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1 Samuel 15:22-23

(22) And Samuel said, Hath the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings
and sacrifices, asin obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is
better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. (23) For
rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornnessis as iniquity and
idolatry. Because thou hast rejected the word of the LORD, he hath also
rejected thee from being king.

King James Version

Saul had convinced himself that God would accept an extravagant offering
of animal flesh, bestowing on Him great honor and glory for their victory
over the Amalekites, in place of his simply doing what He said. Put another
way, the king had prioritized a pious demonstration of worship (read,
appeasing gift) over obedience. Samuel's inspired response is essentialy,
"Sorry, Saul, but you got it completely backward!"

As the prophet says, "To obey is better than sacrifice" (see Mark 12:33). God
looks more favorably on a person who takes His Word at face value and
single-mindedly follows its direction than on someone who blithely excuses
his failures and reframes them as "opportunities® to bring God glory. This
latter attitude is perilously close to the apostle Paul's rhetorical question,
"Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound?' (Romans 6:1).

The explanation for Samuel's declaration of God's priorities appearsin |
Samuel 15:23: "For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornnessis
asiniquity and idolatry." Not doing as God saysis not merely disobedience
but rebellion: "open opposition toward a person or group in authority," asthe
Merriam-Webster Dictionary definesit. In other words, it is a manifestation
of an individual's active, anti-God nature. Disobedience to God's commands
puts a person on the wrong side of the battle line dividing right from wrong.
Such aone may as well have taken up arms against God!
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His comparison of rebellion to witchcraft can seem strange at first, since
Insurrection and sorcery appear to have little in common. However, the
comparison is not focused on the kinds of sin they represent but on their
magnitude: Rebellion isjust as bad as witchcraft. Disregarding God's clear
commandsisjust as spiritually dangerous as getting involved in demonism.
In fact, rebellion is one of the demons great sins. Both rebellion and
divination lead a person away from God, and without repentance, open a
place for him in the camp of the demons. Thisiswhy God rejected Saul as
king over His people. He would not have a declared enemy ruling over Isradl.

A few cluesin the chapter show that this singular act of rebellion over the
punishment of the Amalekites was not the first, although it may have been
the worst. For one, Saul speaks to Samuel of "the LORD your God" three
times (I Samuel 15:15, 21, 30), suggesting that the LORD was not truly his
God but Samuel's. By thistime, he appears to have begun going through the
motions of serving God, but he had no personal devotion to Him.

For another, despite being the undisputed leader of the nation, he blames the
people for failing to do as God commanded (I Samuel 15:15, 21, 24). His
shifting of blameisjust an evasion, since he could have ordered the animals
and other plunder destroyed at any time. He probably did not want Agag and
the spoils of war destroyed because he had other plans for them—most likely
to enrich himself and to reward his soldiers to keep their loyalty.

In thislight, his seeking of pardon for his sin and his worship of God are a
sham (I Samuel 15:24-25, 30). He is merely saying the right words, but they
are not from his heart. There is no contrition for hisgrievous sin. In fact, in
the second instance, after Samuel tears the kingdom from Saul, the king does
not even bother to ask for forgiveness. Instead, he requests that the prophet
join him as he worships God—a cynical act of political theater.

Undoubtedly, God knew Saul's heart had been trending away from Him for a
long while, and his willingness to compromise in the Amalekite matter was
simply the last straw. The man had declared himself arebel and would not
return to Him. So, Samuel proclaims:
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The LORD has torn the kingdom of Israel from you today, and has
given it to aneighbor of yours, who is better than you. And aso the
Strength of Israel will not lie nor relent. For He is not a man, that
He should relent. (I Samuel 15:28-29)

God's decision was final because Saul's rebellion had hardened into
permanent character. He was as apostate as a witch.

This vignette has dire ramifications for those nominal Christians who believe
that it is no longer necessary to obey God's commandments, many of whom
do not keep even those from Jesus Himself! While God desires that we
worship Him and wants us to be sincere in doing it, He wants us even more
to take His commands seriously and make obeying them an integral part of
our lives.

It is so vital that Jesustells the rich, young ruler, "If you want to enter into
[eternal] life, keep the commandments’ (Matthew 19:17). Reason tells us
that refusing to keep them will deny us eternal life. Later, Jesus commands
Hisdisciplesin John 14:15, "If you love Me, keep My commandments.” I
we strive to do thisin faith and without compromise, He will provide the
grace we need and lead us to salvation.

— Richard T. Ritenbaugh

Tolearn more, see:
Rebellion as Witchcr aft

Related Topics:

Antinomian Influence on Christianity
Antinomian Protestantism

L oving God is Keeping Commandments
Paul not Antinomian
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