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When Samuel reached him, Saul said, “The Lord bless you! I have carried out the Lord’s instructions.”



But Samuel said, “What then is this bleating of sheep in my ears? What is this lowing of cattle that I hear?”



Saul answered, “The soldiers brought them from the Amale​kites; they spared the best of the sheep and cattle to sacrifice to the Lord your God, but we totally destroyed the rest.”



“Stop!” Samuel said to Saul. “Let me tell you what the Lord said to me last night.”


“Tell me,” Saul replied.



Samuel said, “Although you were once small in your own eyes, did you not become the head of the tribes of Israel? The Lord anointed you king over Israel. 
And He sent you on a mis​sion, saying, ‘Go and completely destroy those wicked people, the Amale​kites; make war on them until you have wiped them out.’ 
Why did you not obey the Lord? Why did you pounce on the plunder and do evil in the eyes of the Lord?”



“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. 
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.”



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. 
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.”


Last week, we had a different Old Testament text.  Seminarian Dou​glas Van Sice was assigned to prepare and preach a sermon on an Old Tes​ta​ment historical text, his first such sermon; I think he wrote just two ser​mons during his first year at the seminary.  He felt compelled to spend much of the sermon explaining the historical background so that we could grasp the story of Joseph.  I used the same text at the Oak Hill retirement home on Wednesday night, and here on Thursday night, and I felt compelled to do exactly the same thing.  The history described in the Old Testament is unfa​mi​liar to most people, and yet it is very important for understanding the meaning of the text.


The same is true for this text, an incident from the life of King Saul.  In order to understand what is going on here, it is necessary to understand something about the life of King Saul before and after this, something about the life of the prophet Samuel before and after this, in addition to something about the Amalekites which will help us understand why the Lord told Saul to destroy those Amalekites so completely.  Once we understand those things, we’ll have no trouble grasping the point of the text, which really is time​less, since it speaks about disobeying a direct command of God because we think we know better than God does; people are doing that all the time now, and still suffering the consequences of their actions.


First, the Amalekites.  About four hundred years before this, after the Israelites had left Egypt by crossing the Red Sea, the Amalekites had attacked them, probably not long before they arrived at Mt. Sinai.  Joshua led the Israelite army to defeat the Amalekites.  This was the time when Moses lifted up his hands in prayer to God; as long as Moses kept his hands lifted up, the Israelites were winning; but when Moses’ hands got tired and dropped, the Amalekites were winning.  So Aaron and Hur stood on either side of Moses, holding up his hands, Ex17v8-16.  “If you cannot be a watch​man, standing high on Zion’s wall,… you can be like faithful Aaron, holding up the prophet’s hands.” CW573v3.

What made the attack of the Amalekites so memorable and so vicious was who they attacked: they did not attack the Israelite army or the strong leaders; no, they attacked the weak, the children, the elderly.  Moses reminded the Israelites later on: “Remember what the Amalekites did to you along the way when you came out of Egypt. When you were weary and worn out, they met you on your journey and cut off all who were lag​ging behind; they had no fear of God. When the Lord your God gives you rest from all your enemies around you in the land He is giving you to possess as an inheritance, you shall blot out the memory of Ama​lek from under heaven. Do not forget!” Dt25v17-19.

It was four hundred years later when God sent King Saul against the Amalekites because the people had forgotten; in four hundred years, they had not yet gotten around to carrying out this command of the Lord.  So the Lord through the prophet Samuel gave this special command to King Saul: “Go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy everything that belongs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.” 1Sm15v3.  The Lord will have justice brought to the Amalekites.


Next, something about Samuel and Saul.  Samuel had led the Israelites as God’s prophet for many years when the people brought in their request for a king.  Samuel warned them about the dangers of big government, but they said that that was just what they wanted.  So the Lord through Samuel gave them Saul as their first king.  Saul started out as a humble servant king.  In fact, when Saul was first chosen as king, he could not be found, because he was hiding.  Saul served well as king for a while, until he became proud of his position, and began thinking and acting as if he had put himself into that position.  He stopped serving the Israelites as their king, and instead served himself and acted for his own benefit.


The Lord sent Saul to wipe out the Amalekites completely, leaving no survivors at all.  Saul and his army did completely defeat the Ama​le​kites, but they kept the Amalekite king, Agag, alive, and they kept some of the cattle.  Saul and his soldiers disobeyed God by not completely destroying everything the Amalekites had.  Saul decided to save some things.  After all, the meat from these Amalekite animals would taste no different from the meat of Israelite animals.  He claimed to Samuel that they saved the animals for sacrifice to God, but that smells to me like an excuse made up on the spur of the moment.


When Samuel came to visit Saul, Saul’s disobedience was obvious.  There was Agag, the Amalekite king; there were the animals which had not been slaughtered.  And there was Saul, babbling about how he had done exactly what the Lord said.  The Lord sent him to destroy the Amalekites completely, and this is what Saul said: “I did obey the Lord. I went on the mission the Lord assigned me. I completely destroyed the Amalekites and brought back Agag their king. The soldiers took sheep and cattle from the plunder, the best of what was devoted to God, in order to sa​cri​fice them to the Lord your God at Gilgal.”  I did exactly what the Lord told me to do by changing what the Lord told me to do into what I wanted to do.  And look, isn’t my idea better than the Lord’s idea?


Saul acts as if he had a poor God.  He acts as if he can’t afford to obey the Lord, because he would be wasting these perfectly good animals, and the Lord would not be able to provide other animals.  Then he invents the excuse of using the animals for sacrifice, as if he would buy off the Lord by giving Him these sacrifices, as if the Lord was too poor to find any other animals for Himself.  The Lord later said about this in the psalms: “I have no need of a bull from your stall or of goats from your pens, for every animal of the forest is Mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills. I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are mine. If I were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is Mine, and all that is in it. Do I eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood of goats? Sacrifice thank offerings to God, fulfill your vows to the Most High, and call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honor Me.” Ps50v9-15.  The Lord says that He does not need these cattle, and that in​stead He is always willing to give to us from His own abundance.


Because Saul rejected the Word of the Lord, the Lord has rejected Saul as king.  Saul continued to serve as the king as long as he lived, but the Lord soon after this sent the prophet Samuel to Bethlehem, to anoint the youngest son of a man there, Jesse, to be the next king of Israel.  After Saul died, then David became the king.


The message of this section is timeless.  Throughout history, people have had the idea that their own ideas about God were better than what God Himself says.  Sometimes, they even reach the point of thinking that they are smarter than God, and that God would really be wise if He would listen to them.  This whole business of giving away forgiveness free of charge is silly, they think, because people would pay big money for that.  It would be far better to work out elaborate schemes for persuading people to buy what God would otherwise give them for free.  One reason there are so many different churches is that many different ways of selling forgiveness have been invented.  God’s way of giving it away is despised by many.


People think that God really got it wrong with those Ten Command​ments.  Most of the time, for example, it’s wrong to kill, but there are some people who really need killing, like that driver who cut me off, or that in​con​venient fetus.  God really ought to pay attention to our ideas about marriage, for He would learn a thing or two.  Then, He would realize the im​portance of playing the field first, and not rushing into commitment but only into bed.  Yes, there are so many things that human ingenuity could teach God about His commandments.  One thing we can’t teach Him is how miserable many of the people in our world have made themselves by changing God’s commandments.


There is no question that we today in America will always have a hard time understanding God’s command to wipe out the Amalekites.  Conditions then were much, much different than they are today.  But the point we need to take to heart is obeying the commands God has given to us, and clinging to the Savior He has given to us.  His commands are de​signed to give us happiness.  They primarily do still show us our sins and our need for the Savior.  There is only the one Savior the Lord has provided for us, the Lord Jesus.  There is no room or need for any of us to become our own savior and try to earn our own way into His favor.  He has already given us that in Jesus.


We certainly do not have a poor God but a very rich God, a God who still to this day owns everything in the world, and the entire universe to boot.  We do not have to economize for His benefit, but only for our own.  He does not want us to waste what He has given to us, but He does give to us in abundance.  He gives to us what is good for us, so that we can use that for His glory, in thanks for His Son, Jesus. Amen.
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