthusiastic about Saul and see them executed.

Back in chapter 11, verse 12:

12 Then the people said to Samuel, “Who is it that said, ‘Shall Saul reign over
us?’ Bring the men, that we may put them to death.”

But we see grace from Saul.

Verse 13:

13 But Saul said, “Not a man shall be put to death this day, for today the Lord has
worked salvation in Israel.”

As I said in the beginning of our time, this is the high point of the reign of Saul.

For a brief moment, Israel has the king they wanted.

Saul could have been vengeful to his detractors but chose grace instead. He could have
hogged the glory but he gives the credit where it’s due when he says that it was the
Lord who has worked salvation in Israel.

All is well in Israel.

There is a celebration.

It’s like when a team brings in a new coach or a new general manager and it takes them
a few years to built up and then it culminates in a championship. The Cubs winning the
World Series in 2016 comes to mind. All that time without winning a World Series and
then they get the right people on staff and on the roster and they get there.

14 Then Samuel said to the people, “Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew
the kingdom.” 15 So all the people went to Gilgal, and there they made Saul king



before the Lord in Gilgal. There they sacrificed peace offerings before the Lord,
and there Saul and all the men of Israel rejoiced greatly.

So we’ve had this great victory. The Israelites are carrying Saul around on their
shoulders.

The Prophet Samuel suggests that they go to Gilgal to renew the kingdom.

Throughout this sermon, I keep beating this drum that this passage is about God’s
faithfulness to his people.

Why would they need to renew the kingdom when they literally just installed a new
king?

I think that John L Mackay argues convincingly that the renewal of the kingdom in light
of this great victory is not about Saul. That Samuel is seeking to renew the covenant to
the kingdom that they have with the Lord who gave them this victory8.

Gilgal was mentioned last week. It’s the place where Saul became king. It was also the
place where Joshua built the first altar to the Lord within the Promised Land after they
had crossed the Jordan River. In renewing the kingdom at Gilgal, it is also tying the
future of Israel to God’s past faithfulness9.

Conclusion
You have God’s providence for his people in bringing the messengers to the new king.
You have God’s equipping of his king in endowing Saul with the Spirit who led Israel to
victory.
You have Saul giving credit to God for giving Israel the victory.
And you have Samuel’s desire to renewal to go to a sacred place and remember and
renew their own promises to the Lord.

And there are also ways in which this passage fits into the overall story of the Bible.

Briefly, I’ll give three reasons.

1. This event preserves the Promised Land.

2. This passage shows the pinnacle of the reign of King Saul. Things will begin to
go downhill after this.

9 Richard D. Phillips, 1 Samuel, ed. Philip Graham Ryken and Richard D. Phillips, Duguid Iain M., 1st ed., Reformed
Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2012), 177.

8 Id, 192.
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Chapter 12 is Samuel giving a speech where he is warning the Israelites about the
institution of the monarchy.

Then you get into chapters 13 and 14 and Saul makes some catastrophic failures.

But on this day, after this battle, Saul had done a good thing for his people.

Like I said in the beginning, there was not always unity among the tribes of Israel.
Before this, there hadn’t been one king over all the people of Israel but Saul had rallied
the troops. People celebrate this accomplishment.

All was well. At least for a little while.

But what we see as the reign of Saul continues is that he will have struggles of sin and
disobedience.

3. This passage is a picture of what a good king looks like ruling in Israel.

There are a lot of kings in the Old Testament. We don’t get a lot of snapshots of kings
doing things well.

It’s interesting that in the New Testament - at the time that Jesus came into the world,
many expected the Messiah to be a general or military leader. Part of the reason for that
is passages like this.

We observe Saul leading to great military conquest.

But in these Old Testament passages which deal with kings, they’re trying to also point
us to the true king.

Saul was the king who ruled well for a season. Until he fell.

Jesus is the king who never fell.

For the Israelites, they wanted to place their faith in a man. I think that’s a temptation
that we often times face.

I mentioned last week that sometimes we’re guilty of doing this with our political leaders.

Our society lifts up its preferred candidates and politicians and acts like it is them who
have the answers, it is them who hold the keys to a better world.

Even as Chrisitans, if we’re not careful, we fall into that trap. And it’s definitely a point
that I make often but I think it needs to be said often because we’re living in a time
where our society makes EVERYTHING political.



Products that we buy like soft drinks and candy bars take political stances…as if we
care.
Sports, something we do to get away from the regular frustrations of life are political.
Entertainment is political.
Education is political.
On and on.

And if we’re not setting our minds on the things above, if we’re not focusing on walking
with God and devoting ourselves to him daily, we’re being fed far more messages about
the importance of the political than we are about the value of God.

We’re not so different from the Israelites.
We can be just as tempted to want to put our faith in people.

And as always, my point isn’t that these people are unimportant or that we should be
apathetic but it must be observed in its proper place.

Because God is still our king.
People want to put faith in man but this passage is another reminder that the Lord is the
true king.

He is the one who is still ruling over his creation and who is sovereign over the nations
of the world.


