THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO THE PHILISTINES

1 Samuel 31   John 2:13-22

So the sad life of King Saul comes to its sorry end. But it was not just a sad and sorry day for Saul because we read in verse six that “Saul died with his three sons, his armour-bearer, and all his men on that day, together.” It was indeed a sad and sorry day for all Israel, “for the men of Israel fled before the Philistines and fell slain on Mount Gilboa,” verse one. 

On the other hand congregation it was a sad and sorry day that had to come. There could be no good day without this sad day. The true king, the "man after God’s own heart," David, could not come to the throne without the king who was "like the kings of the nations round about" being first removed. And although Jonathan was, so far as we can tell, a truly good man; loyal both to David whom he loved as himself and to his father whom he served as a son and in the office of Crown Prince which could not be deserted; yet God in his wisdom considered it unwise to leave that part of the old garment, if you like, to be stitched to the new, which David represented. One cannot put new wine into old wineskins. And the whole kingship of David was a kingship of a new spirit and required new wineskins. 

What did Saul’s kingship represent? Two things:
#
first of all, he was "a king like the nations round about." In New Testament terms we would say that in Saul the world and the ways of the world were brought into the church;
#
the second thing about Saul’s kingship was that it came about as a result of a perversion of persistent prayer. Jesus encourages us in that parable of the man who had a visitor arrive at midnight
 that we ought to persevere in prayer. Paul even says we should “pray without ceasing.” But when we persevere in prayer for something that is against God’s will, we abuse that; as Israel did in the wilderness when they became dissatisfied with the manna, the bread from heaven that God was sending them. We just sang about that in Ps.106. As it is in the Bible it reads, “They quickly forgot his works. They did not wait for his counsel. They craved intensely in the wilderness and tempted God in the desert. So he gave them their request but sent a wasting disease among them.”  The old translation has it: “He gave them their request with leanness of soul,” spiritual impoverishment. Hosea has God saying about all of this that, “I gave you a king in my anger and took him away in my wrath.”
 The whole kingship of Saul was an act of God’s anger upon Israel for their discontent and their demanding. 

We need to be careful about this congregation. It does often seem today that the Church is going through a desert experience and there is little but manna and water and if we can preserve our own children in the faith we shall think ourselves blessed. We are tempted to think like that. I hope we don’t. Yet it’s true enough, it’s not a time of reformation. We do not live in an age like that of Whitfield and Wesley, 200 years ago or more. Or that of Edwards; or, as it was referred to on the continent of Europe, the Reveille. It’s not even a time of William Williams in New Zealand in our early days among the Maori; let alone is it a Pentecost. And we can be tempted to look at others and think we see them growing and look at their methods. And by all means let us learn whatever we can from other Christians around about but let us be sure that what we learn from our fellow-Christians is Christian and not just the ways of the world around about being taken into the church by them, or by us for that matter. 

The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is not the marketing division of a business corporation. The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is not a social welfare organization or any other organization for the general betterment of society. Even though Christianity has and will again bring many benefits to society and the world; and does, indeed, still today. The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is a strictly spiritual organization with one weapon in her arsenal, the Word of God; and one power with which the sword of the Word is to be wielded, the Holy Spirit. And to use marketing techniques or entertainment or psychological methods of persuasion, or shall we say, manipulation, to cut the sharp edges off our message, to make our message a message of the mere promise of social or psychological or financial betterment, or a gospel of good health, is to bring the world into the church and, indeed, even to make the church the world. 

This is what Israel had done when she demanded King Saul and now the day of reckoning has come and it is a day of judgment. But the day of judgment is necessary before the Lord’s man can ascend to the throne. The temple must be cleansed, as it were. 
So what is our chapter about this morning? If I put it in a sentence I would say this: 

The king of Israel’s own demanding must fall to make way for the king 

whom God has chosen. 

Saul could have had a worse death but when you look at everything that was involved, it was a great judgment. I want to say four things; first of all,

1.
HE WHO WAS TO DELIVER ISRAEL FROM THE PHILISTINES DIES AT THE HANDS OF THE PHILISTINES IN NATIONAL DEFEAT

That is the irony and the tragedy of King Saul. Back in chapter nine God had said to Samuel, “Samuel, you shall anoint him to be a prince over my people Israel and he shall deliver my people Israel from the hand of the Philistines.” And indeed for a time, he did, but ultimately his kingship is failure. “The men from Israel fled from before the Philistines and fell slain on Mount Gilboa.… Thus Saul died with his three sons, his armour-bearer, and all his men in that day together.” It was a complete defeat of Saul’s whole army and the death of many of his men. (When it says “all his men” in verse six, I think we should probably understand that as referring to his body-guard.) A few things to notice about this;

i)
Before he dies Saul is again confronted with his own sin. He calls on his armour-bearer to finish him off because he’s been wounded by a Philistine arrow. The armour-bearer refuses to do it. That must have brought back a couple of memories to Saul very quickly. It must have reminded him of David who also, even though he pursued him, as David said, “like a partridge in the wilderness,” he would not lift up his hand against the Lord’s anointed. Perhaps also that terrible scene years ago flash through his mind when his own men would not obey his command to kill the priests of the village of Nob and it was left to Doeg the Edomite to perform the foul deed. So Saul, before he dies, sees that in both David’s camp and in his own, he is surrounded by better men. 

ii)
Before he dies he sees also the consequences of his own sin not only on the nation but on his own family. We are probably intended to understand from verse two that before he fell on his sword he first saw his sons die and thereby his dynasty die as well. He’d known for sometime now, of course, that David would receive the throne of Israel and not any of his sons. But before he closed his eyes in death that was confirmed in a very grisly manner. 

iii)
In verse seven we have a little bit more detail about the flight of his army. They completely abandon the valley of Jezreel or, as it is otherwise called, the Plain of Esdraelon, a pivotal area in geographical and military terms in Israel. The people flee; they leave their cities to the Philistines. Perhaps that also registered on Saul before the blood drained from his brain and heart. 

So before Saul dies his own conscience is pricked again. He sees his family wiped out and he sees the whole nation utterly defeated. 

Furthermore, while Saul didn’t know about this, we do: notice the contrast between David in the last few verses of chapter thirty and Saul in chapter thirty-one. 

#
Remember we saw that in those last few verses of chapter thirty last week that David, who had just won a great victory over the Amalekites, in the spirit of the ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ into heaven, gave gifts and distributed them throughout all the tribe of Judah. 

#
Saul, on the other hand, dies bringing impoverishment and defeat on Israel instead. 

They’d both sinned. David had sinned by momentary lack of faith but God restored him. Saul had sinned for a long time by deliberate and considered disobedience and rebellion and instead he is consumed by his rebellion and disobedience and defeated by those whom he was called to deliver Israel from. Saul, "a king like the nations around about," has fallen to the kings of the nations around about. So he who was to deliver Israel from the Philistines dies at their hand in national defeat.

2.
HE WHO WAS SO CONCERNED ABOUT HIS OWN HONOUR IN LIFE MEETS GREAT DISHONOUR IN DEATH 

Saul had many natural virtues. How often do we see people like that – non-Christians, and we even say, “They would make great Christians.” We speak about 'nature’s gentlemen' and so on. But there was one thing Saul lacked and that was the one thing necessary. Saul did not love the Lord. Saul had no fear of God. 

#
You will remember that he was commanded to wipe out "the sinners – the Amalekites," as God calls them, because they had already been placed under what is called the ban; they had filled up the measure of their sins. They were due for eternal punishment. But Saul would not do it. Yet in pique and rage he wiped out a whole village of priests in Israel – innocent, holy, consecrated to serve the Lord! 

#
For which disobedience Samuel told Saul that the kingdom would be taken from him and he turned on his heel and he walked off. Saul ran after him and pleaded with him to worship with him and make a sacrifice with him. “Please honour me Samuel,” said Saul, “before the elders of my people.” His honour before mankind was more important to him than obedience and repentance before God. 

#
On a later occasion, he did decide to ask God through Abijah, the High Priest, about what he should do. But then as he saw the battle unfolding and it became obvious what he should have done long before anyway, he shoves the ark aside. Saul has no sense of reverence at all. 

Even now on the battlefield he is more concerned about how he dies than that he dies outside of fellowship with God. "Draw your sword and pierce me through with it lest these uncircumcised come upon me and pierce me and make sport of me" (have fun with me). Perhaps he remembered what was done to Samson years earlier. But he couldn’t avoid it and the Philistines nailed his and his sons’ bodies to the city wall of Beth-Shan.  

3.
GOD IS DISHONOURED BY HIS PEOPLE'S DEMANDS AND DEMISE

When they demanded a king God told Samuel, “Samuel they are not actually rejecting you, they are rejecting me.” They weren’t happy with this as-needed, ad hoc way that God operated – raising up saviours at the very last minute, when everybody’s nerves were frayed. They wanted a king like the nations around about with a standing army, prepared for any eventuality as it arose or even before it arose. 

In other words, they understood the cause of their problems not to be themselves, not to be their sins, which is what Scripture constantly tells us is the real cause of our problems; they understood their problems to be the system, something outside of us. 

#
So the answer was to change the system – have a regular king with a standing army. 

#
And so the answer to New Zealand’s problems is to change the system – have a written constitution or some such thing. 

#
And so the answer to the church’s problem is to change the way we do things – the way we structure the church, the way we train ministers, the way we conduct services. We must change them all! 

Well, of course, there can be problems with all of these things and we should always be willing to reconsider how we do things and maybe change them. But when we think that it is things that are outside of us that are the real problem when plainly there are things wrong within us, then, congregation, we are barking up the wrong tree. It is far more likely to be that what is wrong is disinterest in spiritual things, plain sin in our lives, or putting things of this life first and then trusting God simply to add the kingdom of God to us anyway; whereas Jesus said it was exactly the opposite way round. “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and then all your other necessities will follow.” 

And that is made perfectly plain in this book of First Samuel. 

#
When Israel was defeated earlier, the Philistines carried off the ark in triumph to place it in the temple of their god, Dagon. 

#
Israel had rejected God. Saul was therefore, in effect, an idol and the Philistines mutilated his body and they carry it off around Philistia in triumph; “to carry,” we read, verse nine, “the good news to the house of their idols and to the people.” In other words, they proclaimed the gospel according to the Philistines. And they placed Saul’s armour in the temple of Ashteroth as a trophy. 

To put it in more general terms, the Lord’s name is shamed among unbelievers because of our sins, because of our unfaithfulness, because, at times, of our downright idolatry. The very thing in which we put our misplaced hope becomes the object of the scorn of the world and God is scorned by association. I wonder, congregation, is the Lord doing something similar in our own day with the string of fallen tele-evangelists a few years ago, not to mention Christian political figures? For some Christians have and do look to men in an idolatrous way. 

Well, the Lord makes even the wrath of man to praise him and we can only pray that the good he intends to bring about by all of this is as great as the shame he allows us to bring on his name sometimes to achieve it. 

4.
THERE IS A GLIMMER OF GRACE 

Years ago Saul had shown much promise. Years ago Saul had shown real goodness and those who still had their right eyes in Jabesh-Gilead owed it to he who had lost his head on Mount Gilboa. Do you remember back in chapter eleven, after Samuel had first anointed Saul, Nahash the Ammonite had besieged Jabesh-Gilead (on the east side of the Jordan River) and Nahash had agreed to give the inhabitants of Jabesh-Gilead their lives on condition he gouge out their right eye. But Saul rose up overnight and gathered an army and saved Jabesh-Gilead. They had not forgotten. They had been saved from reproach and they must now do what they can to save Saul from his reproach. 

It was a thirty kilometre-round-trip at night, then a commando-type raid on Beth-Shan to grab the bodies of Saul and his sons off the wall and take them back home. They burned the flesh off the bones. Why – because it was forbidden in the normal course of events?
 Perhaps the flesh was starting to decompose. But it was gracious that he who in the past had done a great and good thing for Israel should be buried in the very place he had gained himself that honour. It was gracious that he should be mourned. 

It didn’t change anything of course. Saul had still lost his kingdom and his soul. But Jabesh-Gilead owed him gratitude and they gave it to him. Something right was done. Always God preserves some righteousness somewhere. It happens at other times, congregation, and it maybe happens in our own lives too. As Davis points out; 

#
the women standing at the foot of the cross didn’t change anything either; but it was right that they were there;

#
further, watching Jesus being placed in the tomb didn’t change anything either; but it was right they were there; 

#
taking spices to anoint his body without a clue how they were going to remove the stone from the tomb didn’t change anything either; but it was right they thus honoured him. 

There are many times in life when it is simply right to do something because it’s the right thing to do and it pleases God, even though it seems hopeless or we can’t see how on earth it will achieve anything. 

David, on his day of great faith, said to his armour-bearer when they had Saul in their hands, “Surely the Lord will strike him down, or his day will come that he dies, or he will go down into battle and perish, but my hand shall not be raised up against the Lord’s anointed.” Well, it turned out the latter: that Saul would go down into battle and perish; and now the Lord has done it. So the path to the throne has opened up to David. Yes Jonathan was gone too – that loyal, self-abasing friend, yet who knows what might have risen even in that great, self-denying heart under different circumstances?
CONCLUSION

So what is there here for us today? Let us ask ourselves again that question we asked at the beginning: what did Saul's kingship, which has now come to an end, represent? Two things;

First of all, Saul became king because the people wanted their own way, because they were not satisfied with the ways of the Lord. They prayed persistently for something that was against God's will; they prayed for it out of dissatisfaction; they prayed to be like the world around them instead of being a witness to the world around them.
 And God gave it to them, but with leanness of soul; and their king was swept away and they suffered a humiliating defeat, just as Samuel had threatened would happen earlier (12:25). 

So let us be careful with our prayers, people of God, lest we find we are only pressing on the Lord our own sinful will; even in our prayers about the way we want the Lord to build his kingdom among us or through us.

Secondly, Saul was "a king like the nations round about." In NT terms, in Saul the world and the ways of the world were brought into the church. 

Brothers and sisters, if we won't clear sin out of our own lives or out of the life of the church as a body, the Lord will, in his own time and his own way. And we may well have to wait for the Lord to do it; and it may be a very painful process when he does it. But it must be done, for Jesus will be given his rightful place of kingship, even as David eventually was. And the church may stumble and bumble along, perhaps more or less keeping the Philistines outside and only hanging on to our own, as Saul more or less did. Yet, when worldliness is cleansed from the church and Jesus is fully given his crown rights in his own church, then she will conquer the territory she has been promised in the world; that is, all the nations of the world. Then she shall be glorious. 

Then it will be the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ that will be proclaimed in the world and not the Gospel of the Philistines – which is, simply, the broadcasting of the shame brought upon Christ and his church by us with our sin.

For that and that day let us pray persistently.


Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 31st July, 2005
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