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5] INTRODUCTION

To a certain extent, life is like learning in school. Sometimes, we struggle with the lessons.
We may not do well in small tests. But good teachers will not put their sole focus on
students’ grades. They are more eager to help the class understand the lessons. I remember
that time when I took Biblical Greek in the seminary. A few people said to me: “You have a
good language skill. You should not have any problem.” They were wrong! I stumbled a lot
soon after the semester began. I barely got a pass in the first test. My score was better in the
second one. Then things started to click about halfway in my study. By God’s grace, I did
very well in the third test and the final. The professor gave me an A at the end. I talked to
him the next time I saw him: “Sir, I did not deserve it.” He replied: “But you worked hard.”
To me, it was all because of his kindness and God’s mercy. God wants us to rely on Him and
succeed in school and in life. King Saul did not pass God’s tests because he was a self-
centered person. Saul failed in his mid-term test back in chapter 13. He took matter in his
own hands and sacrificed an offering even though he was not a priest. Samuel rebuked Saul
and told him that his kingdom would not last long. A man after God’s own heart would be
appointed as a future king. As we come to chapter 15, God gave Saul a final exam to test his
faithfulness. It turned out to be a decisive verdict for God to reject Saul as a king. His pursuit
of short-term gain costed his throne. We should take heed of Saul’s failure. God’s final
approval is well-worth our temporary loss.

fiZfE EXPLANATION
1. ANEZFHVERS Inarguable Mission

God gave Saul an inarguable mission. He had expected Saul to follow His directions fully.
Let us read from verse 1-3. The Amalekites were some nomadic people who lived to the
south of Israel. God wanted to judge those enemies because they attacked the Israelites when
they were passing through the wilderness. Exodus 17 records a battle between the two people
groups. Aaron and Hur supported Moses’ arms on both sides when he raised his staff on the
mountain top to pray for the army. As a result, the Israelites won. Many years later, now God
told Saul to completely eradicate the Amalekites. Many Christians are troubled by such a
command. Non-believers criticize that God looks like a ruthless tyrant. We wrestled with the
issue before. Let us review a few facts. First, God’s command to exterminate a people group
is not a norm. It happened mostly during the Canaan conquest. Second, from a military
standpoint, any remaining enemy will leave room for a future revenge. Third, what God
asked to destroy were pagan people who practiced evil religious rituals. Archaeological
findings confirm that. Fourth, we should not lose sight of God’s grace even in His judgment.
If it is not because of God’s mercy, no one can continue to exist. God has the full right to
condemn the whole mankind if He plans to exercise His full justice. But He patiently waits
for sinners to repent. God’s explicit command to remove some sinners tells us the proper way
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to deal with sins. Satan will keep tempting us if we leave a foothold to him. We should draw
a line to the sources of temptation. Some people may need to turn their computers off so that
they will stop buying things online or stop playing games, or uninstall some phone Apps that
they spend too much time on or end some relationship if their friends keep luring them into
ungodly behaviors. In response to God’s command, Saul dispatched his troop. Verse 7-9 tell
us the results. Saul did not finish the assignment. He picked and chose what he wanted to
spare. The Hebrew word for “spare” has a nuance of showing pity. Saul’s army got rid of all
their enemies but they showed pity to Agag the Amalekite king. They slaughtered all the
inferior animals but they showed pity to the better ones. In essence, Saul kept whatever he
saw as valuable. In doing so, he made himself the boss while God should be his boss. Life is
full of choices. Some decisions like clothes or food may be less important. In general, your
preference reflects your value and your priority. Ultimately, God examines if we love Him or
ourselves the most. Being Jesus’ disciples means that we are taking on an inarguable
mission. God’s best very often may not be the world’s best. The world measures success by
the sizes of your paycheck, house and bank account. But God sees our obedience as a noble
quality. Once I know a brother whose salary was way lower than his qualifications because
the institution he worked for did not have a matching job for him. Sometime later, he got an
offer from a renowned university. After praying with his wife, the brother decided to turn
down the offer because he wanted to stay and serve in a student fellowship. Everyone
thought he was crazy for letting go such a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He could have
reasoned that perhaps God intended to take him to another city for other ministries. In his
mind, remaining in the same location was God’s calling for him. He put God first in his
decision. A few months later, he was promoted to a better position in the same school he
worked for. Choosing to walk with God is not a popular choice. Non-believers may see us as
old-fashioned, narrow-minded and dumb. Sometimes things may not be as clear as black
versus white. But God promises to give us wisdom when we ask Him. We must always
choose God’s way instead of our ways.

2. ReEJFEEZHHYSE2E Inexcusable Mistake

Saul failed an inarguable mission given by God. He made an inexcusable mistake by
disobeying God. Samuel went to see Saul after the battle. The king said in verse 13: ...
“Blessed be you to the Lord. I have performed the commandment of the Lord.” Saul could
not wait but brag about his accomplishment. What follows is Samuel’s accusation and Saul’s
defense. Samuel began by asking why he heard sounds of animals in the background. Saul
explained in verse 15: ... “They have brought them from the Amalekites, for the people
spared the best of the sheep and of the oxen to sacrifice to the Lord your God, and the rest we
have devoted to destruction.” Saul shifted the blame to the soldiers. We often use the same
tactic when being caught doing something wrong. We inherit that from our ancestor Adam!
When God asked Adam why he ate the forbidden fruit, he replied: “The woman you created
for me asked me to taste it.” Then God confronted Eve. She argued: “The snake deceived
me, and so I bite it.” Without a doubt, it takes a lot of humility and courage to admit one’s
fault. When prophet Nathan rebuked David for committing adultery and murder, the king
held himself accountable and said: “I have sinned against the Lord.” (2 Samuel 12:13) David



knew that sin ultimately violated God’s holiness. Also, he willingly accepted God’s
punishment. God cherishes such a true repentance made from a sincere heart. When Saul was
confronted a second time by Samuel, he made up a similar excuse in verse 21: “But the
people took of the spoil, sheep and oxen, the best of the things devoted to destruction, to
sacrifice to the Lord your God in Gilgal.” The soldiers disobeyed God’s command because
they wanted to save the best animals for God. Did God not want the best from Saul? The
king actually slapped his own face by describing that those animals were “devoted to
destruction.” This Hebrew word appears eight times in this chapter. It describes things that
are totally reserved for God. Therefore, God wanted everything that belonged to the
Amalekites to be destroyed on the spot. It was quite evident that Saul wanted to spare those
herds for himself but not for God. The Lord values our hearts more than our stuff. Still
remember the two billion lottery jackpot a month ago? Even a lot of Christians were caught
up in the frenzy. Some believers might think that they could spare part of the prize and
donate it to their churches. But guess who will get the lion’s share? God will not honor that
kind of offering generated from greed. Saul was reluctant to admit his fault until Samuel
confronted him a third time. Let us hear his apology in verse 24-25: 24 ... “I have sinned, for
I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord and your words, because I feared the
people and obeyed their voice. 25 Now therefore, please pardon my sin and return with me
that I may bow before the Lord.” Saul came up with yet another excuse that he listened to the
soldiers out of fear. That was a complete nonsense! Who was afraid of whom when Saul
asked his troop to make an oath not to eat anything before paying revenge to the Philistines?
Saul was supposed to lead everyone to fear God. The whole Bible from cover to cover
teaches us that we should fear God and not people. Many Christians throughout ages suffered
for sharing the gospel. They are tortured, imprisoned, their properties confiscated and even
their lives are taken away. We must be ready to pay the price for standing firm in our faith.
The secular world will intimidate us and cancel us because truth exposes their sins. God only
created two genders, marriage is only between a man and a woman and Jesus is the only way
to salvation. We need to engage critics with patience and grace. May the Lord give us
courage and confidence to be His faithful witnesses.

3. ANu[4 0 EYEDFE Indivisible Mindset

Saul focused on his self-gain and so he did not follow God’s clear order. God will not honor
people who try to outsmart Him. Rather, He is looking for people who have an indivisible
mindset fully devoted to Him. Listen to verse 22-23: 22 And Samuel said, “Has the Lord as
great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to
obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams. 23 For rebellion is as the sin of
divination, and presumption is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word
of the Lord, he has also rejected you from being king.” Saul lied that he saved the best herds
for God. He intended to pick a few animals as sacrifices and split the rest with his soldiers.
Saul’s best was not good enough for God. The Lord valued obedience much better than
offerings. Obedience is expressed in our willingness to follow God’s commands. We will
serve God with joy when we obey Him. The money you drop into the offering box should
come from a thankful heart. What matters is not about how much you give, but how much



you keep. The same principle also applies to our use of time and other resources. Serving the
Lord after your have taken care of your day-job and family duties surely requires self-
sacrifice. But God will definitely remember your effort if you do so out of love for Him and
His people. In Samuel’s rebuke, he equated disobedience with idolatry. Saul treated Jehovah
like an idol. Saul thought his sacrifices could buy back God’s heart for his sin. God will
never take any bribe! All along, Saul was only interested in worshipping his own success.
Someone told Samuel in verse 12 says after the battle: ... “Saul came to Carmel, and behold,
he set up a monument for himself and turned and passed on and went down to Gilgal.” Saul
wanted people to remember his victory. Saul was only mindful of his face even when he
finally made a confession. Look at verse 30: Then he said, “I have sinned; yet honor me now
before the elders of my people and before Israel, and return with me, that [ may bow before
the Lord your God.” Saul still held onto his five-minute fame, although God had declared
His rejection. Saul would be willing to do whatever it took to make himself look good in
public. He saw Jehovah as Samuel’s God, not his Lord. Admitting his fault and presenting
some offerings were good investments if he could maintain his reputation. Our confession is
genuine if we care more about how God sees us rather than what people say about us. After
all, people only see the surface, but God knows our hearts. To God, there is no such thing as
a partial obedience. Either we obey Him or we do not. Saul’s disobedience led to God’s
rejection. The passage tells us how God and Samuel felt about Saul’s failure. God says in
verse 11: “I regret that [ have made Saul king, for he has turned back from following me

and has not performed my commandments.” And Samuel was angry, and he cried to the Lord
all night. What was Samuel angry about? He was upset that Saul could have been a good
king but he had a poor finish. Saul was humble and brave at first but he became prideful and
self-centered later. Then what about the description that God “regretted” to elect Saul as a
king? God knew in advance that Saul would disobey Him. Therefore, God will not “regret”
for making a bad decision like when we bought a product that does not meet our expectation.
The word “regret” can be translated as “feeling sorry.” God did not feel bad for Himself. He
was sad about Saul. Some people, especially little kids, like to watch the same movie a few
times. They know the plots and the conclusion like the back of their hands. But at certain
critical moments, they still feel anxious when some characters are in trouble, or laugh at silly
scenes or shed tears when their hearts are moved. Our whole life is a completed movie in
God’s eyes. He shows emotions as He watches our lives in real-time too. He is pleased when
we obey Him and He grieves when we go astray.

45w CONCLUSION

God’s final approval is well-worth our temporary loss. Saul’s focus was on the plunder he
could accumulate. He would rather lose God’s favor than letting go of an opportunity to get
rich. To God, there is no such things as a selective obedience. We either obey or we do not.
God’s instructions are as clear as black versus white in the Bible. We must be prepared to
pay a price when we walk with Jesus as His disciples. What will you lose today for following
God? Perhaps it is people’s recognition, a short-term gain or your face. Nothing is too much
compared to our Lord Jesus who sacrificed everything to save us. He deserves our total
obedience.
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