
OBEDIENCE IS BETTER
THAN SACRIFICE

Big Idea Faith in the Lord’s great power
can be the catalyst for his saving intervention.

1 Samuel 15:1-22
Lesson 56

Wednesday, September 8, 2021

Big Idea The Lord gives greater priority to obedience than to religious formalism.

The Text in Context

In this account the narrator’s pro-David/anti-Saul agenda continues to gain momentum. In chapter 13 Samuel
announced that Saul would have no royal dynasty, placing the king on thin ice. Chapter 14 did nothing to ease
our concerns about Saul, as he exhibited a preoccupation with his own honor and an obsession with religious
formalism, particularly oaths. He was ready to execute his own son, and he deprived Israel of total victory as he
placed his army under an unrealistic restriction and retarded the action with his delays. In chapter 15 Saul’s
situation now becomes even more precarious. He exhibits pride and disobeys the Lord’s clear command; this
brings serious repercussions  (see vv. 23–35).

Historical and Cultural Background

The Lord tells Saul to wipe out the Amalekites, killing all the people and even their animals (v. 3). The reason for
this is clearly stated: the Lord intends to “punish the Amalekites for what they did to Israel when they waylaid
them as they came up from Egypt” (v. 2; cf. Exod. 17:8–16). Moses announces that “the Lord will be at war against
the Amalekites from generation to generation” (Exod. 17:16). Later, as Moses speaks to a new generation that is
ready to enter the land, he urges them to remember how the Amalekites attacked the Israelites when they were
tired and vulnerable (Deut. 25:17–18). He commands them to “blot out the memory of Amalek from under
heaven” and emphatically urges them, “Do not forget!” (v. 19).

The Amalekites are descendants of Esau through his wife Adah (Gen. 36:16), who is called a woman of Canaan
and more specifically identified as a Hittite (v. 2). One of Esau’s sons, Eliphaz, fathered Amalek through his
concubine, Timna (Gen. 36:12). The Amalekites eventually settled in the south of Canaan in the Negev (Num.
13:29), though some also lived in the hill country of Ephraim (Judg. 12:15). They have opposed Israel from its
beginning (Exod. 17:8–16) and continue to be a thorn in Israel’s side on into the period of David (Num. 14:43–45;
24:20; Judg. 3:13; 6:3; 10:12; 1 Sam. 14:48; 30:1; 2 Sam. 8:12; Ps. 83:5–7). Moses expected Israel to wipe out the
Amalekites as soon as they secured their place in the land; Israel’s failure to do so comes back to haunt them
many times.

The use of the verb “totally destroy” (haram) in verse 3 shows that this is an instance of the so-called ban. God
earlier told Israel to exterminate the Canaanites in order to preserve the covenant community’s holy standing
before him (Deut. 7:1–6). The victims are regarded as “devoted” to the Lord himself (cf. Josh. 6:17, 21), perhaps in
part as an offering of gratitude for the Lord’s help (cf. Num. 21:2–3). In the case of Jericho, the articles of gold,
silver, bronze, and iron are also devoted to the Lord by being placed in his treasury (Josh. 6:17–19; the related
herem [thing/person devoted] appears in Lev. 27:21, 28; Num. 18:14; Ezek. 44:29). When Achan takes some of the
devoted items, he makes the whole camp subject to the ban (Josh. 7:12; cf. 6:18; 22:20) and must be executed to



avert the divine anger. The ban thus fulfills God’s command and also has a sacrificial nature: people and/or
objects are offered up to the Lord as a token of gratitude and/or an offering to appease God.

This concept of the ban is also attested on the Moabite Stone (Mesha inscription), where Mesha of Moab boasts
that he devoted to his god Chemosh seven thousand Israelite captives (COS, 2:137–138). In 1 Samuel 15 it
appears that Saul views the Lord’s instructions along these lines, for he intends to offer up the best of the
Amalekite plunder as a formal sacrifice to the Lord (herem appears in v. 21). However, Niditch suggests that in
this case the ban is viewed not as a sacrifice but rather as a punishment. Yet, as Niditch points out, Samuel’s
execution of the Amalekite king Agag “before the Lord at Gilgal” (v. 33) has a sacrificial flavor to it.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 15:1–22

• Saul’s pride and preoccupation with religious formalism cause him to disobey God’s command.

• The Lord gives greater priority to obedience than to sacrifice.

Interpretive Insights

15:2 I will punish. The Lord’s use of the first person indicates that this is his campaign. Saul is simply his
instrument and has no right to improvise in carrying out the Lord’s decree of judgment.

15:9 But Saul and the army spared. In verse 3 the Lord clearly commands, “Do not spare them.” The simple
repetition of the verb here in verse 9 highlights Saul’s disobedience yet also implicates the army…they were
unwilling to destroy completely. The use of the verb “be willing” (’abah) stresses the fact that sparing the king
and the best animals is a deliberate act of their will.

15:11 because he has turned away from me. The Hebrew expression translated “turned away from” is used
elsewhere of serious rebellion against the Lord (Num. 14:43; 32:15; Josh. 22:16, 18, 23, 29). and has not carried out
my instructions. The Hebrew text reads, “And my words he has not established.” When used of human beings’
“establishing” God’s word or covenant, the expression means obeying the word that God has commanded (see
Deut. 27:26; 2 Kings 23:3, 24; Jer. 34:18).

Samuel was angry, and he cried out. The content and purpose of Samuel’s cry to the Lord are not stated, nor is
the object of his anger. Elsewhere the verb “cry out” (za‘aq) describes a cry of distress or pain (1 Sam. 12:8, 10). In
1 Samuel 7:8–9 it is used of Samuel’s intercessory cry on behalf of Israel (note esp. “on Israel’s behalf” in v. 9), but
no such prepositional phrase is used here in verse 11. There is no indication that Samuel intercedes with the
Lord on Saul’s behalf. It seems more likely that he is lamenting Saul’s actions and the potential damage they can
cause for Israel.

15:12 he has set up a monument in his own honor. Saul likely sets up this monument to honor his victory and
perpetuate his fame (cf. Absalom in 2 Sam. 18:18), as kings sometimes did in the ancient Near East. Initially Saul
was hesitant to take the throne, despite prophetic affirmation and divine confirmation through signs. But now,
drunk with success, he seeks to elevate himself in the nation’s eyes, ironically, just before receiving a prophetic
rebuke and divine rejection notice.

The Problem of Genocide

The Lord’s command to Saul in verses 2–3 raises ethical questions. How can the Lord authorize genocide
that includes the slaughter of women, children, and even animals? How can the Lord hold this
generation of Amalekites responsible for the sins of their ancestors, committed over three hundred years
earlier?

God’s decree to implement genocide against the Amalekites must be examined within the larger context
of his decision to exterminate the Canaanites. Granted, this is philosophically problematic, because we
rightly view genocide as one of the most heinous of human crimes. However, we remember that Israel’s
invasion of Canaan was not a purely imperialistic landgrab victimizing morally neutral peoples. Israel was



God’s instrument of judgment against the Canaanites, whose sins became repulsive to him (see Gen.
15:16; Lev. 18:28; Josh. 11:20; Judg. 1:7; 1 Kings 21:26; 2 Kings 16:3). The Canaanites had to be
exterminated; otherwise, like a moral and spiritual cancer, they would contaminate Israel (Deut. 7:1–6;
20:16–18). As the sovereign King over all peoples, God has the right to remove nations from the face of
the earth when they violate his moral standards to an excessive degree.

As for the Amalekites, they are not typically included in the lists of nations to be exterminated, but they are
closely associated with these peoples in Numbers 13:29 and 14:25, 43, 45. Because of their merciless hostility
toward Israel, they are placed under a customized order of execution (Exod. 17:14; Deut. 25:17–19).

We also recognize that corporate thinking underlies the Lord’s command. In our modern Western world,
we emphasize individual rights, but much of the world today looks at individuals primarily as parts of
corporate units. Such corporate thinking is pervasive in the Bible. Even God often deals with people
corporately. For example, children many times are punished for the sins of their parents. The Lord warns
his enemies that their sin will have negative consequences for their family throughout their lifetime
(Exod. 20:5; 34:7; Num. 14:18). Dathan’s, Abiram’s, and Achan’s innocent children die along with their sinful
parents (Num. 16:27, 32 [Korah’s sons are apparently spared: Num. 26:11]; Josh. 7:24), and David, with the
Lord’s approval, allows the Gibeonites to execute seven of Saul’s descendants because of Saul’s crimes
against that city (2 Sam. 21:1–9, 14). The Lord also takes the lives of four of David’s sons because of his sin
against Uriah (2 Sam. 12:5–6, 10; cf. 12:14–15; 13:28–29; 18:15; 1 Kings 2:25). Though Jeremiah anticipates
a day when God’s judgment will operate on a strictly individual basis, he seems to assume that God has
judged the children for their parents’ sins in the past (31:29–30; cf. Lam. 5:7).

Thus, in a patriarchal culture, as here in 1 Samuel 15, the Amalekites’ wives, children, and animals are their
possessions and must be destroyed along with the males. Even though centuries have passed since the
Amalekites attacked Israel, the later generations of Amalekites are merely an extension of their ancestors
(1 Sam. 15:2–3) and continue to carry on their legacy of violence (cf. 15:18, 33).

On a more positive note, we see the corporate way of thinking also reflected in 1 Samuel 15:6, where Saul
warns the Kenites to move away from the Amalekites so that they will not be destroyed along with them.
The reason for this is that the ancestors of the Kenites, with whom this later generation is identified (note
“for you”!), showed Israel kindness when they came out of Egypt (see Judg. 1:16).

15:13 I have carried out the Lord’s instructions. The Lord does not share Saul’s view (v. 11). The verbal repetition
draws attention to Saul’s naïveté and spiritual insensitivity. Seemingly oblivious to what he has done, he
pronounces a blessing on Samuel and boasts that he has carried out the Lord’s command.

15:15 they spared the best …, but we totally destroyed the rest.When Samuel asks about the animals he hears,
Saul responds in a subtle, self-defensive manner. Undoubtedly recalling the Lord’s command, he states that the
army has spared the animals, albeit for a worthy purpose: sacrifice. But when describing the total destruction of
the rest, he includes himself in the action.

15:19 and do evil in the eyes of the Lord. The expression describes the sinful behavior of the Israelites in the
wilderness (Num. 32:13; Deut. 9:18) and later in the judges’ period (Judg. 2:11; 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1). It is
often associated with idolatry (Deut. 4:25; 17:2–3; 31:29; Judg. 2:11; 3:7; 10:6). Saul is not guilty of idolatry, but his
“rebellion” is just as serious in the Lord’s eyes (v. 23).

15:20 and brought back Agag. Saul deliberately uses the word “brought back” rather than “spared,” perhaps to
sidestep the fact that he has disobeyed the Lord’s command (v. 3). His choice of words contrasts sharply with the
narrator’s assessment of his actions (v. 9).

15:21 The soldiers took sheep and cattle. Just in case Samuel will not step back from his accusation against
those who have spared the livestock, Saul wants to distance himself from the people. But in case he is unable to
make that distinction, he wants to emphasize that the people’s motives are pure and that they are pursuing a
higher good.



Teaching the Text

The Lord places greater priority on obedience than he does on religious formalism. Saul labors under the faulty
notion that God places a priority on formal religious acts. But a proper relationship with God cannot be
guaranteed through formal religious behavior such as sacrifice or prayer (see esp. Isa. 1:11–15). As Samuel tells
Saul, religious formalism is meaningless apart from obedience. One can have a vibrant, healthy relationship with
God only if one is submissive to his moral will, as demonstrated by obedience to his moral and ethical
standards.

Although sacrifice is not as much of an issue in the New Testament, the basic principle is still present there,
though perhaps applied a bit more pointedly. The New Testament makes it clear that all the law can be
summarized in the simple commands to love God and to love one’s neighbor (Mark 12:29–31). One cannot do
the former without doing the latter. A meaningful relationship with God (the vertical plane) is not possible
unless one obeys God’s command to love one’s fellow human beings in tangible, practical ways (the horizontal
plane). So, James (1:27) makes caring for those who are vulnerable and needy (epitomized by the widow and
orphan) one of the twin pillars of genuine religion, because it fulfills the “royal law” of love for one’s neighbor
(2:8). Jesus teaches that one cannot expect to receive God’s forgiveness if one is not willing to forgive others
(Matt. 6:14–15). Reconciling differences with a brother or sister must be given priority over formal religious acts
(5:23–24). Withholding one’s material goods from a needy brother is proof that one does not have a genuine
relationship with God (1 John 3:17). Treating one’s wife with disrespect can hinder one’s prayer life (1 Pet. 3:7).
These examples illustrate the basic principle that obedience (to the royal law of love in a NT context) has priority
over sacrifice (or formal religious acts, such as offerings and prayer, in a NT context). In genuine biblical
“religion,” obedience is foundational to having a vital relationship with God, in contrast to pagan religion, which
seeks such a relationship through religious formalism.

Illustrating the Text

Obedience is more important to God than formal religious manifestations

Lyrics: “To Obey Is Better Than Sacrifice,” by Keith Green. In this song, Green tells us that God wants us more than
our ritualistic church attendance, more than our perfunctory prayers offered dutifully, more than our money
given mechanically. God wants our hearts, our devotion, our thoughtful, focused, living obedience.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text Com-
mentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 98–103.
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