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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
A Tarnished Crown - 1 Samuel 13

Recap on ch 10 & 12 - Saul has been anointed King, against both the Prophet Samuels wishes and against God’s will, and not even with every Israelites approval. However, God has said if it’s what they really want then they can have a king – though he will still have an obligation to rule and lead under God and according to God’s instructions. 

A military victory against all odds secured his position with the people and a ceremony has been held to recognise him once and for all as the king. Samuel, God’s spokesman to the people, used the occasion to promise that he’ll still pray for them and to remind the people of God’s faithfulness in the past, and to warn them of the responsibility of fearing God and remaining faithful to him. On that will hang their success or failure as a nation. 
That brings us to the end of Ch12. The events of Ch 13 take place not long after this – (don’t worry if your Bible translation has something different in v1 about the years – the manuscripts we have differ so we can’t be certain what the original said. But the detail is inconsequential and doesn’t affect anything important). V2 starts with the standing down of most of the soldiers that had gathered at his rallying call a few weeks before. From the several 100’s of thousands he chooses 3000 of the best to remain as his standing army. These he divided into 2 groups, with him taking charge of 2000 and his son Jonathan the remaining 1k.
Unbeknown to Saul Jonathan leads his men into a raid against an outlying Philistine military position.

Now this was significant because whilst we’ve followed the story of Samuel and then the appointment of Saul as king the fact that the actual land of Israel is occupied by the Philistines has largely been left unmentioned. But it’s the backdrop to these events. If you look at 13:16f you’ll see that the Phil’s had completely disarmed the Israelites, and totally controlled the country. Israel was occupied and could do pretty much nothing without Philistine agreement.
So it was one thing for Saul to raise and army and defeat the little army of Nahash, it was quite another for Jonathan to attack the Philistines themselves. Whatever his motivation it was bound to have the effect of stirring the giant, of waking the dragon! We see the result in v5! Philistine military machine swings into full force – again the numbers in v5 are uncertain; some mans say 3k charioteers, others say 30k – again it doesn’t really matter. The point is that this was an army armed to the teeth with all the latest equipment and Jonathan has just provoked it to action! 

Wise move? Who’s to say, but it showed some guts, showed some willingness not to simply settle for the status quo, showed someone willing to stand up against the enemy.
One thing for sure – it was more than his father did! Sure, Saul’s reaction is to send out another call to arms – but with limited effect. Those who responded took one look at the massed Philistine ranks and promptly ran away or hid – v6. Some even deserted to the Philistines themselves. Those who stayed with Saul were literally shaking with fear, and Saul seems unable to rally them, unable to instil a sense of courage and hope. 

One thing he did know was that he now needed Samuel, the man of God. As per previous instruction (10:8) he stayed at Gilgal, waiting for Sam to come to offer sacrifices and more importantly to tell him what to do. The arrangement/instruction was for Saul to give Sam 7 days to get there, to wait for 7 days. But with every day that passes more men left him and every day he grows more anxious, more worried, more desperate. When Sam doesn’t arrive by day seven Saul’s patience is worn out and he decides he needs to take matters into his own hands and proceeds to make the sacrifice himself – v9. And in making the sacrifice it appears that what matters most to Saul is the sacrifice rather than the instruction from the Lord. Sam was to come to make the sacrifice and to give instruction from the Lord. 
The smoke is still rising when Samuel arrives and greets Saul with those fateful words ‘What have you done?’ Saul makes his excuses  - ‘It’s because you didn’t arrive (thus putting the blame on Sam!) … and I knew I had to seek the Lords favour, so I didn’t feel I had a choice; I had to do it’ – v12. But Saul sacrificed more than an animal that day – he sacrificed his families place in history. Sam is having none of it – ‘You acted foolishly; you have not kept the command the Lord gave you and as a result you will not have a dynasty. Your children will not succeed you. The Lord will appoint another – someone who will respect and obey, someone who seeks the same things as God’ – v14.
Wow – that’s a bit harsh isn’t it!? Can’t help but feel a bit sorry for Saul – he’s hardly got started as king and he’s told the kingdom will be taken from his family. And for such a little thing in the most extreme of circumstances! Isn’t Sam/God being a bit OTT, and with no warning? We need to dig into this a little more 
a. What exactly was Saul’s crime? What had he done that was so bad? His actions were a very clear and wilful disobedience of what God through Samuel had said to him. He’d been told to wait seven days – he didn’t. So he lost patience and lost faith and acted in desperation; but just because he was backed into a corner was no excuse to sin! 
b. But wasn’t the punishment a bit harsh?  Not at all! But a few days earlier (Ch 12) Sam had given clear and unequivocal warnings about the danger of not obeying God, of ignoring God and his word. This was in addition to other clear instructions about the role and function of any future king God had previously given in Deuteronomy 17. So he couldn’t say there was no warning – and nor can we. He is also The King and so carries extra responsibility to lead by example. Interestingly Saul doesn’t actually protest – he just carries on and counts his ever diminishing foot soldiers!
It is a mercy that God so often gives people a second chance – we should not presume on this though.
It tells us then something about the seriousness of sin and the way God sees it. We may excuse it as a mistake, as understandable, as a bit of fun – but that’s not how our holy and perfect God sees it. No one, not even the king, can pick and choose or rewrite God’s instructions! They may be inconvenient, his ways might go across culture or personal taste or choices – but it’s still his word and no one is free to change or ignore it. There will be consequences.

· This is so important for us to understand in our country in days when what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ is constantly being revised downwards. Fundamentals like the nature of marriage, of freedom of speech and limitations on voicing criticism of others beliefs or lifestyles are now the norm for us. Our culture may reject God’s ways and call what he calls wrong right; it may accuse God/us of being narrow or even bigoted but that actually changes nothing! People will have to give an account for what they did and said and decided – and they will be judged not by popular opinion, but against God’s standards. As God’s people we have to keep this in mind and not allow ourselves to be sucked into changing or downgrading what God has said because it’s awkward, uncomfortable or unpopular. Doesn’t mean that we have to be bigoted and antagonistic in the way we talk – we need to remember that we are the conveyers of Gods’ Good News of salvation; Jesus didn’t come to condemn but to save. Let us speak the truth, but speak it in love, gently and with tenderness.
· Warning here for us as Gods people about excusing sin in our own lives. It’s very easy to see the sins of other people but excuse our own sins! “Well, it’s just habit, it’s my character, it’s the way I was brought up, I was provoked; it was the lesser of two evils, it was only once, etc, etc.” There are those who know no better and we need to be gracious to them – but for those of us who know God’s word and will and ways – there is no excuse! It is sin and we should accept it as such and hate it as such. 

· As we recognise rather than excuse our sin let us be ever more grateful/thankful for God’s mercy – that he doesn't treat us as we deserve, that so often he gives a second chance. 
· Let’s love and appreciate Jesus all the more because without him we would be hopelessly lost
· Reminder that Emergencies are not excuses for disobedience to God’s commands, but a test of our faith and obedience. God often tests us by taking us to the limit. They are a chance to prove God and so grow and prove our faith.

· Learn that obedience is better than sacrifice! Outward religious observance is no substitute for obedience. 
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