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2|2 INTRODUCTION

It has been quite a while since I graduated from the seminary in 2007. I always admire the
President of the institution. Dr. Bryan Chapell is a man of wisdom and grace. I can still
remember the first sentence he made at my commencement ceremony: “No more exam. But
there will be tests.” Typical students have to go through many exams in their life. But the true
tests will come when they enter the society. Their bosses evaluate them based on what they know
and what they can do. But the most difficult test in life is on the judgment about what kind of
person you are. Your skills may get you to a certain level. But your character will determine how
long you will stay there. Saul had the outward appearance of a king from other nations. But
would he pass the test given by God? Some time had passed after Samuel made his farewell
speech. He encouraged his people that God would continue to bless them and their king if they
would follow Him. Would Saul listen? A test for Saul’s faithfulness had arrived. The nation was
facing another challenge from the Philistines. As we shall see, the conflict was not only about
fighting off those enemies. The true test for Saul was to overcome the battle from within. He had
to choose between relying on himself or relying on God. We encounter the same struggle on a
daily basis. Trusting the Lord should not be just a slogan. Obedience to God must be
demonstrated by our actions. If we determine to submit to God in our mind, then we will
naturally walk in His ways as well.

fiZ¥E EXPLANATION
1. H#tJER Outdo

We will focus on three words as we navigate through this passage. The first word is outdo. The
Israelites were outdone by the Philistines. Those enemies lived in the coastal area by the
Mediterranean Sea. They came from the west to lay siege to Israel. The Israelites were outdone
for two reasons. First, they were outnumbered. Verse 2 tells us the size of Saul’s army: Saul
chose three thousand men of Israel. Two thousand were with Saul in Michmash and the hill
country of Bethel, and a thousand were with Jonathan in Gibeah of Benjamin. The rest of the
people he sent home, every man to his tent. Three thousand soldiers were all that Saul had. Saul
took two thousand men and his son Jonathan had the rest. The passage says Jonathan’s troop had
an initial victory over the Philistines. Saul seized the momentum and summoned more men to
join him. Meanwhile, the enemies were ready to fight. Look at verse 5: And the Philistines
mustered to fight with Israel, thirty thousand chariots and six thousand horsemen and troops like
the sand on the seashore in multitude. They came up and encamped in Michmash, to the east of
Beth-aven. The Israelites were outnumbered by a 10 to 1 ratio. Besides being outnumbered, they
were also outpowered by their adversary. The verse says the Philistines had chariots. That gave
them much advantage in mobility. Verse 19 also adds: Now there was no blacksmith to be found
throughout all the land of Israel, for the Philistines said, “Lest the Hebrews make themselves
swords or spears.” The Philistines were highly civilized people. They knew how to extract iron
from ores and make tools from it. The text continues to say that the Israelites had to go to the
Philistines and pay them to sharpen their farming tools. They had monopoly over the basic



livelihood of the Israelites. That reminds me of the business model of Apple back in the old days.
People could only buy from Apple if they needed a cable or a headphone because no one else
made those accessories. And just like that, the Israelites were under a constant oppression from
their enemies. How did they react when seeing a large number of enemies coming? Verses 6-7
describe: 6 When the men of Israel saw that they were in trouble (for the people were hard
pressed), the people hid themselves in caves and in holes and in rocks and in tombs and in
cisterns, 7 and some Hebrews crossed the fords of the Jordan to the land of Gad and Gilead. Saul
was still at Gilgal, and all the people followed him trembling. They either took cover or took off!
Some of them even crossed the Jordan river and went eastward. Everyone was afraid. They knew
there were no way they could win from a human standpoint. Fear is a natural reaction to a crisis.
Fear is not a sin. It helps us stay alert to an imminent danger. How we react to fear shows our
relationship with God. Here is the first spiritual lesson we can draw from the story: Feeling of
bottom-out reveals our bottom-line. What and who do you rely on when you are outdone by
your problems? It happens when all the money in your bank account, and all the experts you can
find are of no use. Any Christian can say they love God when they are in smooth-sailing. We do
not really feel that we need God when we have wealth and health. God allows us to face hardship
so that we know we need God. He promises to listen to us when we call on Him. But our prayer
list should not be an order form. Prayer is a recognition that God is our Lord and we are His
children. We admit that we can do nothing apart from Him. That takes us to the second spiritual
lesson: If we surrender ourselves to the Lord, then we will not surrender to our problems.
We admit our helplessness through prayer. We recommit ourselves to the Lord. We firmly
believe that if God does not come to our rescue, then we have nowhere to go. Therefore, do not
hide ourselves from problems. We must hide under God’s wings and seek protection from Him.

2. HHE Overdo

Saul and his army were outdone by the Philistines. Saul tried desperately to get his people out of
trouble. In doing so, he overdid his duties. We pick up the story in verse 8-10: 8 He waited seven
days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel did not come to Gilgal, and the people were
scattering from him. 9 So Saul said, “Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the peace
offerings.” And he offered the burnt offering. 10 As soon as he had finished offering the burnt
offering, behold, Samuel came. And Saul went out to meet him and greet him. The Philistines
were closing in. The Israelite soldiers were afraid. Many of them ran away. Samuel did not show
up as he promised. Therefore, Saul took matters into his own hands and presented the burnt
offering. He overdid his role. According to God’s Law, only the priests could administer the
ritual. The urgent situation made him impatient. People tend to follow their instinct rather than
wait on the Lord when they are in a hurry. Sarah committed the same mistake. God promised her
and Abraham a son. Nothing happened after trying for ten years. Therefore, Sarah gave her
maidservant Hagar to Abraham as a second wife. Sarah tried to help God speed up His promise.
It turned out to be a disaster. Hagar’s son Ishmael became the ancestor of the Arabs. They are
perpetual adversaries of Israel. We can deduce another spiritual lesson from here: Trusting God
includes trusting in His timing and His plan. We should always follow God and not jump
ahead of Him. But Saul did not want to wait anymore. Samuel arrived right after Saul had
completed the burnt offering. He wasted no time in rebuking Saul. The king justified his action
because his troop was scattering, the enemies were approaching and Samuel was late. Then he
adds in verse 12: “I said, ‘Now the Philistines will come down against me at Gilgal, and I have



not sought the favor of the Lord.” So I forced myself, and offered the burnt offering.” Saul felt
compelled to present the offerings. Saul wanted to ask God for advice. He did not necessarily
have to sacrifice an animal. He could have led the soldiers in a prayer. Perhaps Saul wanted to
rallied his troop through the ritual. Hopefully, they were now energized to fight a holy war. From
this, we can derive another spiritual lesson: God sees our motives more important than our
motions. We should seek to please God rather than pleasing ourselves or others. You come to
the church not to meet the expectation of your family members or your spiritual leaders. God
knows whether your heart comes with your physical body. Your offering and your participation
in ministries are not to exchange favor from God. Everything must be done out of love for God.
Samuel points out Saul’s core problem in the next verse: And Samuel said to Saul, “You have
done foolishly. You have not kept the command of the Lord your God, with which he
commanded you...” Saul did not have any power. He only derived authority from God. By
overdoing his duty, Saul looked like a boss who did whatever he wanted. The world sees results
more important than the process. It does not care how people gain riches and success. It will be
foolish not to cut corners. Therefore, businesses push products into the market before all the
problems are fixed. As a result, customers suffer from hidden side-effects of medicines, new cars
break down without warning or bridges collapse under severe weather. Non-believers may think
that obeying God is dumb. Why attend church when you can work overtime or go fishing? Why
stay honest when others exaggerate their accomplishments and cheat on their income tax returns?
The question is whether we want the world’s best or God’s best. God’s way may not be the
quickest way. Following Biblical principles does not guarantee the earthly treasure many people
are chasing after. But it is the only way to receive God’s approval and His blessing.

3. EEHE Undo

Saul’s ruling would not last long because he disobeyed God. Eventually, God would undo Saul’s
throne. Samuel continues his reproach to Saul in the second half of verse 13: 13 “... For then

the Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel forever. 14 But now your kingdom
shall not continue. The Lord has sought out a man after his own heart, and the Lord has
commanded him to be prince over his people, because you have not kept what the Lord
commanded you.” God had intended to bless Saul’s leadership only if he would follow God’s
commands. He was not only a ruler of his people. He was also a representative of God. Saul was
fired because of his mistake. We may think that God was being too harsh on Saul. One strike and
he was out. God is actually much more gracious than we can imagine. If God holds us
accountable for our sins, then none of us will exist. God shows us mercy when we fall and He
waits for us to repent. No one should take His grace for granted. God had decided to undo Saul’s
seat and find another person to replace him. This candidate was a man after God’s own heart. He
willingly chose to obey God. We shall know soon that David was the person. He was superior to
Saul in that he had a humble and teachable spirit. Here is another spiritual lesson we should learn:
God sees our obedience more important than performance. God wants our hearts. He gives
us capabilities to serve Him when we rely on Him. But of course, no human king is perfect. Later
on, David’s successor Solomon disobeyed God. Solomon went after the false gods that his many
foreign wives brought to Israel. History repeats itself. Solomon’s role was subsequently undone.
God disciplined Solomon and allowed Israel to be split into two kingdoms. God gave the
northern kingdom to a man named Jeroboam. He said to Jeroboam in 1 Kings 11:38 — “And if
you will listen to all that I command you, and will walk in my ways, and do what is right in my



eyes by keeping my statutes and my commandments, as David my servant did, I will be with you
and will build you a sure house, as I built for David, and I will give Israel to you.” God’s
expectation remained unchanged even when He knew that Jeroboam would become a wicked
king later. God gave Jeroboam a choice whether or not to obey Him. In theory, the north and
south kingdoms could co-exist if the kings of both countries followed God. Eventually, God
allowed Israel and Judah to lose to foreign forces because their kings departed from the faith. Do
you see the pattern here? God’s people rebelled against Him. In His mercy, God raised up
leaders to direct the country. The kings and their citizens could prosper if they walked in God’s
way. The choice was theirs. Bible history is part of the human history. Authority to rule any
kingdom and nation comes from God. He puts people in a leadership position to fulfill His
purpose, but He can also undo their seats. Proverbs 21:1 says: The king’s heart is a stream of
water in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will. If we fear God, then we should have
no fear toward any earthly leader. God is still in full control in our current world. We grieve over
the mess in our society. Morality declines, violence is rampant and food and gas prices are at all-
time high. Besides, there are constant threats from foreign nations. Everyone suffers to a certain
degree. We should not lose sight of the fact that God is still sovereign. He is the Lord of Romans
8:28 — God causes all things to work together for the good of those who love Him. That brings
up another spiritual lesson: God can make beautiful things out of human ugliness. We can
have peace in our hearts no matter how bad our world may become. Our hope is in God rather
than in any human leader. We just had an election. We shall see how this country may change in
the next few years. Regardless, God gives us an obligation to pray for our leaders so that they
will fear God. Godly leaders will be good leader. God wants people, both the rulers and the
citizens to follow Him. We can only be blessed if we do so.

4% 5w CONCLUSION

Obedience to God must be demonstrated by our actions. In our attitudes and in our conducts, we
should abide by His Word. God was looking for a man after His own heart. Saul failed. In fact,
none of the future kings could meet God’s perfect requirements. There is only one King who
lives up to God’s standard. It is His only Son Jesus Christ. He says in John 6:38: “For I have
come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me.” Jesus’
mission was about the Father’s agenda. Jesus prayed in Luke 22:42 with great agony when He
was about to be arrested: “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not
my will, but yours, be done.” Jesus wanted to bypass the cross if there was another way to
accomplish salvation work. He knew there would be pain, shame and death. At the end, Jesus
submitted to the Father’s will. He set up a perfect example of obedience for us. Choosing to walk
with the Lord may not be easy. We want to pick the path with the least resistance. We prefer
safety, comfort and certainty. But God is looking for people who are after His own heart even
today.
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