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A CLASH OF ZEALS
1 Samuel 14:16-52

I don’t know about you congregation but I find this passage a bit confusing. One can follow the story easily enough but there doesn’t seem to be a single line through it.  One moment Saul is the actor, another Ahijah the priest, another the people in general, and the next moment it’s Jonathan. And yet it is quite plainly one story. It is a unit. So when you come to ask the question that we must always ask of Scripture whenever we read it: What is God saying here? it is not easy to answer. At least that’s what I found this week. After thinking about it for a long time, I think the reason is that the story itself is an illustration of part of what God is saying to us in it and that is simply this: life gets complicated when we sin. 

You can see that a lot in life. 
#	You can see it in governments and in nations. They often seem to lack a clear sense of direction. 
#	You can see it in churches. With some churches you would think their theology changed overnight when they get a new minister. Or because others are frenetically trying to be relevant or effective, they seem to lurch from one church growth program to another. 
#	You see it in the lives of individuals. They flit from one job to another, one business project to another scheme and it sometimes seems as if there is no internal integrating principle or aim in life. Maybe we all go through a period like that but some never seem to find their niche or their calling. Or is that also because of a lack of contentment, a lack of acceptance of the Lord’s providence and rule of their lives? 

In a way, it is something like this that is going on in this passage. There is a clash of zeals here, if you like. Essentially there’s a clash of kingdoms. In the earlier part of the chapter, that we looked at last Lord’s Day, we saw that Jonathan was indignant about the state of Israel. We saw that in what he said to his armour-bearer; “Let us cross over to the garrison of these uncircumcised.” There is a note of scorn there. That Israel was subjugated by the ungodly Philistines stuck in Jonathan’s throat and zeal for the Lord’s honour stirred him up to a deed of great bravery and the Lord worked for him and his armour-bearer (cf. v.6). So we read in verse twenty-three, “The Lord delivered Israel that day" by Jonathan’s hand. 

Saul, Jonathan’s father, was king. He was only just king but already he’s getting comfortable and he didn’t seem to see the battle in terms of the Lord’s kingdom, the Lord’s people and the Lord’s honour. And so we read in verse twenty-four, when he finally did get round to action he says, “Cursed be the man who eats food before evening until I have avenged myself upon my enemies.” You see there is a fundamentally different outlook between Saul and Jonathan. Saul is zealous for his own honour; “I must avenge myself.” Jonathan is zealous for the Lord’s honour. Saul is the Lord’s anointed king even though he has been told he will never pass the kingdom onto his son. And he is beginning to behave like a great lord. Jonathan would never be king, and probably even knew that, but Jonathan is the one who is acting as a servant of the Lord and a servant of the people. That is a true kingly heart and he will do his duty regardless of any question of honour. 

Yet in the midst of all this the Lord still saves his people. And in spite of Saul’s sin, God still uses Saul in his sovereign grace to save Israel, he still honours Saul as king, for his own honour’s sake and for the sake of his people. That really is the theme of the text, congregation. Despite Saul’s sin and his wilfulness, God still uses him to save his people. But we need to think about this, for that is actually the theme of most of the Old Testament. Change a few names here and there, change the geography and you could preach a sermon on that theme from any number of historical passages in the Old Testament. 

God does repeat himself and he repeats himself often but seldom does he repeat himself completely. So while this is the general theme of many stories in the Old Testament, the stories are different. And the stories are different to teach us other lessons along the way. We read in Romans fifteen verse four that "through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we are to have hope." So even despite Saul’s sin, God still saves his people; even through Saul. We are to have such hope in God that even through our sin, he will still use us to be a blessing. But then in 1 Corinthians ten, we read that we learn something else from the stories of the Old Testament. We learn about the sins of the people and the judgments of God upon them and we are told by the Apostle Paul that “these things happened as examples for us and were written for our instruction" so that we might not sin as they sinned. 

So while the main point of any story of Scripture is to be discovered by asking the question: What is God doing to save his people? – that is what the Bible is all about, what is God doing to save his people? – that is the main point of any story in the Bible; but along with that we are also instructed in other things and in this particular story we are instructed in the way that sin works in us and robs us of our joy and of our strength. So there are these two strands going through this story and therefore I’ve got two points. As always, it is the bad news about us and the good news from God for us. First of all then, let’s have a look at 

1.	THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SAUL’S SIN. 
Sin is a weed and the great thing about weeds is that they grow anywhere and they flourish anywhere and they don’t need any TLC. The best way to keep them under control is – hoe them under as soon as they appear, if you can’t eliminate them when they first appear. I’m quite sure we all realize this, for example, with sins like sexual temptation. Unless you check it at the initial thought, it grows into fantasy and then, well, we all know. I’m sure we realize this in sins like temper tantrums in our children; that unless we deal with them when they first appear, it can be terribly hard to deal with them when they’re older and are a developed part of their personality. 

The sins of Saul in this chapter are connected with his use of authority. His initial sin was that he couldn’t resist the pressure of the people. He couldn’t withstand the discouragement caused by his army deserting him and so instead of waiting for Samuel to come and offer the sacrifice, he got Ahijah to make the sacrifice and seek the Lord’s favour. The consequence of that sin was that the kingdom would never pass to his son. Furthermore, Samuel left him without even telling him what to do in the present circumstances. 

We do not read that Saul ever dealt with that sin. The next thing we read is that Jonathan sets out to take this Philistine guard-post while Saul is sitting under a pomegranate tree – wallowing in self-pity. Or, let’s grant him the best possibility: maybe he was even stewing over his sin in his heart and berating himself. But repentance without confession and heart-dealings with God is only remorse and it’s no better than what Judas did. “I have sinned,” Judas said as he walked into the temple and tossed his money at the priests' feet, “I have betrayed innocent blood.” But it wasn’t real repentance. He only went out and hanged himself. 

Brothers and sisters, we are all sinners and we will all sin. That’s a given and our children know it; and whoever else over whom we might have been given an authority, they know it too. But what are we going to do about it? Are we going to confess it? Are we going to seek forgiveness for it? For if you do that you can pick up the reins again and carry on. But when you don’t do that, things develop as they did in Saul’s life and in this story. Sin undealt with debilitates. It saps our mental energy. It deprives us of our moral authority so that we cannot act, or we cannot act properly and consistently, for we know that we’re not worthy to act. 

Well, Jonathan turns the tide of the situation by his courageous faith. Saul’s watchmen are woken up by an earthquake and they look out and see that now it is the Philistine multitude, as numerous as the sand on the seashore, that is melting away in all directions in terror. And Saul wakes up and realizes that, like it or not, this is the time to act. But he’s not going without the word from the Lord this time, and since Samuel has turned his back on him he supposes that he must now do it himself. But while the priest Ahijah is in the act, the racket of the fleeing Philistines increases and finally it dawns on Saul that the Lord is speaking perfectly clearly in the flight of the Philistines, so he brushes Ahijah aside. 

And now do you see what has happened? Earlier he couldn’t wait seven days. He was ruled by fear. Now he is simply ruled by events. The flight of the Philistines is sweeping Saul along just as he swept the priest aside with a wave of his hand. Well, it is a pretty great rout and everybody joins in; all the blokes who had hidden or high-tailed it over the Jordan River a few days ago come back and join in; those who had at an earlier time been pressed into the service of the Philistine army, they join in; and they all chase the Philistines twenty miles – thirty kilometres – from Michmash to Aijalon over in the west. And it wasn’t a four-lane paved highway! It was unroaded hill-country and they did it on an empty stomach.

All, that is, except Jonathan. As he raced through a bit of forest, he took a quick diversion into the original drive-through fast food outlet. He picked up some Honey-to-Go. It was dripping from hives in the trees onto the ground and he just ran the end of his staff along the ground and licked it off the end of his staff. It was the first ever energy drink: Yellow Bee. Red bull is just a Johnny-come-lately! 

First there is Saul’s sin of bald disobedience; then there is his sin of inaction. So when the action does begin he can only be swept along by it. But to try to compensate for this lack of leadership, he exercises his authority in a very grandiose way. “Ah, this is the great opportunity I’ve been waiting for. We’re going to make the best of this men! Cursed be the man who wastes one moment of today eating. To the kill!” But when Jonathan is finally informed about it he simply says, “My father has troubled the land. How much more,” verse thirty, “if only the people had eaten freely today of the spoil of their enemies, for now the slaughter among the Philistines is not very great.” 

As soon as it’s all over, the men are exhausted and they fall on the spoil. They kill the meat on the ground so that it can’t bleed properly and they end up eating it with blood still in it; or at least, still on it. Well, Saul is certainly not going to allow this so he says to kill the beasts on a rock – so the head can hang over the rock and bleed properly. Yet it was Saul who brought the situation about. Then when everybody’s fed, Saul has the idea of falling on the Philistines at night. “And let us not leave a man of them alive,” he says in a show of authority and leadership and great boasting. The people say, “Okay.” But the priest reminds Saul, “Now this, Saul, is the time, when you are initiating the action, that you must ask the Lord.” But the Lord doesn’t answer and Saul realizes there is some sin in the camp. The rest of the story is simple enough. 

But the point is this: even though the oath that he placed the people under was foolish, he persisted in it. Yet when the people defied him he didn’t have the moral courage to face them down and go ahead and have Jonathan executed. And if he didn’t mean to all along, he shouldn’t have placed the people under oath. Even more so the second time just now when he said, “As the Lord lives though it is in my son Jonathan, he shall surely die.” And then again, verse forty-five, “May God do this to me and more also for you shall surely die Jonathan.” That is taking the Lord’s name in vain far more than Jonathan did accidentally by breaking the oath of which he was unaware. Jesus said, “Let your yes be yes and your no, no. Whatsoever is more than that is sin.” We are not to make oaths carelessly, just as part of our boasting. 

First off, Saul couldn’t wait seven days; he was ruled by fear. Then he was ruled by events. The flight of the Philistines swept him into action. Then he really lays down the law about a sin that he has led the people into. Then he goes all gung-ho about routing the Philistines by night and when he gets no answer from the Lord about that he reasserts his oath with another and another. But the people face him down and he backs off. “So the people rescued Jonathan and he did not die, then Saul went up from pursuing the Philistines.” 

Brothers, I have seen this sort of thing, in fathers especially. Fathers have an authority to lead their families, and a responsibility therefore to lead their families, in the way of the Lord. Being a responsibility given by God, the authority must be used. But it must begin with example and quiet leading and instruction. I came across a little poem the other day. It’s a bit sweet perhaps but it gets the point across well.

To Any Little Boy's Father
There are little eyes upon you and they're watching night and day;
There are little ears that quickly take in everything you say.

There are little hands all eager to do everything you do;
And a little boy who's dreaming of the day he'll be like you.

You're the little fellow's idol; you're the wisest of the wise.
In his little mind, about you no suspicions ever rise.

He believes in you devoutly, holds that all you say and do,
He will say and do in your way: when he's grown up, just like you.

There's a wide-eyed little fellow who believes you're always right;
And his ears are always open and he watches day and night.

You are setting an example every day in all you do;
For the little boy who's waiting to grow up and be like you.

Or maybe you did start with that and then you undermined it by some sin you never dealt with. The sin is going to happen brothers. But then we must deal with it and we must deal with it as openly as necessary. For if we don’t we will cripple our moral authority and our children will quietly laugh at us behind our backs; or, as soon as they can, leave home and disregard us. And instead you will vacillate between inaction and merely being carried on by events on the one hand, or, on the other hand, blowing up with rage and being reduced to not much more than a red-neck who talks big but, in the face of defiance or the exposure of his folly, quickly backs down and slinks back to the armchair and the TV. And they will put on your gravestone, “His name was Homer Simpson.” What an epitaph! 

That is the psychology of Saul’s sin. That’s the way this sin develops. When it’s not dealt with it saps our mental energy; it deprives us of moral authority; it defeats us, so we cannot act; or we cannot act properly and consistently. There is, however, a second strand in this story, an overriding strand, and that is good news from the Lord.

2.	THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GOD’S GRACE. 
God’s grace is always sovereign. But it usually works through normal channels and by normal means. We saw that last week in Jonathan’s faith. He said, “Perhaps the Lord will work for us." But how? "Let us cross over" and tackle the Philistines. That’s the norm. God works through human means. But it’s still sovereign. As the theologians have always said, God ordains the end, the result, and the means to bring about the result. But perhaps just so we always know his grace is sovereign and not dependent upon us, God works contrary to the rule sometimes, like Jonathan in today's story. He is not at all like his father. Eli ruined his sons but in sovereign mercy, Jonathan turns out differently from his father. Or maybe even Saul was a good father earlier in life and he set a good pattern early. You see that too in life. And maybe the authority of the kingship was simply too much for this king that the people wanted. Jonathan’s father Saul should have been a Christ to Israel; and to Jonathan; as we parents ought to be, especially we fathers, to our children. But in this story, God goes contrary to the norm and despite Saul's failure, Jonathan is a Christ to Israel. 

There is a very important word in the Old Testament – yashar; he saves. From it we get Y'shua; Joshua in English; it means deliverer, or saviour. The Greek is Yesous, of which the English is Jesus; Saviour. In chapter eleven when Saul saved the people of Jabesh-Gilead from the Ammonites on the other side of the Jordan, this word yashar, saviour, is used of Saul three times. In chapter fourteen, our present chapter, it is not used of Saul at all. Instead it’s used in connection with Jonathan, three times. In verse forty-five the men say directly that Jonathan saved Israel, "for he has worked with God this day." It is true, in verse forty-seven we read that God still used Saul to defeat Israel’s enemies and in verse forty-eight it even says, “He delivered Israel from the hands of those who plundered them." But that word deliver is not the same Hebrew word; it is not that important Christ-word for saviour. 

But here again we are surprised by God’s grace still working through Saul; and it is pretty high commendation we read of him. It speaks of his valour. "Now when Saul had taken the kingdom over Israel," when he had confirmed it, "he fought against all his enemies on every side, Moab, Ammon, Edom, Zobar, the Philistines. And he acted valiantly and defeated the Amalekites." And he kept this up all his life. Verse fifty-two: “The war was severe against the Philistines all the days of Saul." Yet he conducted his kingship as a king "according to the nations round about," not according to the rules of Deuteronomy. For in verse fifty-two we read also that, “Whenever he saw any mighty man or any valiant man, he attached him to his staff.” Israel was never supposed to have a standing army like that. Israel’s king was to live by faith that the Lord would raise up men to fight as and when necessary. 

But Israel was the Lord’s people. They were the people of his covenant. They were the people he had promised to save and because he is faithful to his own word and his own promise, he saved Israel; and he saves us, despite our sin. That was the reason God sent the Lord Jesus Christ into this world; not because Israel deserved him, even less because we Gentiles deserved him, but because God in his sovereign plan and mercy and grace had purposed to save a people for himself. And even "if we are faithless," Paul reminds us, “He remains faithful.” So, as the appointed king of Israel who ought to have been a type of Christ, God blessed Saul’s reign, because of his own word and for his people’s sake. 

CONCLUSION
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, never doubt the Lord’s goodness. Never doubt that the Lord will preserve and prosper his church. 

But you who hold authority, whether it’s in the home or whether it’s in the church or anywhere else, do you want to fit this picture? – like Saul, driven by fear or circumstances, or at best overreacting and trying to make out you’re still the boss after all, so you end up not much different from a Homer Simpson-type figure; lots of noise, big boasting claims but whimpering in the face of opposition when your bluff is called?  

The proper exercise of authority begins by showing the leadership of example and instruction. And it is continued by living exactly the same as we teach others. If we do not, God may bless us in our office, even our office of father, but personally we shall have no respect and we may suffer very great loss. Don’t forget how Saul’s life ended; nor whom he took down with him, even this most wonderful son any father could wish to have, Jonathan. 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the true king and first of all he lived; and then he taught. He was the perfect example. "He knew no sin, he did no sin, neither was any sin found in his mouth." The Apostle Paul, like the other apostles, did likewise, albeit it falteringly and imperfectly. And there was no cover-up with Paul. Read Romans chapter seven and you will see that. Yet he could still say, “Follow me, even as I also follow Christ.” Even if you might not want to say such a thing as that, would your children be able to do it? 

Let me say just one other thing. Just because we must never doubt the Lord’s goodness, we must never doubt he will forgive. If we have made major mistakes or if we have made a bad start, it is never too late to ask the Lord’s forgiveness. "The Lord's arm is not shortened that it cannot save."
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 24th October, 2004


