DISTRUST, DISOBEDIENCE, AND A LOST DYNASTY

1 Samuel 13:1-18

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, Jesus said, “In my Father’s house are many mansions. If it were not so I would have told you.” Have you ever thought about that statement? To my way of thinking it’s put rather unusually. Jesus expects that we would assume that in the Father’s house in heaven are many mansions or many dwelling places or many rooms, however you want to translate it. In other words, there is plenty of room for all God’s children. Jesus said, “You should expect that of the God who made this world, who reveals himself to us as a Father. You should expect Heaven to be a wonderful place. If it were not so, that would have been the surprising thing. If it were not so I would have told you.” 

There’s something a little bit like that going on in our text this morning. In verse thirteen, Samuel said to Saul, “If you’d been obedient Saul, the Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel for ever, but now your kingdom shall not endure.” We have not been told anywhere up to now that Saul was to found a dynasty, that when he died his son would rule and when he died his son would rule and so on. We’ve never been told that. But we shouldn’t need to be told that. It’s natural with kings. They are hereditary. 

Do you see what’s underneath what Jesus says in John fourteen and what Samuel alludes to here? We should expect God to bless, not necessarily with health and wealth, but we should expect God to bless, certainly spiritually. That’s the kind of God he is. He is a good God. He is a generous God. It should surprise us when he does not bless us and we should start looking around for the reason. So Jesus said, “I am come that you might have life and that you might have it abundantly.” We should expect that because God has life in himself and he gave to Jesus to have life in himself also. So John also says, “I write these things to you that your joy may be full.” 

But that’s not happening in our text. What’s going on? It is a sad story. Saul sins against the Lord because he distrusts the Lord; he lacks faith; and so he disobeys and so therefore the throne is removed from his son. I want to cover the story under three headings: Jonathan’s verve; Saul’s lack of nerve; and Samuel’s withdrawal of God’s Word.

1.
JONATHAN’S VERVE – the word means gusto, spirit, animation, energy. 

It seems that after the victory in the previous chapter over Nahash of Ammon in Jabesh-Gilead, just over the Jordan, while all the nation was still together at Gilgal, Saul took the opportunity to begin assembling his standing army. He took just three thousand men, two thousand of whom were with him at Michmash and a thousand with his son Jonathan in Geba of Benjamin. The rest of Israel he sent home. But not for long. 

For we read in verse three that, “Jonathan smote the garrison of the Philistines in Geba.” How did it come about? Was he attacked by them, or did he go after them? We don’t know. But he was young. He had spunk. He had pluck. He had daring. He had verve and if it wasn’t that he went out after them, at least when they attacked he didn’t run. I suspect maybe he did go after them. He sure did that in the next chapter, chapter fourteen. Well the Philistines heard about it back home. Of course, as they say, bad news travels fast, and Saul blew the trumpet and said, “Let all the Hebrews hear. And all Israel heard that Saul had smitten the garrison of the Philistines.” Not much has changed in the world has it? The generals still control the press. Jonathan wins the battle; Saul gets the credit. “So Israel,” we read, “had become odious to the Philistines.” That’s understandable. Some things had happened recently that would worry the Philistines, things that they could not let go unchallenged. 

#
For a start, Israel had assembled as a nation and defeated them some time ago near Mizpah under their prophet and judge Samuel. That was back in chapter seven. 

#
They had just assembled as a nation again and dealt to Nahash of Ammon over the Jordan River.

#
But the judge, as they would have understood him to be, who had led them to that victory over Ammon, had now been crowned king. The Philistines were quite used to judges causing them trouble every now and again. Samson had only fairly recently died, taking with him thousands of Philistines. Samuel of course they knew well enough about. But this was a different kettle of fish. Saul was being crowned king and he was assembling a permanent army.

#
And now his son Jonathan had just cleaned up the garrison at Geba. 

So they sent out, it would seem by the numbers, the whole army – chariots, horsemen, infantry like sand on the seashore. Saul knew they would and he had already called all the men recently sent home back to their posts. This was serious business. This was not just a lone-ranger upstart any more. This was getting too organized. It was a real challenge to Philistine domination. Jonathan has set the cat among the pigeons with his verve. 

2.
SAUL’S FAILURE OF NERVE

This is exactly the sort of situation that Samuel had given Saul very clear instructions about. Flick back to chapter ten, verse eight, when Samuel first anointed Saul as king. He said, “And you shall go down before me to Gilgal and behold I will come down to you to offer burnt offerings and sacrifice peace offerings. You shall wait seven days until I come to you and show you what you should do." 

So Saul, who had first gathered the men at Michmash, went a little further east to Gilgal and waits for Samuel. First day, no sign of him; second day, still no sign of him. Hmm, third day, still no sign of him and the men who are with him start to get a bit itchy. Saul starts to scratch his head and wonder as well. So it goes on throughout the week. In the end the men of Israel just find it too difficult sitting there, knowing those Philistines are not very far away at all, and bit by bit their courage dissipates. Many of them take complete fright. They hide in the caves and thickets, in cliffs and cellars and pits. Some scarper clean across the Jordan into Gilead. Saul held the line but all the people, the whole six hundred who were left at the end still with him, were trembling with fear, we read. 

Finally comes the seventh day and still no Samuel at six o’clock in the morning. Saul crumbles. He offers the sacrifice himself, not necessarily by his own hand – he could well have used a priest to do so. But it was on his orders. He didn’t wait for Samuel. And wouldn’t you know it, just as he finished offering the burnt offering Samuel comes round the corner. “What have you done Saul?” “Well, all the people were deserting me Samuel and you didn’t come when you said you would,” which of course he had, if Saul would have waited another hour. “You’ve been foolish Saul.” Samuel didn't have a PR company. He spoke the truth for himself. “You’ve not kept the commandment of the Lord. I told you I’d come and offer burnt offerings and peace offerings. I told you to wait seven days and I told you that when I came in seven days and offered the sacrifices I would tell you then what you should do.” “So you’ve sought the Lord’s favor with a sacrifice. Very well. But have you had the Lord’s Word? Do you know what you should do?” 

Samuel was very straight with Saul and I suspect we rather sympathize with Saul. Yet we have to state what is the truth. True, his men were deserting him when they ought to have looked back on a few recent events. 

#
For example, that great victory over the Philistines at Mizpah, brought about, ironically in the light of today’s stories, by the prayers of Samuel which they had then craved, but today they couldn’t wait for. 

#
Or, just a week or two ago, the great victory over Ammon in Jabesh-Gilead under this very same King Saul. The very man that they had asked to do exactly what they now obviously didn’t believe he could do – go out before them and defeat their enemies. 

#
Furthermore, they had a Lieutenant-General just down the road in the person of young Jonathan with his tidy little cleanup of the Philistine garrison to his credit. 

It’s all just as it was in Jerusalem a thousand and sixty years later, isn’t it? Today it’s "Hosannah!" and tomorrow it’s “Crucify him!" Or at least, it’s just as the disciples deserted the Lord Jesus. Hadn’t the Lord, just a few days before, said, as we read in chapter twelve, verse fourteen, “If you will fear the Lord and serve him and listen to his voice and not rebel against the command of the Lord, then both you and also the king who reigns over you will follow the Lord your God.” And hadn’t the Lord also given them that wonderful promise, verse twenty-two, “For the Lord will not abandon his people on account of his great name because the Lord has been pleased to make you a people for himself." And in response hadn’t Samuel just said, “Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you, but I will instruct you in the good and right way.” And isn’t Samuel the judge whose absolute integrity they had just confirmed absolutely? And isn’t he the prophet none of whose words the Lord ever let fall to the ground? 

They should have taken Jonathan’s victory as a sign that the Lord was with them and Samuel was still praying for them. But they distrusted God and fled. Yet the Philistines hadn’t attacked and they did not look like making a concerted attack – from the daily intelligence reports (that’s really what verses sixteen, seventeen and eighteen are; a summary of the daily intelligence reports). We see that the Philistines were only going out in small raiding parties. One went north, one went east-southeast and a third west-southwest. The Philistines were not doing much more than some kick-boxers at the Olympics I saw on TV a few days ago, all feint and no fight. 

And Saul, understandably we would say – indeed, because we ourselves also are weak and faithless often, we can understand the people, for they were enormously outnumbered; but Saul lost his nerve and disobeyed. Why couldn’t he have followed Hannah’s example and prayed in private and at least quieted his own fears? As also the Lord Jesus did in the Garden of Gethsemane? and found the strength for whatever lay ahead. For Saul was not an ordinary man. He had been appointed a leader over God’s people. And to be deserted, to be alone at times, is a mark of Christ and of the true Christian; certainly of a Christian leader. “They shall smite the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.” A man after God’s own heart, as a king was supposed to be, waits quietly in obedience even in the face of danger. 

We need to remember this brothers and sisters about the Church in our age; probably in every age, for that matter. When the Lord does not appear to be blessing us, when it appears that maybe we are just treading water, we ought to have a good hard look at ourselves. But in response we must not become merely pragmatic and start working on the basis of whatever works, whatever gets people in, whatever stirs up people’s emotions to get a response. We must still always work according to the Word of the Lord. 

That was really Saul’s sin here; not wilfully, but truly nevertheless. He actually puts his faith in his soldiers rather than God’s promise and God’s Word. So when his soldiers dissipate his faith dissipates. He feared the Philistines more than he feared to disobey God. There are times, whether as Church or as individuals, for all of us simply to stand our ground. We may not move or change our way of Church life or worship or evangelism without the Word of God, or contrary to the Word of God. And even though, for example, as is happening at the moment, we may well be labeled and jeered at as extreme fundamentalists, we may not change our moral and ethical stance either. 

It’s not always easy to do and it can be unnerving but there are times simply to hold our ground and wait the Lord’s time. Didn’t Daniel have to do it?  Didn’t his three friends have to do it? Didn’t Paul have to do it? Didn’t our Lord have to do it? It is said of the Puritans that "they feared God and therefore they feared no man." That is how it is to be with all of us. 

So there you have Jonathan’s verve; Saul’s failure of nerve, and thirdly;

3.
SAMUEL’S WITHDRAWAL OF GOD’S WORD

When we sin like this, and we do not receive God’s Word – and this is a warning to us; especially, this is a warning to us, for we today as the Lord’s people have the Word of God as available to us as any of the Lord’s people have ever had at any time in history anywhere around the world; when we do not receive God’s Word, God may do one of three things with it; 

i)
he may continue to give it to us in grace and so in time soften our hearts that we may receive it and believe it and be saved and be obedient and be fruitful. He may do that. He’s certainly doing that with us at the present time. Secondly, 

ii)
he may do what he did in Isaiah’s day. Verse nine of Isaiah six, “And God said to Isaiah, 'Go and tell this people: keep on listening but do not perceive; keep on looking but do not understand. Render the hearts of this people insensitive, their ears dull, their eyes dim lest they see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and repent and be healed.'" And the time is past for them to repent and be healed! So God takes his very Word, which is to cut to the depths of our hearts and prick our consciences and draw us to him, and uses that Word actually to harden us. He may do that. Or,

iii)
he may do what he did to Saul here: take his Word away. After Samuel told Saul that the throne would not be passed on to his son when he died and said, “Your kingdom shall not endure,” he then told him that God already had a replacement – a man after his own heart. “Because you have not kept what the Lord commanded you.” And we read, “Samuel arose and went up from Gilgal to Gibeah of Benjamin." Samuel simply turned around and left. He didn’t even tell him what to do in the present situation and Saul was left to his own devices.

Maybe you feel a bit like me when you look at this and you think this is a pretty severe judgment, especially when you think of the fact that other kings, later kings, kings of David’s line, David himself, sinned terribly. But this was the beginning of a new era in Israel’s national life and Israel must know right from the very outset of her monarchy that her kings are to be different from the kings of the nations round about. Israel’s kings were not autonomous. They were not self-ruling. They did not have total power. Israel’s kings were subject to the Law and the Word of God every bit as much as the people. 

And the judgment would have two effects – it’s primary and obvious effect was that the kingdom did not pass down to Saul’s son Jonathan, actually a far more worthy man, the unsung hero, really, of this whole era; brave, utterly unself-seeking. It also meant that Saul had to reign without the Word of God to guide him, at least in specific situations as he had been promised. That would have its effect, therefore, on the people as a whole. And so it seems that the real effect of the punishment was more on others than on Saul. 

There’s a real lesson here congregation in this story on corporate relations. God does deal with us individually. Each one of us must believe in Christ for ourselves. But he doesn’t deal with us individualistically; we are a covenant community. As Church we are members of the body of Christ. We are, each one, our brothers and sisters’ keeper. Therefore all our actions will have an effect on others, on our brothers and sisters. 

But it is not wrong that the larger effect of the punishment fell on the people perhaps even more than on Saul. For the people themselves had sinned. Their fear and their desertion attacked, as it were, Saul’s faith and led him to fear and disobey. I want to read a few verses from chapter twelve again, verse thirteen, and remember Samuel is talking to the people here. He says, “Therefore here is the king whom you have chosen, whom you have asked for and behold the Lord has set a king over you. If you will fear the Lord and serve him and listen to his voice and not rebel against the command of the Lord then both you and also the king who reigns over you will follow the Lord your God. And if you will not listen to the voice of the Lord but rebel against the command of the Lord then the hand of the Lord will be against you as it was against your fathers.” 

The people lacked faith in God. They didn’t want any more this business of God raising up judges on an as-needed basis. They wanted the guarantee of a king with a standing army. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, in everything we are to live by faith in God and in his promises. We are not to trust in systems that we have set in place, systems to prevent or deal with abuse, for example, or government-guaranteed bonds for our future retirement funds; or only insurance companies that have triple ‘A’ ratings from Standard & Poors' rating agency, or whatever. Which is to say nothing about whether you should have those things or not. It is only to speak to our attitude about them. We are to be wise with money. We are to be wise with government and everything else in life but we are only to trust in God. 

They got the king they demanded but they still didn’t trust him and nor did they encourage him to do exactly what they had wanted him for. So they began to slink away and hide and without their moral support his faith too began to fail. Calvin taught us: we get the government we deserve. And in his lack of faith Saul sinned, he disobeyed. But now the people had a leader without the Word of God. It is very sad, especially when God had it in mind to bless Saul and to set his kingdom over Israel forever. And the reason? Simple lack of faith. And although God did abandon Saul, he did not abandon his people. He already had David in mind, chosen so far as he was concerned. Yet what a sad thirty years Israel had to go through, led by this envious, steadily growing mad king like the nations round about, just as they had demanded.

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we should expect God to have blessing in mind for us, particularly spiritual blessings. “If it were not so, I would have told you,” Jesus said. Maybe there will be difficult times to go through and there will be disappointments to bear and there will be tests to our faith. But didn’t Paul tell us “No trial has come upon you but such as is common to man”? And common to the Lord Jesus Christ, let us not forget. "But God is faithful and he will, with the trial, or the temptation, provide a way of escape that you may be able to bear it." 

So let us go out this week again in faith, not doubting for a minute that whatever God has said he will do, he will do. And don’t forget also that, as Saul and the people had Samuel, we have our mediator, the Lord Jesus Christ, still praying for us also. So, while humanly speaking, we may be alone, we are not really alone at all.

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 12th September, 2004
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