SAUL

Did you know that Saul had several significant early successes and yet remained humble? Do you realize that Saul was a mighty warrior and a fine leader of soldiers in his early experiences as Israel’s first king? Were you aware that Saul failed as king because of his own poor choices, not because he was destined to fail? What can we learn from Saul?

I do not like what Saul did. I don’t like what he became. I disagree with the choices he made. I do not want be like Saul. I try hard not to be like him. I pray that I may not be like him. Nevertheless, there are ways in which I am like Saul. I make decisions like he did and do things like he did. Sometimes I act selfishly and foolishly. Other times I throw spears (figuratively) at those with whom I am upset or disappointed.

I can—I must—learn from Saul. I must learn how not to be like him. Saul’s story is a description of what we must not become, rather than a prescription of things we should do. 

Saul’s ego was his worst enemy. Saul disqualified himself from being a godly leader and eventually destroyed himself. After many years of self-destruction, Saul eventually completed the task by taking his own life. “A gazelle lies slain on your heights, Israel. How the mighty have fallen!” (2 Samuel 1:19).
 Saul Was God’s Choice at the Beginning

A long string of impressive advantages, blessings, and positive signs accompanied Saul’s selection as king and his presentation to Israel. First Samuel 8:2–10:7 records a detailed and impressive narrative explaining God’s sovereign involvement:

· God told Samuel to give Israel a king. (1 Samuel 8:21–22)

· God providentially brought Saul to Samuel. (1 Samuel 9:1–18)

· Samuel understood it was God’s will to anoint Saul. (1 Samuel 9:19–20)

· Saul apparently had genuine self-effacement and humility. (1 Samuel 9:21)

· Samuel honored Saul publicly in word and deed. (1 Samuel 9:22–24)

· Samuel gave Saul a night-long conference. (1 Samuel 9:25–26)

· Samuel gave a promise to Saul for direction from God. (1 Samuel 9:27–10:8)

· God changed Saul’s heart. (1 Samuel 10:9–16)

· Samuel boasted about Saul as he presented Israel’s new king: “Do you see the man the Lord has chosen? There is no one like him among all the people.” (1 Samuel 10:24)

· The people enthusiastically accepted and approved of Saul. (1 Samuel 10:24)

· Samuel explained to Saul the rights and duties of kingship. (1 Samuel 10:25)

· God touched the hearts of valiant men to follow Saul. (1 Samuel 10:26)

· Saul humbly refused to retaliate against the scoundrels who despised him and spoke unkindly about him. (1 Samuel 10:27)

Saul was God’s choice. He began well. He had every opportunity to succeed as Israel’s king. Prior to his selection, Saul had no ambition to be king, but after he became king, his ego took over. 

Because we know the end of his story, we may be critical of Saul’s early life, before he began making big mistakes. Part of this may be due to our preference for his replacement, our darling David. But in the early part of Saul’s story he was the right choice. He could have succeeded.

But Saul failed. 

People who take the philosophical position of determinism assume that Saul was destined to fail. That assumption does an injustice to God, Saul, and the role of personal responsibility. Saul could only be guilty of sin if he were free to not sin. He could not be guilty of failure unless he were free to not fail; failure would have been his destiny. 
But Saul was not a mere puppet, controlled by powers greater and stronger than his. His freedom to not fail makes him guilty. 
Determinism’s view is the wrong way to look at Saul and God and our own lives. In order to understand the big lesson of this chapter, we must understand that Saul had a good beginning, and could have continued to do well, but he freely made poor choices. 

Saul’s First Military Venture 

Shortly after he was selected as king, Saul had a choice to make. He could allow the enemy of Israel to disgrace his people and his nation by gouging out the eyes of a part of the Israelites—the Gileadites. Or he could muster the rest of the people of Israel to fight and rescue them. He made the right choice. Saul and his army marched all night and rescued the people of Jabesh Gilead from the threatening Ammonites. 
Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh Gilead. And all the men of Jabesh said to him, “Make a treaty with us, and we will be subject to you.” 
But Nahash the Ammonite replied, “I will make a treaty with you only on the condition that I gouge out the right eye of every one of you and so bring disgrace on all Israel.” 
The elders of Jabesh said to him, “Give us seven days so we can send messengers throughout Israel; if no one comes to rescue us, we will surrender to you.” 
When the messengers came to Gibeah of Saul and reported these terms to the people, they all wept aloud. Just then Saul was returning from the fields, behind his oxen, and he asked, “What is wrong with everyone? Why are they weeping?” Then they repeated to him what the men of Jabesh had said. 

When Saul heard their words, the Spirit of God came on him in power, and he burned with anger. He took a pair of oxen, cut them into pieces, and sent the pieces by messengers throughout Israel, proclaiming, “This is what will be done to the oxen of anyone who does not follow Saul and Samuel.” 
Then the terror of the Lord fell on the people, and they turned out with one accord. When Saul mustered them at Bezek, the men of Israel numbered three hundred thousand and those of Judah thirty thousand. 

They told the messengers who had come, “Say to the men of Jabesh Gilead, ‘By the time the sun is hot tomorrow, you will be rescued.’” 
When the messengers went and reported this to the men of Jabesh, they were elated. They said to the Ammonites, “Tomorrow we will surrender to you, and you can do to us whatever you like.” 

The next day Saul separated his men into three divisions; during the last watch of the night they broke into the camp of the Ammonites and slaughtered them until the heat of the day. Those who survived were scattered, so that no two of them were left together. (1 Samuel 11:1–11) 

Notice how God led Saul in this matter and even confirmed his actions. Saul “burned with anger” after the Spirit of God came on him in power. And when Saul called for the men of war to come, the “terror of the Lord fell on the people.” God was truly with Saul in this military venture and gave him great success.

After this, Saul was confirmed as king. Earlier, some had thought little of Saul, and Saul’s new supporters wanted to do away with them. However, Saul graciously forgave them.

The people then said to Samuel, “Who was it that asked, ‘Shall Saul reign over us?’ Turn these men over to us so that we may put them to death.” But Saul said, “No one will be put to death today, for this day the Lord has rescued Israel.”
Then Samuel said to the people, “Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew the kingship.” So all the people went to Gilgal and made Saul king in the presence of the Lord. There they sacrificed fellowship offerings before the Lord, and Saul and all the Israelites held a great celebration. (1 Samuel 11:12–15) 

God had changed Saul’s heart. (1 Samuel 10:9–16) He began well, had potential for being a good king, and every opportunity for success. His first military victory confirmed this. But his very next battle sowed the seeds of his gradual downfall.

Saul Presumptuously Offered Sacrifices 

Saul responded to geopolitical events beyond his control and attacked the Philistines. No problem there. But then, in an event within his control, Saul acted presumptuously.

The Philistines assembled to fight Israel, with three thousand chariots, six thousand charioteers, and soldiers as numerous as the sand on the seashore. They went up and camped at Mikmash, east of Beth Aven. When the Israelites saw that their situation was critical and that their army was hard pressed, they hid in caves and thickets, among the rocks, and in pits and cisterns. Some Hebrews even crossed the Jordan to the land of Gad and Gilead.

Saul remained at Gilgal, and all the troops with him were quaking with fear. He waited seven days, the time set by Samuel; but Samuel did not come to Gilgal, and Saul’s men began to scatter. So he said, “Bring me the burnt offering and the fellowship offerings.” And Saul offered up the burnt offering. Just as he finished making the offering, Samuel arrived, and Saul went out to greet him. 

“What have you done?” asked Samuel.

Saul replied, “When I saw that the men were scattering, and that you did not come at the set time, and that the Philistines were assembling at Mikmash, I thought, ‘Now the Philistines will come down against me at Gilgal, and I have not sought the Lord’s favor.’ So I felt compelled to offer the burnt offering.” 

“You have done a foolish thing,” Samuel said. “You have not kept the command the Lord your God gave you; if you had, he would have established your kingdom over Israel for all time. But now your kingdom will not endure; the Lord has sought out a man after his own heart and appointed him ruler of his people, because you have not kept the Lord’s command.”
Then Samuel left Gilgal and went up to Gibeah in Benjamin, and Saul counted the men who were with him. They numbered about six hundred. (1 Samuel 13:5–15)

Samuel instructed Saul to wait for him to come to offer sacrifices. It was inappropriate for Saul to offer a sacrifice since he was neither a priest nor a prophet. Saul made a foolish and presumptuous decision when he did not wait for Samuel. 
God responded to what Saul did and informed him of his mistake through Samuel. 
Samuel said to Saul, “I am the one the Lord sent to anoint you king over his people Israel; so listen now to the message from the Lord. This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘I will punish the Amalekites for what they did to Israel when they waylaid them as they came up from Egypt. Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy all that belongs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.’” (1 Samuel 15:1-3)
God gave Saul another chance, but a tendency toward disobedience had already developed.

Saul Failed the Second Test

Had Saul obeyed Samuel’s word during this second opportunity, he could have proceeded with a successful career. But Saul disobeyed again, this time by not exterminating the Amalakites. It was Saul’s own behavior that made God sorry he had made Saul king. God had made his choice for Saul. But when Saul made bad choices, God responded accordingly. 

So Saul summoned the men and mustered them at Telaim—two hundred thousand foot soldiers and ten thousand from Judah. Saul went to the city of Amalek and set an ambush in the ravine. Then he said to the Kenites, “Go away, leave the Amalekites so that I do not destroy you along with them; for you showed kindness to all the Israelites when they came up out of Egypt.” So the Kenites moved away from the Amalekites.

Then Saul attacked the Amalekites all the way from Havilah to Shur, near the eastern border of Egypt. He took Agag king of the Amalekites alive, and all his people he totally destroyed with the sword. But Saul and the army spared Agag and the best of the sheep and cattle, the fat calves and lambs—everything that was good. These they were unwilling to destroy completely, but everything that was despised and weak they totally destroyed. (1 Samuel 15:6-9)

God did not manipulate Saul; neither does God have the whole drama of our lives programmed in advance. He watches what we do and responds, acts, helps, hinders, guides, blesses, or refrains from blessing, according to our behavior. Notice God’s response to Saul’s actions.

Then the word of the Lord came to Samuel: “I regret that I have made Saul king, because he has turned away from me and has not carried out my instructions.” Samuel was angry, and he cried out to the Lord all that night. 

Early in the morning Samuel got up and went to meet Saul, but he was told, “Saul has gone to Carmel. There he has set up a monument in his own honor and has turned and gone on down to Gilgal.”

When Samuel reached him, Saul said, “The Lord bless you! I have carried out the Lord’s instructions.”

But Samuel said, “What then is this bleating of sheep in my ears? What is this lowing of cattle that I hear?”

Saul answered, “The soldiers brought them from the Amalekites; they spared the best of the sheep and cattle to sacrifice to the Lord your God, but we totally destroyed the rest.” 

“Enough!” Samuel said to Saul. “Let me tell you what the Lord said to me last night.” 

“Tell me,” Saul replied.

Samuel said, “Although you were once small in your own eyes, did you not become the head of the tribes of Israel? The Lord anointed you king over Israel. And he sent you on a mission, saying, ‘Go and completely destroy those wicked people, the Amalekites; make war on them until you have wiped them out.’ Why did you not obey the Lord? Why did you pounce on the plunder and do evil in the eyes of the Lord?” “But I did obey the Lord,” Saul said. “I went on the mission the Lord assigned me. I completely destroyed the Amalekites and brought back Agag their king. The soldiers took sheep and cattle from the plunder, the best of what was devoted to God, in order to sacrifice them to the Lord your God at Gilgal.”

But Samuel replied: “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, he has rejected you as king.”

Then Saul said to Samuel, “I have sinned. I violated the Lord’s command and your instructions. I was afraid of the men and so I gave in to them. Now I beg you, forgive my sin and come back with me, so that I may worship the Lord.”

But Samuel said to him, “I will not go back with you. You have rejected the word of the Lord, and the Lord has rejected you as king over Israel!” (1 Samuel 15:9–23, emphasis mine)
Saul’s biggest problem was willfulness. He was willing to disobey God. Obedience is difficult if one does not have a contrite and yielded heart. People tend to admire such things as intelligence, ability, persistence, endurance, willingness to suffer or experience pain and inconvenience, physical strength, and charm, but no human qualities are as important as obedience. 
Saul was more interested in setting up a monument to himself than in doing what God said. So Saul did not obey, even when God gave him a second chance.

If you are unwilling to obey the Lord, you too will end up with Saul’s problem. The Lord cannot use you. Success in God’s eyes—real success—is measured by the degree to which you are doing what God has asked you to do. Obedience is success. God’s rejection of disobedient servants is therefore merely an outcome of our decisions.

Saul Became Jealous of David

Saul himself appointed David as court musician and captain in his army. Yet Saul soon became jealous of the person he had appointed. 

Whatever mission Saul sent him on, David was so successful that Saul gave him a high rank in the army. This pleased all the troops, and Saul’s officers as well. (1 Samuel 18:5)

As they danced, they sang: “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens of thousands.” Saul was very angry; this refrain displeased him. (1 Samuel 18:7–8)
In everything he did he had great success, because the Lord was with him. (1 Samuel 18:14)
The Philistine commanders continued to go out to battle, and as often as they did, David met with more success than the rest of Saul’s officers, and his name became well known. (1 Samuel 18:30)

Earlier, scoundrels had actively spoken against Saul and he did not allow anyone to punish them. To the contrary, David was doing Saul no harm; he was serving him. But David’s success became a threat to Saul’s ego. He did not like it when the women sang of David’s superior accomplishments. Saul’s good character proved to be short-lived. 

Do you show how magnanimous you are by tolerating criticism from those who cannot hurt you, but harbor jealousy toward those who may succeed more than you? Must you always be the best at everything? Or are you big enough in character that you can surround yourself with people more capable than yourself in their areas of expertise and rejoice in their successes? That takes self-confidence—God-given self-confidence. God-confidence can help you handle the success of those around you.

Saul Was Plagued by an Evil Spirit

Saul’s experience was excessive, but the advantage of an extreme picture in literature is that the lesson is clear—clear enough, in this case, for us to recognize the sin in Saul. Then we can try to avoid it in our own lives. His experience helps us today focus on the issue of professional or positional jealousy.
What choices are you making today that impact the attitudes you will have tomorrow? What do you need to think, say, and do now so that your attitude is sweet, encouraging, and godly in the future? When we make decisions, we are not only affecting the present, we are also moving in the direction of becoming something else. What are you becoming? 

Saul was not evil at first. Neither did he suddenly change. Through a series of decisions he made, an evil presence developed and eventually predominated. He did not like it when the women sang of David’s superior accomplishments. The following verses paint a picture of Saul’s downfall:

Now the Spirit of the Lord had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord tormented him. (1 Samuel 16:14)
Saul’s attendants said to him, “See, an evil spirit from God is tormenting you.” (1 Samuel 16:15)
“Let our lord command his servants here to search for someone who can play the lyre. He will play when the evil spirit from God comes on you, and you will feel better.” (1 Samuel 16:16)
Whenever the spirit from God came on Saul, David would take up his lyre and play. Then relief would come to Saul; he would feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him. (1 Samuel 16:23)
The next day an evil spirit from God came forcefully on Saul. He was prophesying in his house, while David was playing the lyre, as he usually did. Saul had a spear in his hand. (1 Samuel 18:10)
But an evil spirit from the Lord came on Saul as he was sitting in his house with his spear in his hand. . . . David was playing the lyre. (1 Samuel 19:9).
Through his series of choices and behaviors, Saul’s heart closed toward God. Because of Saul’s ego, God removed Himself from him. Saul’s own choices opened him to the influences of evil spirits that tormented him. He was unable to successfully wrestle against them. At this stage, trying to live with the successful David in his court and wrestling with an unseen spiritual enemy, King Saul was merely living with the consequences of earlier poor choices.
Men and women of God must be careful to keep every thought under captivity lest some evil spirit get into our spirits and confuse us, make us jealous, or disturb our relationships with those about us. Second Corinthians 10:5 says, “We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.” 

If we harbor evil thoughts we expose ourselves to satanic attacks or other evil influences. Demons take advantage of the open door, enter our hearts and minds, attempt to control our wills, and eventually defile us. The Bible cautions us this way: “See to it that no one falls short of the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many” (Hebrews 12:15). If our minds are defiled, we will not see clearly. We will become jealous, act foolishly and selfishly, and throw virtual spears at our supposed enemies.

If we are contaminated, defiled, and influenced by evil spirits, we are manipulated by powers greater than we are. We can’t be loving, affirming, and big-hearted. Instead we are jealous, self-centered, suspicious, and narrow-minded. This will ruin the ministry of any man or woman of God. Fight to keep a clean heart or you will become useless. You may not become as useless as Saul, but to the degree you allow evil influences into your mind, you will decrease your usefulness to God.

You may think this is so obvious and elementary that it should not be in this book. But I have seen pastors, Christian leaders, and even myself become too much like Saul. Plenty of times I have struggled against being confused by an evil spirit, or giving in to lust, or becoming bitter. I have fought not to be jealous and prayed earnestly that I would be forgiving and affirming even to those who have hurt me. Christians today are all subject to these kinds of problems. Let us do our best not to give place to the devil.

Saul’s Self-destructive Behavior

Instead of seeking God, Saul sought Satan. The Philistines assembled against Israel, and Saul, after failing to reach God, resorted to the self-destructive measure of consulting evil spirits through a witch.

Now Samuel was dead, and all Israel had mourned for him and buried him in his own town of Ramah. Saul had expelled the mediums and spiritists from the land. The Philistines assembled and came and set up camp at Shunem, while Saul gathered all Israel and set up camp at Gilboa. When Saul saw the Philistine army, he was afraid; terror filled his heart. He inquired of the Lord, but the Lord did not answer him by dreams or Urim or prophets. Saul then said to his attendants, “Find me a woman who is a medium, so I may go and inquire of her.” (1 Samuel 28:3–7) 
 
Even though it was wrong for Saul to consult demons through a medium, God allowed an apparition of the departed Samuel to appear before him. 

Samuel said to Saul, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” 

“I am in great distress,” Saul said. “The Philistines are fighting against me, and God has departed from me. He no longer answers me, either by prophets or by dreams. So I have called on you to tell me what to do.” 

Samuel said, “Why do you consult me, now that the Lord has departed from you and become your enemy? The Lord has done what he predicted through me. The Lord has torn the kingdom out of your hands and given it to one of your neighbors—to David. Because you did not obey the Lord or carry out his fierce wrath against the Amalekites, the Lord has done this to you today. The Lord will deliver both Israel and you into the hands of the Philistines, and tomorrow you and your sons will be with me. The Lord will also give the army of Israel into the hands of the Philistines.” (1 Samuel 28:15–19)

Was the appearance that seemed to be Samuel really Samuel, or was it an evil spirit? If it was Samuel, why did God allow the wicked Saul to disturb the godly Samuel? If it wasn’t Samuel, does God allow evil spirits to successfully pretend to be someone else? Does He allow them to speak? If they speak, do they always (or ever) speak the truth? 

Demons have no desire to tell the truth except to establish credibility so they can deceive in greater measure. Their greatest deceit is that they, not God, should be consulted. When summoned, they will respond. They will say, “God may hide his plans, but we demons will tell you whatever you want to know. Call on us. We are there for you.” 

While some of the above questions must go unanswered, this much we can assume: If the apparition Saul saw was anything other than the Samuel to which the narrative refers, the Bible would not be telling us the truth. If the text says it was Samuel, it was Samuel. If it had been an evil spirit, the Scripture would have said it was an evil spirit pretending to be Samuel. It evidently was Samuel, and he could be depended on to tell the stunning truth; his words would not drop to the ground, even now. Saul was doomed. It was too late for him to repent. The Philistines would win.

If Saul knew the Philistines would win the battle, why did he not at least beg them for peace? Why did he choose self-destruction and take Jonathan, the army, and Israel’s reputation with him? Saul was selfish to the end. He killed himself the next day on the battlefield. He destroyed not only himself but others for whom he should have been protective and caring. This is poor leadership at its worst.

What are we to learn from the tragedy of Saul’s failure? If we realize that we too, having begun well, have the potential for becoming self-destructive through disobedience, we can benefit from the warning Saul’s life provides for us. Let us courageously and quickly identify any ego-related self-preservative attitudes within us. Jesus said, “For whoever wants to save their life will lose it but whoever loses their life for me and the gospel will save it.” (Matthew 16:25) 
May God give us the grace to heed the warning of Saul’s failures and serve His people humbly and obediently. Then the story of Saul will have had its proper effect. We can learn, even from Saul, how not to be like Saul.
For Further Thought

· The privileges of representing God, serving Him, delivering God’s Word, and standing before Him as intercessors have caused spiritually unqualified persons to seek that office. Saul was presumptuous. Are you also presumptuous in any way? 

· Which do you tend to fear more, people’s opinions or God’s evaluation of your character? How can you address any improper balance you may have in this area?
· Are you jealous of more successful Christians, or do you encourage them? Give examples.
· How do you feel when you think the Holy Spirit has left you for a time?

· Do you have a tendency to pamper your ego and thereby kill your ministry? How do you plan to kill your ego instead?

