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Introduction to the Old Testament Kings 
 

The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news. 
 
I want to begin this afternoon by asking you to use your imagination…you are living in the 
Roman province of Judea in about AD 30. You have heard there is a charismatic new 
preacher in town. You've heard reports of wonderful miracles and powerful teaching that 
has got everyone talking. So as you go out to meet him, you press through the crowds and 
there He is! He's standing right there in front of you, this man called Jesus. As you draw 
close you realise He is preaching a message, the like of which you have never heard before: 
The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news' (Mark 1:15). Here is a man 
of God with a new kind of teaching, someone whose words and deeds maybe, just maybe 
suggest He is the anointed one everyone has been waiting for over so many years.  
 
So as you place yourself there, as one of the crowd, I want you to think for a moment about 
how you would have understood Jesus' message at that time. What influences would have 
shaped your understanding of the word "kingdom"? What would you expect from someone 
claiming to bear the title of "king"? And what connection would you make between the 
proclamation of God's kingdom and the call to repentance?  
 
Of course the person standing in front of the crowds that day seems to be the last person 
you'd expect to proclaim a kingdom. He has no pretensions to royalty or status. His last 
known occupation was a carpenter, and there are apparently all sorts of rumours about who 
his father might be. So as a bystander it is only natural that as you look at Jesus, you have all 
kinds of questions.  There seems to be a disconnection between the message that Jesus is 
preaching and the person of Jesus who is bringing that message.  
 
Now you could argue that this exercise in imagination is somewhat artificial. But at least 
what I hope it shows is that study of Old Testament narrative helps us to understand the 
tension that lies at the very heart of the gospel, between contemporary expectation and 
true understanding of God's kingdom. It is this tension which ultimately results in the King of 
the Jews being nailed to a cross, abandoned and alone, mocked by the people who should 
have most welcomed His message. 
 
Willem van Gemeren puts it this way: 
 
The preaching of the kingdom presents us with the reality and presence of the King, 
continuous with Old Testament proclamation, but discontinuous with contemporary 
expectations.1   
 
So, for instance, think for a moment of the coming of John the Baptist. Both Mark and Luke 
quote Is 40:3, but Luke gives us the full version: 
 
4 "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths 
for him.  

                                                           
1
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5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall 
become straight, the rough ways smooth.  
6 And all mankind will see God's salvation.'" (Luke 3:4-6) 
 
Of course with the coming of John the Baptist the physical geography of Israel was not 
altered. There were still valleys and mountains, there were still crooked roads and rough 
ways. How, then, was this Scripture fulfilled? The answer must surely be that in the baptism 
of repentance the obstacles of the heart were cleared out of the way for the coming of the 
king. The figurative fulfilment of the Scripture should have alerted those with ears to hear 
that a very different kind of kingdom was about to revealed. 
 
So to the Pharisees who ask when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replies quite 
plainly: the kingdom of God is within you (Luke 17:21). Or again, when Pontius Pilate asks 
Jesus what He has done, He replies: My kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36). In 
contrast to the ancient kingdom of Israel, the kingdom of God is not a place with physical 
boundaries that is restricted to certain people. It is a relationship with God the Father that 
comes to all who repent and believe the good news Jesus brings, and accept His reign as 
king.  
 
Or to take another example, let's think about the story of David and Goliath. What's the real 
lesson we can take away from this story? Despite what is often taught in Sunday schools, it's 
not that the little guy can sometimes defeat the big guy. The Philistines put up Goliath as 
champion because he was physically impressive. The Israelites responded with terror 
because they too saw the conflict in purely physical terms. It was only David who framed the 
challenge as a spiritual contest. To quote 1 Sam 17:26: Who is this uncircumcised Philistine 
that he should defy the armies of the living God? It is David's faith which leads him to 
believe he can defeat Goliath. He rejects the armour and the weapons which Saul lends him 
and he wins the victory in the name of the Lord Almighty.  
 
I quote this story to show that a spiritual interpretation of the Old Testament narrative does 
not imply we have to read back into the original story what is in fact not there. The historical 
books themselves point forward to the type of kingdom that Jesus announces and are part 
of the same story.  
 
However, there is not a linear correspondence between Old Testament type and New 
Testament fulfilment. One important reason for this comes from the fact the kingdom Jesus 
announces – the kingdom of God - has not yet reached its point of final consummation. At 
the moment we only recognise Jesus as king through the faith He gives us. It is not yet true 
that all mankind has seen God's salvation – that will happen only on the last day. It is true 
that we still encounter Goliaths that directly challenge our faith. So there are times when 
the Old Testament points even beyond the first coming of Jesus to His return as Lord of all.  
 
In short, knowing the Old Testament background gives us anchor points for our 
understanding of Jesus as king. It makes us wrestle with the question of what kind of 
kingdom Jesus did come to establish. And it helps us to see the 'now and not yet' aspects of 
Jesus' kingship. That's why we should spend the time and effort seeking to understand the 
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historical narratives. In short, they help us understand exactly what we are saying when we 
pray, "Your kingdom come".  
 
Now before we dive in to the text itself, we need as with any other portion of Scripture to 
put it in its context. There are two ways of doing this: 
 
The first is to look at the Extra-Biblical Sources which also shed light on this particular 
period in the life of Israel. These primarily include:  
 
Archaeology 
Other Ancient Near Eastern documents 
 
Now it's worth pointing out that just because we cannot corroborate the Biblical record with 
archaeology, or other ANE documents, this does not of itself undermine the historicity of 
the account. Sometimes indeed the historicity of Biblical details is confirmed by later 
discoveries. For example, here is a photo of an inscription found in Caesarea Maritime in 
1962. Up until that point we had no archaeological evidence that Pontius Pilate ever existed. 
But now we have an inscription that clearly refers to him. 
 
Equally, it is sometimes stated that David and Solomon are purely fictitious figures, on a par 
with King Arthur. However in 1994 the discovery of a text at Tel Dan gave us the first 
archaeological reference to the house of David. Of course this hasn't stopped sceptics from 
either denying the authenticity of the find, or the reference to the house of David. But it is 
most likely that this text confirms the Biblical contention that the kingdom of Judah was 
founded by the house of David, and that it owes its origins to a real person who bore this 
name. Lack of evidence does not necessarily mean absence of proof. So, for example, 
despite the fact Jerusalem is one of the most excavated cities in the world, there is little or 
no archaeological evidence from the 10th century BC. It is hard therefore to make firm 
comments on David's monarchy where so little proof is available. 
 
The other way of putting these books in context is to look at the preparatory material which 
leads up to the creation of the monarchy. This is predominantly found in the books of 
Deuteronomy, Joshua and Judges.  
 
Now whenever I preach on the books of Samuel I tell my congregation to think about at 
their location in our English Bibles. It doesn’t take too much insight to realise that 1 and 2 
Samuel are found after Judges and Ruth, and before 1 and 2 Kings. It may seem a blindingly 
obvious fact, but it tells us something very important. In the book of Judges, Israel is ruled 
by guess who...? Judges. In the books of Kings, Israel is ruled over by guess who…? Kings. In 
other words, 1 and 2 Samuel are about a transition from one kind of leadership, from judges 
to kings. We need to look at this preparatory material, then, to understand why the 
transition came about, and how God prepared His people for this change.  
 
In the books of Judges and Ruth Israel was ruled over by judges. The term "judge" is in some 
ways misleading for us because it conjures up images of old men in gowns and wigs. In fact 
in the Old Testament judges were Spirit-anointed leaders the Lord raises up in times of crisis 
to deliver and save His people. 



 

4 
 

 
The basic pattern of leadership can be seen in Judges, chapter 2. After Joshua dies, a new 
generation turns away from the Lord (2:10-13). Their apostasy leads to national defeat 
(2:14-15). The Lord however is gracious and raises up judges to rescue them (2:16). Yet the 
problem of Israel's disobedience remains (2:17).  
 
This is why the book of Judges is a series of peaks and troughs, with the troughs becoming 
progressively deeper. Although the judges are appointed by God, they are local and linked 
to one town or small area of Israel. Their influence is limited, and the question of succession 
is never settled. In Judg 9 Abimelech, son of Gideon, (whose name means “My father is 
king”) attempts to set himself up as king with bloody and disastrous consequences. By the 
time we reach the end of Judges there is a longing for a settled kingship who would bring 
order over the whole people. The final verse of the book, Judg 21:25, is a sad reflection on 
the times: In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit. 
 
However the desire for a king did not simply arise out of Israel's own experience of defeat 
and decline. The foundations of kingship had already been laid during the Israelites 
wanderings in the desert. On the one hand the book of Deuteronomy is a renewal of the 
Sinai covenant between the Lord as king and Israel as His people. It explains why the Lord is 
king over His people and what He has done for them. It sets out the obligations of the 
people towards the Lord as king. It promises blessings for obedience, and warns of curses 
for disobedience. 
 
But Deuteronomy is also a book which looks forward. In the desert the people of God are 
gathered as one under the leadership of Moses. When they take possession of the land they 
will be scattered. How will they remember their covenant obligations? By adhering to the 
law which is to be faithfully passed on to each generation. It is for this reason there is such 
an emphasis on remembering and on teaching children. The law was never meant to be a 
historical document but a living expression of God’s rule over God’s people in the land God 
has given them. 
 
The law looks forward to possession of the land. So it is not surprising that it has something 
to say about the social structures required for this new phase of the Israelites’ life. It tells 
them to appoint judges and officials in every town (Deut 16:18-20). It anticipates the 
people’s request for a king (Deut 17:14-20). And, hand in hand, with the coming of a king, it 
looks forward to the coming of prophets (Deut 18:14-22). As we shall see, the rise of 
kingship is closely linked with the establishment of prophecy in Israel.   
 
But for now if we are understand the books of Samuel and Kings properly we need to keep 
Deut 17:14-20 for in many ways it is a key text which sets the agenda for the historical 
development of Israel's leadership. The passage law says that the king should be someone 
from among his own brothers who: 

 Is not set on acquiring great wealth 

 Does not lead his people back into Egypt 

 Does not take many wives 

 Who walks all his days in accordance with the law of Moses 
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We should note that this is an ideal of a king very much is at odds with the type of king 
found in other Ancient Near-Eastern cultures who was considered divine, whose power was 
measured in the amount of wealth and women he possessed. While it is easy to criticise the 
kings of Israel for their failure to match the pattern given in the law, we should also not 
underestimate the cultural pressure they faced to conform to the ways of the nations 
around them.   
 
As the story progresses, the question then arises: who will be the king that will match this 
ideal?  
 
For Christians it is surely right that we see this text as pointing forward to Jesus who: 

 Counts us as His brothers (Heb 2:12) 

 Did not possess riches 

 Set up a new kingdom of God 

 Never married 

 Walked in obedience to His Heavenly Father all His days. 
 
However we are getting ahead of ourselves. Let's return to the books of Samuel…  
 
As we have seen, they are books of transition, from the time of judges to the time of kings. 
And what is striking is that these books, at least in English, are named after someone who is 
not a king. So who exactly was Samuel? And why did he play such a pivotal role? 
 
A way to begin answering these questions is to compare the beginnings of 1 Samuel and of 
Luke’s gospel. Like John the Baptist, Samuel is the child of a promise. He too  
is dedicated to the Lord from birth. Hannah’s song in 1 Sam 2:1-10 greatly influenced the 
song of Mary in Luke 1. We are probably familiar with the idea that John is a transitional 
figure, the last of the Old Covenant prophets who also serves as the forerunner to Jesus. In 
the same kind of way Samuel too is a transitional figure, the last of the judges, and the one 
who prepares the way for the coming of a king over Israel. If John the Baptist is last of the 
Old Covenant prophets, then Samuel is in many ways the first. The rise of the monarchy and 
the rise of prophecy are in fact profoundly linked, as will become clear. 
 
What is life like in ancient Israel as the book of Samuel opens? 

 The centre of worship is Shiloh (1:3) 

 The priest at Shiloh and judge of Israel is a very old man called Eli. In 4:15 his age is 
given as 98 years old. 

 Worship of the Lord is at a low ebb. Eli assumes Hannah is drunk (1:14) 

 As so often, the question of succession is a critical one. Eli’s sons are wicked and 
have no regard for the Lord (2:12-17). 

 Eli himself is ineffective in rebuking his sons (2:22-25) and therefore comes under 
the judgement of God (2:27-38). 
 

In these circumstances the prayer of Hannah is all the more remarkable. She affirms the 
unique and holy nature of the Lord (2:1-3). She also affirms the values of what we would in 
New Testament terms call the kingdom of God, where the lame, the hungry, the barren and 
the poor are blessed (2:4-9). But I want to focus particularly on verse 10: those who oppose 
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the LORD will be shattered. He will thunder against them from heaven; the LORD will 
judge the ends of the earth. "He will give strength to his king and exalt the horn of his 
anointed. 
 
Here we find a prophecy looking forward to the king who will uphold the values of God’s 
kingdom, the king appointed by the Lord to establish the Lord’s promises. In this verse we 
have the first reference in Scripture to the term “Messiah” relating to a king. Hitherto the 
term “anointed one” has only referred to the priest. So this raises a question: who will be 
the one appointed and anointed by the Lord as king?    
 
This same question is raised by the unnamed man of God who comes to Eli and prophecies 
in 2:27-36. Look at verse 35: I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do 
according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will 
minister before my anointed one always. 
 
We can be left in no doubt – kingship is coming to Israel. There is also in this verse the hope 
of a renewed and faithful priesthood. But again at this stage the identity of the priest is left 
open. In the short term it looks as if the priest is going to be Samuel, but as we shall see in 1 
Samuel 8, the problem of succession dogs even him. 
 
However the narrative moves on to the call of Samuel as prophet. The story of the call of 
Samuel in 1 Sam 3 is a very familiar one. I remember well from my days in Sunday school 
how Samuel heard the Lord’s voice in the night three times, how three times he went to Eli, 
and how on the third time he learnt to listen to what the Lord was saying. But I don’t think I 
have ever heard any Sunday School lesson which deals with the actual message that the boy 
Samuel is given. Essentially Samuel is given the same message of judgement as the man of 
God, which reinforces and attests to the truth of the original prophecy. The climax of the call 
narrative is in 3:18: So Samuel told him everything, hiding nothing from him. Then Eli said, 
"He is the LORD; let him do what is good in his eyes." 
 
Samuel has to learn even at this young age that speaking God’s truth involves honesty, 
openness and boldness. Eli’s passive acceptance and failure to repent also teaches him that 
the prophet’s message will often be heard but not heeded.  
 
So there is a prophet in Israel. But the spiritual life of the nation is still at a low ebb. We see 
this in the battle against the Philistines in chapter 4. We have the first reference to Ebenezer 
– literally the “stone of help” - in 4:2. But the way the Israelites see the Lord’s help shows 
they really view him as just another local deity. After an initial skirmish, when the Philistines 
inflict a number of casualties, they send for the ark of the Lord, as if this was the token of 
their god. It was the custom in the Ancient Near East world to take images of your local god 
into battle, and so the reaction of the Philistines is understandable - A god has come into 
the camp.  They are spurred into action and the Israelites are defeated. This has several 
consequences:  

 Eli’s sons are killed (4:11) 

 The ark of the Lord is captured (4:11) 

 On hearing the ark of the Lord is captured, Eli falls backwards and dies (4:18) 

 The glory of the Lord departs from Israel (4:22) 
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 Shiloh is destroyed and loses its place as the centre of Israelite worship – an event 
still remembered in Jer 7:14. 

 
So how is Israel to be saved? The events of chapters 5-7 are important because they serve 
to show the supremacy of the Lord and His ability to save His people without any human 
agency. Now again in the Ancient Near East when one nation captured the god of another, 
they placed the god in their temple, to show that the captured god was paying homage to 
and recognising the superiority of their own god. That’s why the Philistines place the ark of 
the Lord beside Dagon (5:2). But next morning Dagon is lying prostate and defeated before 
the Lord. The Lord’s hand of judgement is confirmed with the plague that he sends upon the 
Philistine cities which each receive the ark in turn.  
 
It takes rather longer for the Israelites to learn this lesson. When the ark is returned in 
chapter 6, some men of Beth Shemesh decide to look into the ark, and seventy of them are 
killed. The men ask: Who can stand in the presence of the Lord, this holy God? and 
promptly send the ark on to Kiriath Jearim. 
 
Meanwhile the Philistine threat remains. So with the same pattern as we see in the book of 
Judges, the people of God mourn and seek after the Lord (7:2). Samuel comes forward as 
judge of God’s people and leads them in an act of national repentance where the 
uniqueness of the Lord is acknowledged. The Philistines quite naturally suspect this 
gathering of the nation and send an army to attack them. Samuel intercedes on behalf of 
the people, and the Lord Himself rescues His people by thundering from heaven (7:10). We 
can see in the Lord’s actions something of a fulfilment of Hannah’ prophecy in 2:10. The 
Lord confirms His unique, saving nature. 
 
7:12: Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen. He named it 
Ebenezer, saying, "Thus far has the Lord helped us." This time the stone Ebenezer not only 
records the Lord’s intervention but reminds the people of the way He alone is able to help 
and to save them. 
 
However the question of succession still has not been solved. Like Eli, Samuel grows old. 
Like Eli, Samuel’s two sons do not way in the ways of the Lord. At first sight the request of 
the elders to Samuel seems a reasonable one (8:5): They said to him, "You are old, and 
your sons do not walk in your ways; now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the other 
nations have." 
 
After all remember the passage with which we started – Deut 17:14-20. But the problem is, 
the elders don’t just want a king just like all the other nations. They want to be like all the 
other nations (8:20). They have experienced the Lord’s miraculous deliverance but they 
have not grasped the fact that the Lord is their king, and they are His people. As the Lord 
tells Samuel, the request comes from a lack of faith and a rejection of His authority. Samuel 
spells out in no uncertain terms what this concentration of power will entail. But the people 
are not prepared to listen.  
 
And so we come to Saul. What do we make of Saul? Some have considered Saul to have 
been judged harshly. He did not commit adultery and murder like David. He did not worship 
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other gods like Solomon. Yet it seems that almost as soon as he makes his first slip up he is 
rejected, as we shall see in chapter 13. 
 
The verdict of the Chronicler in 1 Chr 10:13-14 is damning: Saul died because he was 
unfaithful to the LORD; he did not keep the word of the LORD, and even consulted a 
medium for guidance, and did not enquire of the LORD. So the LORD put him to death and 
turned the kingdom over to David son of Jesse. 
 
So did Saul deserve this verdict? 
 
When Saul is introduced in chapter 9, how is he described in verse 2? … an impressive 
young man without equal among the Israelites - a head taller than any of the others. 
Sounds very promising, until you begin to realise that most employers require more than an 
impressive physique for the job in question. Tall and impressive he may be, but when he is 
chosen by lot as king, he is found hiding in the baggage train (10:22). 
 
I am not going to look in detail at Saul’s search for his father’s donkeys and how he ended 
up meeting Samuel. But I want to look carefully Samuel’s words in chapter 10 because a 
closer analysis reveals that Saul is not the man everyone thought he would be (10:5-7). 
After that you will go to Gibeah of God, where there is a Philistine outpost. As you 
approach the town, you will meet a procession of prophets coming down from the high 
place with lyres, tambourines, flutes and harps being played before them, and they will be 
prophesying. The Spirit of the Lord will come upon you in power, and you will prophesy 
with them; and you will be changed into a different person. Once these signs are fulfilled, 
do whatever your hand finds to do, for God is with you. 
 
10:7 is a clear hint that once he is anointed with the Spirit of the Lord, he is to attack the 
pesky Philistines and deliver them. As proof of this, we notice the same phrase in Judg 9:33 
when Zebul says to Abimilech: In the morning at sunrise, advance against the city. When 
Gaal and his men come out against you, do whatever your hand finds to do. But here, once 
the Spirit of the Lord comes upon Saul in verses 9-12, what does he do? He goes up to the 
high place (v.13). We don’t know why, or what he does there, but he isn’t acting in the Spirit 
of God. 
 
Saul is a reluctant and timid king. He tells his uncle about the donkeys, but fails to mention 
his meeting with Samuel. He has to be winkled out by lot when the Israelites assemble again 
at Mizpah. He remains silent when some troublemakers ask perhaps the obvious question: 
How can this fellow save us? (v.27). 
 
Yet in chapter 11 we have a glimpse of the king Saul could have been. When he hears news 
of the plight of Jabesh Gilead, this time the Spirit of the Lord comes upon him and he acts 
(11:6). The result is a great victory which rescues Israel from the Ammonite menace (but not 
the Philistine one, as becomes quickly clear). When the troublemakers are brought before 
the king, Saul’s verdict is a just and right one (11:13): No-one shall be put to death today, 
for this day the LORD has rescued Israel. 
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And let’s stop to consider Samuel’s role in all this. It is Samuel who is responsible for 
identifying Saul as king in chapter 10. When Saul is acclaimed by the people, Samuel writes 
down the regulations for the kingship on a scroll. From now on the prophets of the Lord will 
become covenant enforcers who will act as a check and a balance to the power of the 
monarchy by reminding them of the Lord’s authority and the Lord’s commands. The new 
role of the prophet is perhaps hinted at in chapter 9:9 where it says: (Formerly in Israel, if a 
man went to enquire of God, he would say, "Come, let us go to the seer," because the 
prophet of today used to be called a seer.) 
 
This doesn’t mean of course that the king couldn’t surround himself with false prophets who 
would only serve to boost his own authority and legitimise his decisions, as we shall see 
when we look at the subsequent history of the monarchy. 
 
And the role of the prophet is of course also to challenge the people. This leads on Samuel’s 
great speech of chapter 12. First of all, his legitimacy to speak is established by the 
testimony of the people. He has been a faithful priest who has not exploited his office. And 
just as he spoke so openly and honestly as a little boy, so he openly and honestly brings the 
word of the Lord to the whole people of God. 1 Sam 12:14-15: If you fear the LORD and 
serve and obey him and do not rebel against his commands, and if both you and the king 
who reigns over you follow the LORD your God - good! But if you do not obey the LORD, 
and if you rebel against his commands, his hand will be against you, as it was against your 
fathers. 
  
Once more the Lord uses thunder to confirm His power and authority over His people and at 
last, but too late, they realise their sin in asking for a king (12:19): "Pray to the LORD your 
God for your servants so that we will not die, for we have added to all our other sins the 
evil of asking for a king." So Samuel the prophet, as other prophets after him, becomes the 
intercessor who prays on behalf of God’s people, and 12:23 is a verse which is one which we 
can use as our own today: As for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the LORD 
by failing to pray for you. And I will teach you the way that is good and right. 
 
But Saul is still reluctant and timid. And there is still the threat of the Philistines, particularly 
once Jonathan attacks the Philistine outpost at Geba (13:3). The dominant mood of the 
Israelite army is fear. Saul is unable to prevent his troops from drifting away. Samuel 
appears not to show up at the appointed time. So Saul takes it upon himself to offer the 
burnt offering before the Lord. It is proof of the king acting not out of faith but out of fear. 
This leads to the first announcement that Saul’s kingship will come to an end (13:14): But 
now your kingdom will not endure; the LORD has sought out a man after his own heart 
and appointed him leader of his people, because you have not kept the LORD's 
command." 
 
Yet there is one among the Israelites who does act out of faith. Ironically it is Saul’s son 
Jonathan, the great lost leader of Israel. The narrative from 13:19 makes it clear what a 
desperate state the people are in. Only Saul and Jonathan have a spear and a sword. 
Philistine domination over Israel seems complete. Yet this does not stop Jonathan stepping 
out in faith. He does not tell his father – is this because he knows his father would try to 
dissuade him? But one thing we do know, his confidence is in the Lord (14:6): Jonathan said 
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to his young armour-bearer, "Come, let's go over to the outpost of those uncircumcised 
fellows. Perhaps the LORD will act on our behalf. Nothing can hinder the LORD from 
saving, whether by many or by few." 
 
He looks for a sign from the Lord, and finding it, he proceeds to defeat about 20 Philistines. 
From that point on, battle is joined and the story ends with the Philistines on the run 
(14:22). But it is not a complete victory. Maybe it could have been, but Saul ends up ruining 
their progress. He has made a rash oath which leads to all his soldiers going hungry (14:24): 
Now the men of Israel were in distress that day, because Saul had bound the people under 
an oath, saying, "Cursed be any man who eats food before evening comes, before I have 
avenged myself on my enemies!" So none of the troops tasted food. 
 
Jonathan however is unaware of this order, and it leads him into the first of his conflicts 
with his father. Saul is concerned that his exhausted and weary soldiers are sinning by 
eating meat with blood still in it, and he builds an altar to the Lord to make reparation. But 
his efforts to find an answer from the Lord about the future progress of his campaign seem 
to fall on deaf ears. Reasoning that some sin has caused this communication failure, he 
resorts to casting lots to discern the cause. When the lot falls on Jonathan, he is actually 
prepared to kill his own son, and only the intervention of the soldiers spares Jonathan’s life. 
Saul is tragically blind to his own sin. He is more concerned with observing the outward form 
of religion (such as the regulations about eating meat with blood in it) than acting out of 
faith. 
 
This incident paves the way for the final confrontation with Samuel in chapter 15. Samuel 
gives Saul a message from the Lord, to defeat the Amalekites and to totally destroy them. 
Saul defeats the Amalekites but he spares the king, and the best of the plunder. There is 
even a rumour which reaches Samuel that Saul has set up a monument in his own honour 
(15:12). Saul’s excuse to Samuel is that he was going to sacrifice the best animals to the Lord 
at Gilgal. Samuel’s response in verses 22-23 is telling: "Does the LORD delight in burnt 
offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of 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." 
 
Samuel’s question is one that would be echoed by countless prophets down the generations 
(see Isa 1:11-15, Jer 7:21-23, Hos 6:6, Mic 6:6-8) and Jesus Himself. Saul is no longer 
reluctant and timid, but he has not understood he cannot interpret the Lord’s commands on 
his own terms. By his rebellion and arrogance he has forfeited his right to be king over God’s 
people. The symbol of the torn robe in 15:27-28 confirms this judgement. Samuel’s last act 
in Saul’s presence is to do what Saul failed to do, and kill Agag, the king of the Ammonites. 
As ever his obedience to the Lord’s commands contrasts with Saul’s unfaithfulness.  
 
The stage is set for a new king to be anointed.    


