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GRACE REIGNS THROUGH RIGHTEOUSNESS
1 Samuel 15   Romans 5:19-21

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, why are we looking at what God is saying to us in the Book of 1st Samuel? A few years ago I preached a series of sermons on the Book of Judges. The Book of Judges tells us the problem. We turned to 1st Samuel for the solution. Have we found it yet? 

We have found a false start in King Saul. And why a false start? Because man tried to make the solution. The situation in Judges was that "there was no king in Israel and every man did what was right in his own eyes." And every man’s right was usually terribly wrong. By the time we get to the end of the book we see that even trying to right the wrong was wrong; and as wrong as the wrong they were trying to right. You remember the story of that terrible gang-rape in the tribe of Benjamin? And then how the rest of the tribe protected the rapists and wouldn’t allow them to be brought to justice? So Israel went to war against the tribe of Benjamin and so enthusiastic were they in their punishment, they had nearly wiped out the whole tribe before they realized what they were about to do. There were only six hundred men of Benjamin left. Everyone else was dead. So they killed the men from a city in Gilead to take their women for the six hundred remaining men. That only yielded four hundred women, so they organized a harvest festival and told the other two hundred men to swipe whichever girl they fancied and carry her off. And so the solution was little more than legalized rape, the same as the original sin. 

Israel needed a king all right. Well the next judge, and as it turned out, the last judge, was Samuel. He was not a warrior like most of them. He was a prophet and a priest. The old sinful priest Eli had to be replaced even as the lack of a king had to be supplied. But Samuel could turn to warfare if he had to and he did so very successfully against the Philistines in chapter seven. But as Samuel grew old and the people looked at his sons and saw that they did not follow in his footsteps, they worried about the future. They knew they needed a king and they demanded one. That in itself was not wrong, but they demanded "a king like the nations round about that he might go out and fight our battles for us."

The king they asked for in a worldly fashion and from worldly motives turned out to be precisely that, worldly. He is very soon disobedient, beginning to rule as a king like the nations round about; why, we even saw in verse twelve of our text this morning that Saul had already been to Carmel and set up a monument for himself. His first sin was that he would not wait for Samuel to come and make a sacrifice before going into battle and he never repented of that sin. That destroyed his moral authority. That destroyed his integrity and we saw in chapter fourteen that Saul lurches from leniency and indecision to authoritarianism. He is not in control, either of himself or of the people. He is driven by fear of the people one minute and then by events into rashness the next. We see this developing in our story today and we will see it continue to develop throughout his life. 

Saul had been made king of Israel by an act of pure grace. He had no claim on that position. It was the most unlikely thing to happen to the most unlikely person – that was his initial reaction. He was astounded. And he was frightened by it. But God had appointed him and Saul therefore was under obligation to serve the God who raised him by pure grace to the position, and to rule the Lord’s people for the Lord.  The apostle Paul tells us that "grace reigns through righteousness;" personally, congregation, in our lives; and if that’s true in the individual it must also be true in the community of God’s people. Christ reigns in us by grace to produce righteousness in us. Israel was God’s kingdom in the Old Testament and Saul was supposed to be a Christ to Israel. He was to rule God’s people by God’s grace through righteousness. But he doesn’t. And God has to remove him. So that the people, having now learned what a king like the nations round about is like, will be willing for God to provide the solution, for God to raise up his own king in his own way. 

Doesn’t this all remind you of Moses? Moses could see that his people were in trouble and needed help too. And he thought he could deliver his people his way. So he went out and killed that Egyptian who was beating up one of his fellow-countrymen. But it bounced back on him and he had to flee to the desert for forty years and Israel had to languish under Egyptian slavery and oppression for another forty years. Forty years – that is significant. For again, now, the people see their need and think they have a solution and they force God’s hand. But they are wrong and they have to languish under the wrong man for forty years – that is how long Saul reigned.

Yet, even though they had a king more anti-Christ than Christ, God didn’t desert his people; he still worked among them, he still worked for them. He still worked for them through Saul! We read about that in chapter fourteen, verse forty-seven: “Now when Saul had taken the kingdom fully into his hands, he fought against all his enemies on every side, against Moab, the sons of Ammon, Edom, the kings of Zobah, the Philistines and wherever he turned he inflicted punishment.” That’s a summary of the rest of Saul’s reign. The story we have read this morning fits within that. 

God still used him, so Samuel says, “Saul, the Lord of hosts has said that he is going to punish Amalek for what he did to Israel on the way from Egypt three hundred years ago and he’s going to do it by you. Go, take out Amalek. Kill every last man of them – women, children, babes in arms, oxen, sheep, camels, yes and donkeys – you know donkeys, you used to farm with them.” But Saul was not willing utterly to destroy them. And the upshot of it all is that God now rejects Saul as king. He "has given the kingdom to your neighbour who is better than you,” says Samuel (verses 26 & 28). 

Removing kings and setting up new ones is serious business, especially when it is manifestly God who put that first king there in the first place: "Then Samuel said to Saul, 'The Lord sent me to anoint you as king over his people.'" It is serious business because it is politically dangerous. Power needs to be comfortably in the saddle, else you never know what some political loose cannon or hot-head might do; raise a coup perhaps; even as, when Saul eventually died, there was civil war in Israel for seven years. As we have seen in the past fifteen years ourselves in Romania and the Balkans, in Iraq right now, in any number of Central American countries and in probably every country on the continent of Africa. 

Saul was well aware of the political disruption that his deposition could bring and he even used it to try and blackmail Samuel. Verse thirty: "I have sinned but please honour me now before the elders of my people and before Israel and go back with me that I might worship the Lord your God." “Indeed you are right Samuel, but having said that, let’s get back to normal, shall we? You’ve got to stand with me Samuel or this whole show is going to fall apart.” Removing kings is serious business. But God did it and therefore we ought to realize that God thought Saul's sin was serious business because he was prepared to put the whole nation through this. 

Grace, that’s what God’s kingdom is all about. And it was God’s kingdom that Saul was supposed to be ruling over. "Grace rules through righteousness." There are two things we need to see from our text this morning and the first one is this: sin is deadly serious. The second is: repentance must be real. 

What is the Book of first Samuel about? It is about the Lord reviving and reforming and rebuilding his kingdom. God would do that only under his king, a man after his own heart. It cannot be done – and this is what the Lord is proving to Israel through Saul – it cannot be done in the way that the nations or any other organization around about do things – by political maneuvering, by motivation techniques, by giving people what we think they might want, what will attract them, by learning how to bring a gospel presentation to a convincing conclusion and bringing people to a decision in the same way salesmen are taught to ‘clinch the deal’. We even use commercial language sometimes about this. 

Brothers and sisters, these things are blights on the Church. They are a denial of the Gospel because the Gospel is something the natural man hates with all his heart, because the Gospel does not first make him feel comfortable; it must make him feel terribly uncomfortable. It must slay him, it must lay us in the dust, it must humble us, it must break our hard hearts, because the first two things that we have to learn to understand the Gospel are, one: our sin, and two: our utter helplessness to do anything about our situation. 

People of God, the Church in general and we as part of that Church will never be used by the Lord, we’ll never be revived, we’ll never be reformed, we’ll never be blessed with Gospel success unless we understand sin and unless we understand repentance because the Gospel, the Church, the Kingdom of God is about grace reigning in righteousness. Therefore, we must understand sin and therefore, because we are sinners, we must understand repentance. Let’s try and understand them today. First of all, 

1.	SIN IS DEADLY SERIOUS 
You must see that from this story, surely. There are two instances of sin in our chapter. There is, first of all,
i) 	the sin of Amalek  It is difficult. We hear that command in those first few verses for Saul to go and wipe out Amalek and it horrifies us – men, women, children, babes in arms, cattle, sheep, donkeys, the works. What is this? Some kind of divinely sanctioned ethnic cleansing? “Until you exterminate them,” God said. 

Congregation this is not a normal war. This is a very, very special war. We can’t call it a ‘holy war’ either; it’s not some kind of Christian Jihad. In ordinary warfare, Deuteronomy twenty is very clear: Israel was not allowed to kill non-combatants. She was not allowed to wipe out cities. She was not allowed to destroy fruit trees or the means of civilian production. This is a very special kind of war of which there are very few in the Bible but it is good for us to be aware of them. I want to say three things about this. 
a)	There are only two instances in the Bible where God commanded man to carry out this kind of war – this one and one other instance. The other was the war against the Canaanites that God commanded Israel to wage so that he could displace the Canaanites from the land of Canaan to make room for Israel to come in. But that couldn’t happen until something very significant happened to the Canaanites and that was why Israel had to spend four hundred years in Egypt before they could come into the Promised Land. God said it wouldn’t happen until the Canaanites "had filled up the measure of their sins" (cf. Gen.15:16). 

By its cowardly attack on the weak of Israel in Sinai (Deut.25:17ff.), Amalek had similarly opposed God in a gross manner and filled up the measure of its sins; because in the intervening three hundred years they had carried on in the same way (cf. vv.18, 33). 

This kind of warfare is a kind of final judgment. What we read of Saul commanded to do to Amalek is what every unbeliever, and therefore enemy of God, will suffer when Jesus Christ comes again. 

b)	We read of two other instances of this sort of warfare conducted by man, but not at the command of God. They are by the sin of man and his imperialistic aims and endeavours. There came a time, you see, when Israel sinned worse than the Canaanites so God brought the Babylonians on them and the Babylonians either slaughtered them or took them off to Babylon into captivity for seventy years. The other time was again Israel when Jesus left the temple for the last time and he said, “I leave it to you desolate," bereft of the presence of God, no longer "my Father's house." God left Israel because Israel, as a nation, no longer believed. Thirty-five years later Rome razed Jerusalem to the ground and millions of Jews were slain. 

c)	There is one other instance of this kind of warfare we read of in the Bible, inflicted by God personally. To be bereft of the presence of God is hell and that is what Jesus suffered on the cross. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.” That is what we mean when we say in the Apostle’s Creed that Jesus descended into hell. He suffered the God-forsakenness of hell so that by grace, through mere faith in him, simply believing that he bore that for us, we might not suffer the God-forsakenness of hell. 

That explains the sin of Amalek. Sin is deadly serious to God. Congregation, what a terrible judgment awaits every unbeliever, everyone who persists in disobedience to God. Could it be that there may be some among us in that position this morning? 

There is, secondly, 
ii)	the sin of Saul  Saul had his excuses, of course, as we all do, “Surely, God, wouldn’t it better not to kill Agag outright? Tell you what God, what about taking his prime breeding stock and sending them up in smoke right before his very eyes, and, what's more, send them up in smoke as an offering to you, the God who has just defeated him completely. Come on God, let’s really rub it in that his god is a giant zero, a non-entity, a make-believe, a toy.” 

“So you thought that would be a good idea did you Saul,” said Samuel, “better than God’s? Well, do you want to know what God says about that Saul? When you were little in your own eyes, God made you to be king over Israel and as the Lord’s king over the Lord’s people he sent you on a mission. Why did you not obey the voice of the Lord but rushed upon the spoil and did what was evil in the sight of the Lord” (v.19)? 

So Saul switches tack and says, “But Samuel, the people made me do it.” And Samuel replies, “Has the Lord as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold to obey is better than sacrifice and to heed than the fat of rams, for rebellion is as the sin of divination and insubordination is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the Lord he has rejected you from being king” (vv.22-23). 

Congregation, do we understand what sin is? It is disobedience. It is rebellion. Do we understand what rebellion is and therefore what all sin is, however we might colour it? We think divination, witchcraft – mucking round with the occult, rank idolatry – they're terrible sins, aren’t they? They are terrible sins! But God says all sin is, at bottom, that bad: witchcraft and idolatry; because sin is to reject God’s rights as the creator and ruler and Lord and God of his own world. Saul wanted to be his own ruler, on his own title, answerable only to himself. Sin "makes the self-will, the human I, into a God" (Keil), even as Saul had said, “I must avenge myself on my enemies” (14:24). 

But isn’t it true that at the bottom of our hearts we all want to be our own gods? God says it is simple disobedience and as one commentator put it, “Disobedience is not an alternative religious understanding. It is not an expression of religious pluralism. It is not a quest for one’s own identity" (Davis). God has given us our identity. We are his creatures and we owe him thankfulness, love and obedience! Sin is deadly serious and since Saul thus rejected God, God rejected him. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, if we want God to build his kingdom, if we want him to grow his Church through us it will be by obedience, it will be because "grace, the Gospel, reigns through righteousness" or it will not be at all; or it will not be to our blessing. Indeed, if we even want to be in the kingdom it will be by God’s grace and love reigning in us, producing righteousness in us, or we will not be in God’s kingdom at all. In other words, we will be as eternally lost as the Amalekites and as Saul eventually was. All sin, including the sin God forgives, must be punished, it must be avenged, for God is holy. God does not say, “Oh, let bygones be bygones.” 

The two thousand years since Jesus Christ came to this earth and died is called the age of grace. This age of "grace which reigns in righteousness" is called in the Book of Isaiah chapter sixty-one, "the Day of the Lord’s favour, the Day of the vengeance of our God," because to establish his kingdom on the earth God had necessarily to destroy the devil's kingdom. He had to wreak vengeance on the devil and on sin. And that gets personal. Because the full Gospel is that God judges sin, all sin, either in the sinner, as with Amalek, or in Jesus Christ for those who believe. Do you believe? Do you believe all this about sin and about salvation and about Jesus’ offer of grace? What does it mean to believe? Well, that raises my second point, 

2.	REPENTANCE MUST BE TRUE 
There is a problem about repentance in our chapter, isn't there? – a big problem. You’ve got this dogmatic statement in verse twenty-eight, “The Glory of Israel will not lie or change his mind. He is not a man that he should change his mind.” But he already has changed his mind! He anointed Saul as king and now he has un-anointed him? What is that if it’s not a change of mind? “I regret that I have made Saul king,” verse eleven (and again in verse thirty-five). 

This has happened elsewhere in Scripture. When the world became so wicked in Noah’s day we read in Genesis chapter six, “And the Lord was sorry that he had made man on the earth and he was grieved in his heart.” When the Bible talks about God repenting, it’s not talking about God changing his mind; it’s talking about God’s heart, it’s talking about his love, it’s talking about his emotions, his feelings toward his creatures. God plans all things that ever happen and they all come to pass just as he planned and there’s a lot about that that we don’t understand. But it is not that God changes his mind and reverts to Plan B. God doesn’t have a Plan B. God originally made man and gave him freedom and man rebelled against him, and he still does, and it grieves God. It pains his heart. 

And so, to our point today, the first thing about believing that God punished our sin in Jesus Christ, by which alone we can be saved from our sin and rebellion, is to repent of our sin and rebellion. But what does repentance mean? 

"Saul, what’s this bleating of sheep in my ears and lowing of oxen that I hear?" "Oh the people spared the best line of livestock to, ah … to … sacrifice to the Lord!" That’s what we do first of all, isn’t it, when we are faced with our sin. We call it something else – even piety! Forget it! You are dealing with God here who knows the beginning from the end, who knows our every thought before we think it. 

“Why didn’t you obey the Lord Saul?” “Oh I did Samuel. I went on the mission. But the people…. Well, you know how it is Samuel; you have been judge of Israel long enough. You win some, you lose some.” Yes we all know very well how it is. It’s called passing the buck. It’s the other bloke not me! "Sally threw it Miss, not me!" 
Then he tries to excuse it with a little more religiosity: “We were going to sacrifice them.” But congregation, God doesn’t want what we think he might want; he wants what he wants. Especially since they would be fellowship offerings anyway of which the offerer himself got the lion’s share – fellowship offerings were for a festive meal. But our worship is not firstly for us; it’s to be for God. 

"You have rebelled Saul. You have rejected God. You want to be your own boss just like the kings of the nations round about." "Okay Lord, you’re right, I blew it. But this is heavy stuff man. This is not good for a positive mental attitude. This is not the sort of thing you want to dwell on, surely, Samuel? Will you please forgive me and let’s go worship?" 

"You still haven’t got it, have you Saul? You’re a rebel Saul, that’s what I’m telling you, and I’m not going to worship with you because you don’t worship my God Saul. You’re an idolater, you’re an infidel, you worship another God, you worship god Saul. And God, the only God, by grace Israel’s God has, rejected you as king." "No really Samuel, I have got it, I’ve sinned. But this standoff between you and me, it’s bad for my position, you know. It’s not good for Israel. Please honour me in the eyes of the people and before Israel." 

Samuel saw it was useless so he went back and Saul worshipped – that's what it says, “Saul worshipped” (v.31); it doesn't say Samuel worshipped with him. But Samuel was going to see that God’s orders were obeyed and he made an awful job of Agag. Killing is not a prophet’s job. Life gets truly awful when we disobey God. God has to get people untrained to do things. 

So how must we deal with our rebellion and sin if we don’t want to be judged like Amalek and Saul? We must repent, congregation. We must repent truly, not like Saul, not in words only. But what is true repentance? When Samuel says in verse twenty-nine that “God will not repent,” he also says “he will not change his mind.” That is exactly what repentance is; it means to have a change of mind. It’s not an outward thing, first of all; it’s an inward thing. It means to have a change of thinking. It means to come to a change in the way one understands one’s life-situation and where one stands morally before God. It means to stop thinking one’s own rebellious thoughts and going on ruling one’s life one’s own way. It means to begin to see things from God’s point of view and to agree with God’s ‘take’ on everything. That’s what repentance is; and then it means to turn around and now walk and live in God’s way. 

Saul was supposed to be a Christ. He was supposed to be a leader to build God’s kingdom in Israel but he had his own rebellious ideas about how to do that and therefore God rejected him as king. Congregation, if we want God to use us a Church, to build up his Church, to be used to see his kingdom grow by bringing people to know the Lord, it will only be as we are obedient because "grace, the mercy of God in Christ, reigns in righteousness." 

Furthermore, if we as individuals want to be in that kingdom it will only be by obeying the Gospel, by seeing that we, every one of us, and I in particular (each one of us speaking individually), are sinners; and repenting of that, truly, and seeing everything the way God sees things and not blaming others and not thinking that God will be palmed off by a quick sorry and let’s get on with life again, it’s back to business as usual; because if we are truly repentant about our old ways, it can never be business as usual again. It must now be business as God would run it. There must be a radical change of ways because "grace rules in righteousness" and what we are repenting of is unrighteousness. 

For sin is deadly serious in God’s eyes and every sin must be punished and every sin will be punished. But God loves the creatures he has made; he loves mankind, it pains his heart when he sees our sin, he grieves over us. So he did something about it, something terrible. It is truly awful to think of sinners under the judgment and eternal punishment of God. Think about the Amalekites, men and women and boys and girls and babes-in-arms and Samuel hacking up Agag. 

But God did that to his own beloved Son. God’s "grace reigns in righteousness" and it is possible for God to be gracious to us and to forgive us our sins because he wreaked his righteous vengeance on his own Son. He forsook his own Son. He brought hell upon his own Son as he forsook Saul, as he forsook Amalek, as he forsook Jerusalem and as he will forsake all who continue to refuse him. He forsook Jesus Christ who only ever did righteousness, so that he could offer grace and forgiveness and the righteousness of Jesus Christ to us. 

So how will it be? Would you be like Saul and try to cut a deal with God out of court? Sorry congregation, God doesn’t cut deals. He offers full and free forgiveness in Jesus Christ and all that is required of you and me is to acknowledge that we are sinners and rebels, that we really want to be our own god, and that in effect we hate him; and to repent of that, truly, and to turn from our idols, especially the idol of self, expressed in all sorts of ways – self-will, living for ourselves; and turn to the true God and serve him. 

So why will you die? Why will you die when Jesus has died? Why will you allow that awful judgment of God to fall upon you when it’s already fallen upon God’s own son? "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved."				Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 14th November, 2004

Extra Notes from Keil's Commentary.

On God's repentance;  Cf. Gen.6:6; it refers not to changeableness in the divine nature (cf. v.29) but to sorrow of the divine love.

On 11d;  Samuel was distressed at the frustration of God's purpose in Saul's disobedience. He wrestled with God in prayer, but received only a message of rejection.

On 15 & 20;  What was banned to the Lord could not be offered as a burnt offering because it belonged to the Lord already (Lev.27:29; Dt.13:16).

From the Berliber Bible; "In sacrifices a man offers only the strange flesh of animals, whereas in obedience he offers his own will, which is rational or spiritual worship," cf. Ro.12:1.

"In the sacrificial animal the worshipper was to give up and sanctify his own person and life to the Lord."

On v.29;  Glory – trust, unchangeableness, constancy, endurance which produce confidence. Man repents or regrets because he is changeable and fluctuates in his desires and actions. God does so never.

On v.31;  Samuel then went "for the purpose of preserving the outward order until a new king should take his place," quoting O. von Gerlach, & also to carry out the ban on Agag.

