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Text

Saul lived for one year and then became king, and when he had reigned for two
years over Israel, 2 Saul chose three thousand men of Israel. Two thousand were
with Saul in Michmash and the hill country of Bethel, and a thousand were with
Jonathan in Gibeah of Benjamin. The rest of the people he sent home, every man
to his tent. 3 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.” 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.

5 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. 6 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.

8 He waited seven days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel did not come
to Gilgal, and the people were scattering from him. 9 So Saul said, “Bring the
burnt offering here to me, and the peace offerings.” And he offered the burnt
offering. 10 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.” 13 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.
14 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.” 15 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.

And Saul numbered the people who were present with him, about six hundred
men. 16 And Saul and Jonathan his son and the people who were present with
them stayed in Geba of Benjamin, but the Philistines encamped in Michmash. 17

And raiders came out of the camp of the Philistines in three companies. One
company turned toward Ophrah, to the land of Shual; 18 another company turned
toward Beth-horon; and another company turned toward the border that looks
down on the Valley of Zeboim toward the wilderness.

19 Now there was no blacksmith to be found throughout all the land of Israel, for
the Philistines said, “Lest the Hebrews make themselves swords or spears.” 20

But every one of the Israelites went down to the Philistines to sharpen his
plowshare, his mattock, his axe, or his sickle, 21 and the charge was two-thirds of
a shekel for the plowshares and for the mattocks, and a third of a shekel for
sharpening the axes and for setting the goads. 22 So on the day of the battle there
was neither sword nor spear found in the hand of any of the people with Saul and
Jonathan, but Saul and Jonathan his son had them. 23 And the garrison of the
Philistines went out to the pass of Michmash.

Prayer

Introduction

Two weeks ago, we were in chapter 11 and that represented the height of Saul’s reign
as he had led Israel to victory against the Ammonites.

In chapter 12, it’s a speech from the Prophet Samuel where he talks of Israel’s sins
before God. Ultimately, the Lord will not abandon the Israelites because they are his
chosen people.

In today’s chapter, we see the beginning of Saul’s downfall. From his original sin, we will
see a man and a monarchy that will spiral out of control.

So to get our bearings in the passage. As a reminder, Saul was the king of Israel.



But just because he was the king didn’t mean that he could do absolutely whatever he
wanted. That’s how many kings throughout history have reigned. They have been
sovereign over their territories.

In many times and places, the king was looked at as being a god-like figure.

But that wasn’t the case in Israel. And as we’ve said throughout this series, human
kings were meant to point us to Israel’s true king. It is the Lord who is on the throne of
heaven.

Saul was the king, but Samuel was his prophet. And Samuel had his own role within
Israel. And Saul disregards that in his sin. And more importantly, Saul disregarded the
commands of the Lord.

Bridge

The main idea of this passage: we need to trust that God is enough when we don’t think
we have enough.

And we’ll look at today’s passage in three scenes.

First scene - Israel at war with the Philistine’s

Verses 1-2:

Saul lived for one year and then became king, and when he had reigned for two
years over Israel, 2 Saul chose three thousand men of Israel. Two thousand were
with Saul in Michmash and the hill country of Bethel, and a thousand were with
Jonathan in Gibeah of Benjamin. The rest of the people he sent home, every man
to his tent.

Verse 1 is very difficult. It surely doesn’t mean that Saul was a one year old when he
became king. Especially given that Saul’s son Jonathan is also in this chapter and he’s
helping lead armies.

Different scholars and translations have tried to approach this verse in different ways. I
think the simplest conclusion is that there is a piece of information which was lost in the
early transmissions of this text.

That’s never a satisfying answer.



Some translations will stick in a number and say something like Saul had lived for 30
years. That is not what the earliest manuscripts say so it might be more palatable but it’s
not likely to be more accurate. I think it’s appropriate that the ESV here has preserved
the earliest manuscript tradition.

There might be other verses in the Bible where this specific problem exists, but if there
is, I’m not familiar with them. It’s exceedingly rare.

Most scholars think that this first verse becomes more clear by the end when it says that
Saul had reigned for two years over Israel and that this event happens two years after
his coronation as king in chapter 10.

Saul assembles an army. Verse 2 says 2,000 soldiers were with Saul and another
thousand were with his son Jonathan.

Gibea was Saul’s hometown. Michmash is another city within the Benjaminite territory.

Verses 3-4:

3 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.” 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.

The ESV commentary on 1 Samuel suggests that Saul had put together this army, not
for conquest over the Philistines but for defense from the Philistines and that Jonathan
somewhat took it upon himself to go to battle with the Philistines1.

Now, I’ve mentioned this point before but the Israelites and the Philistines hated each
other.

And part of the reason why the Israelites wanted a king was to have someone go to
battle on their behalf against groups like the Philistines.

In 1 Samuel 9, when Samuel is given a prophetic vision of the king he’s to anoint, the
Lord talks of victory over the Philistines.

1 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), 142.

https://ref.ly/logosres/esvexpcomsa1ch2?ref=Bible.1Sa13.3&off=5&ctx=the+watershed.%0a13:3+~Saul+obviously+views


1 Samuel 9:16:
16 “Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin,
and you shall anoint him to be prince over my people Israel. He shall save my
people from the hand of the Philistines. For I have seen my people, because their
cry has come to me.”

But in today’s chapter, Saul isn’t really doing anything to lead Israel to victory. He’s just
trying to not lose more ground.

And it was Jonathan who had a victory over the Philistines.

The passage says Saul blew the horn of victory, even though he wasn’t the one who
had earned the victory. But he is happy to take the credit.

That one victory does not end the war though. Instead, it’s just poking at the hornet’s
nest.

In verse 5, we see the Philistines regrouping for a counter attack.

Philistines respond

Verse 5:

5 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.

30,000 chariots and 6,000 horsemen, and troops like sand on the seashore.

The Philistines have a massive force.

At the beginning of the passage, we learned that Saul and Jonathan combined were
commanding 3,000 Israelites, but with what the Philistines have, the Israelites are at a
vast numerical disadvantage.

Verse 6 looks at the event from the perspective of the Israelite military:

6 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 Israelites are so overwhelmed that the soldiers are trying to find places to hide.



So the Israelites had an early victory in battle but they’re staring down a war against a
foe who has them vastly outnumbered.

It’s not the first time God’s people have found themselves against incredible odds. Think
of Moses and the Israelites as they stared down the waters of the Red Sea with the
advancing Egyptian army. God acted in a mighty and miraculous way.

But the Israelites won’t see the Lord work anything miraculous, due to Saul’s sin.

This brings us to our second scene.

Second scene - Saul’s sin

Verse 8:

8 He waited seven days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel did not come
to Gilgal, and the people were scattering from him.

Definitely a difficult situation.

In this verse, we’re told that Saul had been instructed by Samuel to wait for seven days
at Gilgal. That’s the same place where Samuel had told him to wait for seven days in
chapter 10, just before Saul became king.

So we’re not sure if Samuel’s command in chapter 10 was meant to be prophetic or if
Saul was given the instruction to wait at Gilgal on more than one occasion. In either
case, the passage does mention here that there was a seven day wait which was
appointed by Samuel. But ultimately, those seven days were not a command from
Samuel but were a command from the Lord.

This verse mentions that Saul did wait seven days and Samuel had not come.

And so Saul decides to take matters into his own hands. He had been told to wait
because Samuel was to come and offer sacrifices. That was his role. It was not Saul’s
role.

Verse 9:

9 So Saul said, “Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the peace offerings.” And
he offered the burnt offering.

Saul orders Samuel’s sacrifice.



Verse 10:

10 As soon as he had finished offering the burnt offering, behold, Samuel came.
And Saul went out to meet him and greet him.

If Saul had just waited a few more minutes! But he gets impatient.

Verse 11:

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,

It’s an excuse from Saul. He starts off by blaming Samuel because he didn’t get there
sooner.

He’s trying to justify his disobedience. Yes, Samuel had not come in those seven days
but that had not given King Saul license to take it upon himself to order the sacrifices.

The excuses continue. Verse 12:

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.”

He cites his fears.

It’s one thing to be afraid. But it’s not a justification to sin.

Saul says that he had not sought the favor of the Lord. That still wasn’t necessary. He
could have prayed, he could have led others in praying.

Saul says I forced himself.

Implying he hadn’t even really wanted to do it but he made himself disobey because he
thought it was essential.

But once again, his impatience and fear are not a license for disobedience.

Verses 13-14, Samuel responds. And that’ll bring us to the third scene we’ll look at
today.



Third scene - judgment on 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. 14 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.

This is very serious.

And again, the judgment is not because Samuel says so. Samuel has no true authority.
It’s from the Lord. And God’s judgment is that Saul’s kingdom will not continue.

Meditation

And again, when we read this passage, it can be tempting to think “is what Saul did
really so bad?”
He ordered some sacrifices that would have been made a few minutes later.

He had been told to wait for seven days. And seven days came and went. To the letter
of the law, it almost seems like Saul was justified.

But that doesn’t change the fact that it wasn’t Saul’s job to offer sacrifices in this
situation.

Saul had less manpower and fewer soldiers. His men were hiding and about to desert
him. They appear as though they’re about to get conquered by the Philistines.

Couldn’t Saul catch a break? Why such a heavy handed response to what he did?

It almost seems like Saul got punished on a technicality.

Why was Saul making a sacrifice such a big deal?

David and Solomon both make sacrifices at different times when they’re King of Israel
and it’s not a bad thing. So the issue wasn’t that it was inherently sinful for the king to
offer a sacrifice.

And yet we see the harsh response for Saul when he does it

When David offers sacrifices, he’s given a divine command and told to do so. Solomon
offers sacrifices at the dedication of the temple and in the presence of the priests.

The issue with Saul is that he takes it upon himself to offer sacrifices

And that wasn’t his role. So that’s part of the issue.



1 Samuel 16:7 says that the Lord looks at the heart. God knows who Saul truly is. Saul’s
unlawful sacrifice is not just one little slip up. It’s out of the heart of a man who does not honor
the Lord.

Saul not only oversteps his role but we also see his lack of faith in a time of crisis. He had a
promise that Samuel would be there. He was God’s chosen king over Israel. He had been
equipped with what he needed for victory.

And he gets impatient.

I think of how the New Testament talks of elders and how they will be judged more strictly. Well
that’s also true for the king. He was supposed to be an exemplar of faith and virtue. He was
supposed to be a man after God’s own heart and that is not what we see from Saul.

He struggled to believe in the promises of God and did that which was sinful.

It was blasphemous to approach God in this way that God had not deemed appropriate. We don’t
get to just approach a Holy God anyway we want. We live in an age that is very causal about
God. People make their opinions about what God is like or what God will accept as if the
opinions of man are Biblical.

But God is holy and almighty and he is the one who deems how he is to be approached.

Saul didn’t patiently wait upon the Lord, as he was commanded to do. He tries to take matters
into his own hands.

In the words of John Wesley, “There is no ‘little’ sin, because there is no little God to sin
against.”

Saul had exactly what he needed to win.We need to trust that God is enough when we don’t think
we have enough.

Because God is. It’s not about our own strength and ability.

But it’s also important to remember that the Lord looks to the heart (1 Samuel 16:7). And when
David is chosen to be the next king, that exact phrase will be used when Samuel questions that.
The Lord looks to the heart.

And the Lord wanted a man after his own heart.

And Saul wasn’t that man.

God looks to the heart. He knows our strengths and weaknesses. He knows how he has equipped
us.

And David would be the king who was the man after God’s own heart.



Over these last few weeks, we’ve looked at Israel’s demand for a king. We’ve met Saul,
seen him become king, seen his early victory and now seen his fall. It’s his first of many
falls. Saul will grow murderous and paranoid.

The downward spiral story

There’s nothing that people love more than a redemption story.

The Bible is one giant redemption story. From humanity’s fall to God’s grace and his
work throughout history to Christ’s coming into the world to redeem sinful humanity to
the Bible’s culmination in Jesus bringing total restoration, making all things new, setting
all things right.

There are lots of redemption stories in the Bible.

We see redemption in the lives of the apostles. Peter denies Jesus three times and is
restored. The apostles abandon Jesus before he goes to the cross and they’re the ones
he sends out to found his church.

We love the parable of the prodigal son where what is lost becomes found and the son
is alive who had been thought of as dead.

We love redemption stories in movies and in our popular culture. We love the story of
someone who has failed, someone who had hit rock bottom, someone where it doesn't
seem like there's a way out and then they find one, or a victory is had, or a struggle is
overcome, or a person's name is vindicated.

We love that story.

Sadly, Saul’s story is not that story. He was a man who had it all and lost it all. He had a
divine anointing, he had the skills to be a leader, he had successes as a leader before
his own sin sowed the seeds of his downfall and his lack of repentance continued his
downward spiral.

We sometimes see stories of an athlete who had all the talent in the world but who
cause their own downfall. Not because of injuries or lack of skill but because of issues
with drugs, or gambling, or crime.

How many famous actors, famous musicians can we think of who had tremendous
talent, who had fame and fortune but who went down paths which led to destruction?



You hear about incredibly charismatic ministry leaders and pastors who fall into sin and
who disgrace themselves and the kingdom of God.

We love the redemption story and we should rejoice that God is a gracious God. But we
should also look to the downward spiral story as an example of where all of us would be
doomed without God’s amazing grace.

The downward spiral story is a cautionary tale of how far people can fall.

And while Saul’s story is not an example of redemption and God’s grace, your story can
be. We are not holy. We don’t get to decide the terms over how we approach God. But
Jesus Christ, the Son of God has died so that we can be made right with God.

Jesus is the true king. David was a man after God’s own heart but he was just a man
and still sinned. Jesus never did. While we have nothing on our own to bring before the
Lord, Jesus gives access through his gospel when we trust in him.

May that be our good news, may it be our hope, may it be our joy, and may it be our
belief.


