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I would like to continue my reflection on the book of 1 Samuel today. I'm jumping ahead in our story to focus on the
development of Saul.
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But before we come to this chapter, there is an important scene in chapter 12. Samuel is an old man now, and his role has
changed...as it does with all of us on our life journeys. Unlike some, though, Samuel has embraced his new role and
stepped aside as the leader of Israel. His role as judge and ruler—in the political sense—has ended. He is simply pastor
and prophet—a role I think he actually much prefers.
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He knows that King Saul’s influence as leader must increase, while his own leadership role—at least in the political
sense—must decrease. And he receives this graciously. He understands this is the way it must be. It says a lot about the
man—about his humility and his attitude of grace. Not many are willing to leave the limelight...not many are willing to
let go of power and influence. Samuel understands his role and purpose. He remains their pastor, Though his people
insist on making bad choices, Samuel promises to pray and care for them (chapter 12:20-25). His story tells us much
about the character a leader must possess to serve faithfully.
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Today, we pick up the story of Saul—Dbut it is a tragic story. It is the story of a man who was given much, yet misused his
gift and went down a road to self-destruction.
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Saul’s story began well...with a man going about the simple routine of his life, looking for lost donkeys. God was the
furthest thing from his mind, but Saul was very much on God’s mind.
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Saul was not anointed king because of his abilities. It was a position he had not earned. Nevertheless, he was
chosen...reluctantly on his part, but chosen all the same. Israel was excited. Finally, they had what they wanted—a king
and a central government like all the other nations—rejecting the rule of God for the rule of man.
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Saul comes onto the stage with no rulebook to follow, but he has Samuel...and God in his corner, offering advice and
direction when needed. Yet he does not heed them.
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By the time we reach this part of the story, we see a pattern in Saul’s life that will eventually lead him to ruin. You see,
Saul never really understood the grace and generosity poured into his life.
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Having been anointed king by Samuel and received as king by the people, Saul, for whatever reason, forgot the first part
and focused entirely on the second. He valued the approval of his peers over the anointing of God.
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Chapter 15 begins with a difficult command. Saul is instructed to carry out God's judgment against the Amalekites, ancient
enemies of Israel. In Exodus and Deuteronomy, we read how they attacked the Israelites in the wilderness, particularly
those who were weak and lagging behind. God had promised judgment against them.
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But from our perspective, this judgment seems unconscionable. How could God command the destruction of an entire
people, including women and children? It is a difficult passage, and | don't think we should pretend otherwise.
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We need to remember that we are reading this story from a very different world. In the ancient Near East, such warfare
was known as *herem*—devoting everything to destruction. As Eugene Peterson observes, this command would not have
troubled the ethical sensibilities of those in the story as it troubles ours.
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Saul certainly raises no objection. Unlike Abraham, who pleaded with God over Sodom and Gomorrah, Saul offers no
protest.
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Now, we must be careful. Understanding the ancient culture does not make such warfare morally acceptable, nor
does this passage give anyone permission to commit genocide in God's name.
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But it raises an important question about how God works in human history.
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Remember 1 Samuel 8? The people wanted a king, just like the other nations. God said they had rejected Him as king.
Yet He allowed them to have a king and continued working through the monarchy. We see something similar in Exodus
21, where God regulates slavery, and Deuteronomy 21, where He addresses families with multiple wives.
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These passages remind us that **God sometimes works within deeply flawed human cultures without necessarily
approving of everything people do.**
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Does that fully explain the command to Saul? No. There is a difference between God regulating human practices and
Scripture presenting God as commanding destruction. We need humility in dealing with such difficult passages.
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God's instruction involved *herem*, in which neither the king nor his soldiers could enrich themselves from the spoils of
war. Yet verse 9 tells us that Saul and his army spared King Agag and kept the best livestock—everything of value.
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Greed may have played a part. But something else becomes apparent as the story unfolds.
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When Samuel confronted him, Saul began making excuses. First, he claimed the animals were kept for sacrifice, although
verse 9 gives no indication that this was their original intention. Then he blamed his men. In verse 24, he admitted, "l was
afraid of the men and so I gave in to them."
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And haven't we seen this before? XAFHYE » A TA BRI T ?

In chapter 13, Saul offered a sacrifice rather than waiting for Samuel. When confronted, he blamed the circumstances. His
men were scattering, the Philistines were gathering, and Samuel was late. What else could he do?

Fr== > AT CAEFMEERE] > BE OB - #THn - e THERESA IS © B RECE - JERIEA
IEAEERES - MIEEE SXGRIEA K - MURREE 2736 ?

There always seemed to be a reason for his disobedience. s+ H YR ITAER @ L S EEH EHH -
And notice chapter 15:12. While Samuel was grieving over Saul's failure, Saul had gone to Carmel to set up a monument
in his own honour.What a contrast! Samuel was grieving while Saul was celebrating himself.

HEETAE 2T - SMEHE PP HREIE G - BP AR - B CIL T — LS - 22587
AYNSEE | B EAERRDT - HPAERGAC -

As we follow Saul's story, we begin to see a deeply insecure man, constantly trying to prove himself, protect his position,
and win the approval of others.
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Yet here is the tragedy. 731 » ZEEIFEFEXEH -

God had chosen Saul when he was nobody of significance. He had not earned the kingship. It was given to him by grace.
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*But Saul seemed unable to rest in that grace. He kept trying to establish through his own efforts what God had already
given him as a gift.**
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Before we condemn Saul, perhaps we should recognize something of ourselves in him. We too struggle with insecurity,
pride, and the desire for control. We too can become so concerned about protecting ourselves that we lose sight of God's
grace.
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So, from Saul's story, | want us to consider three areas of our lives that can undermine our trust in God and keep us from
enjoying the grace He has given us.
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1. His insecurity—longing for the approval of his peers /"~ 22 & Nt = | ER A ORINEE]

Saul was always concerned about how others saw him. In chapter 10, he hesitates to take responsibility. In chapter 13, he
acts out of fear of losing his men's support. In chapter 14, he backs down when his men challenge his decision concerning
Jonathan. And here in chapter 15, he gives in to his men because he fears their opinion.
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His insecurity becomes even more obvious when David enters the picture. In chapter 18, Saul becomes jealous of David's
success. When the people praise David for killing tens of thousands, compared to Saul's thousands, he becomes angry and
begins to see David as a threat to his throne.
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That is what insecurity can do to us. Instead of rejoicing in another person's success, we feel threatened. Their success
reminds us of our own inadequacies.** In Saul's case, insecurity grows into suspicion, fear, and eventually a desire to kill
David.
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Why are we so often driven by our insecurities?Henri Nouwen, in his book *In the Name of Jesus*, speaks of two kinds
of love: God's unconditional love and the conditional love we receive from others.
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Human love can be fragile. We long for approval from family, friends, and those around us. When that approval is
withheld, we feel rejected, hurt, and sometimes even angry.
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But God's love is different. We do not have to earn it. He loves us despite our failures and weaknesses. Yet our insecurities
make it difficult for us to believe that we can be loved simply because God is gracious. Instead, we worry that we are not
good enough, that others are better than us, or that we may lose their approval.
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That was Saul's struggle. God had chosen him to be king, not because he had earned it, but by grace. Yet Saul spent much
of his life trying to prove himself and win the approval of his men.
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He was trying to earn from others what God had already given him by grace.**
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And perhaps that is our struggle as well. When we allow our insecurities to control us, we find it difficult to live by faith
and simply trust God's grace.
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2. His ego—his need to be recognized trHy B F——=FE 152 H] AAYIAE]

This trait is closely related to his insecurity. He needs to establish himself as the authoritative figure in Israel. So perhaps
it is no surprise that he raises a monument to himself! Imagine that. Up to this point in Israel’s story, we have not seen a
king raise a monument to himself. What did that monument symbolize? That Saul was the man to be looked up to—not
God.
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It reminds me of the many monuments to the tyrants of our world—Mao Zedong, Hitler, Donald Trump...and others who
want to showcase themselves as people of power and influence.
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When our egos become inflated, we become preoccupied with being recognized, with being seen as people of substance—
in control, powerful, someone to be reckoned with. On a retreat years ago, | heard a story of a house church leader in
China. When he began, he took on the title “Servant of God.” As his influence increased, his title changed to “God’s
representative.” And as more people were attracted to him, the title changed even more drastically to “God incarnate.” It's
hard to disagree with God incarnate, isn’t it? Too powerful to reckon with!
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And why is being powerful so important to people? Nouwen makes this observation: Maybe power offers an easy
substitute for the hard task of love. It seems easier to be God than to love God, easier to control people than to love people,
easier to own life than to love life....
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And so Saul feeds his ego as he wrestles with his insecurities. He builds a monument to himself at Carmel before going
down to Gilgal, a place of military and religious significance. His acts of self-interest come before devotion to God—



something that characterizes much of his life. The sad thing about Saul is that the more tightly he tries to hold on to the
title of king, the more it slips away.
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His religiousness—very religious, but not godly {5225 R E > FIREE

Notice that the worse things get for Saul, the more religious he becomes. In chapter 13, afraid of losing his men's support,
he takes matters into his own hands and offers a sacrifice. In chapter 14, his rash religious oath nearly costs Jonathan his
life.
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As Eugene Peterson observes, Saul appears to be a very religious king—consulting priests, commanding religious fasts,
building altars, and seeking God's guidance. Yet increasingly, his religion seems more about maintaining control than
trusting God.
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The more Saul loses his trust in God, the more he relies on outward expressions of religion.** Outwardly, he appears
devoted and successful, but inwardly, something is terribly wrong. And perhaps that is the danger for all of us: we can
look religious without necessarily living by faith.
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A young adult once told me why he had stopped attending church. As a teenager, he said, he had been the model church
kid. But one Saturday, during worship practice, he sat on the communion table. An elder scolded him because the table
was 'holy' and he was supposedly desecrating it. That was not the only reason he eventually left, but it stayed with him.
He could not understand why protecting a piece of furniture seemed more important than caring for him..
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I do not tell that story to dismiss reverence. | tell it because the outward signs of religion can become more important to
us than the heart of faith. Rules, appearances, and rituals have their place, but they cannot replace humility, love, and
obedience.
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That is why Samuel's words to Saul cut so deeply: ""To obey is better than sacrifice' (1 Samuel 15:22). God was not
asking Saul to impress Him with some religious performance. He was asking Saul to trust Him enough to obey.
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And this is what makes Saul's story so tragic. Here was a man who had been chosen by grace. He came from the least of
the tribes, from a family of little significance. He had not sought the throne. God had raised him up and given him an
opportunity to participate in something much greater than himself.
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But somewhere along the way, Saul began to lose sight of that grace. His insecurities, his pride, his fear of what others
thought of him, and his need to protect his position gradually became more important than his trust in God.
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Now, there is nothing necessarily wrong with protecting ourselves. We all need boundaries. We all have responsibilities
to ourselves and those we love. But there is a difference between protecting ourselves wisely and allowing self-protection
to become the driving force of our lives.
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And | think that is what happened to Saul. A8 » HZ AR @ELIE X E -
When confronted with his disobedience, Saul was more concerned about preserving his reputation than acknowledging
his failure. Even after confessing his sin, he pleaded with Samuel to honour him before the elders of Israel.
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Saul had been invited to live a life shaped by God's grace. Yet increasingly, he chose to live as though everything depended
on him. He would remain king for the rest of his life, but his kingdom would come to an end. In a tragic sense, he had
become the people's king rather than the king who trusted and obeyed God.
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This is the tragedy of Saul's life. He had received grace, but he increasingly chose to live as though grace were not enough.
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And perhaps there is something here for you and me to ponder. 7.1 » X H th 5 —Lt{HE IR EERIH T -

The life of grace can be undermined by ego, pride, insecurity, and even religion. We can become so concerned about
protecting ourselves, preserving our reputation, or maintaining control that we lose sight of what is really important.
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We all face this possibility, don't we?How often do we justify our actions because we are afraid of what we might lose?
How often do we find it easier to appear religious than to trust God in obedience?
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And God's encouragement to us, in the midst of these struggles of our souls, is to continue trusting Him. To obey Him,
even when obedience comes at a cost. Even when others may not understand. Even when His ways do not seem as
expedient as our own.Why is this so important for our spiritual lives?
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Because it takes faith.It takes faith to believe that God loves us, not because we have earned His love, but because He is
gracious. It takes faith to believe that God still cares for us when our security seems threatened. It takes faith to trust that
God's ways are good, even when our own ways appear to offer a quicker and easier solution.And perhaps that is what
Samuel was trying to help Saul understand when he said, "To obey is better than sacrifice.”
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Obedience is not something we do to earn God's grace. It is how we respond to the grace we have already received.
Something for us to ponder, I think. Because ultimately, that is what faith is about: trusting God's leading, obeying His
commands, and learning to let go of our need to be in the limelight and in control of things.
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Because ultimately, it is not we who are king. It is He. Amen
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